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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the relationship between contemporary akaatamin Port Vila,
Vanuatu. Since the mitl980s indigenous paintings, drawings, tapestries and sculptures
have becomerominent features of the urban visual landscape. By way of ethnological
survey, this thesis examines current modes of production, circulation and reception to
reveal the changing soetultural capital of these objects. Based on two periods of
extendeditldwork, this research relies on participant observation,-semnctured
interviews, studio and exhibition visits, written surveys and informal discussions for its
primary data.

Focusing on a core group of practicing artists who primarily belongherehe
Nawita Contemporary Arts Association or the Red Wave Vanuatu Contemporary Arts
Association, this thesis highlights the influescéisland affiliation, kin networks and
social relations upon the structure of the local artworld. Within the plicatmstrix of
town, artists adogtastomas thematic content for their work. Representations of the
chiefly body, dance routines, marriage ceremonies and traditional stories highlight the
means by which makers creatively assert their cultural identityle®iyn depictions
that incorporate stylised icons and codified motifs convey the knowledge, status and
entittement held by different artists. When presented to local audiences, these visual
cues are regarded as prideful celebrations of the unique chistazsenf the nation.

This thesis concludes that justkastomis not a static entity, nor is the category
of contemporary art. In Port Vila, a space of rapid social change, deeply embedded
values and beliefs intertwine with the forces of modernity defiee notions of
indigenous heritage. Within this framewoéktists in the capital interrogate the realities
of their lived experiences to present images and forms that reflect thevehang

circumstances particular to their corpus and careers.
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PREFACE

In 2009 | had the greatigilege of commencing a yedong volunteer placementith
the Vanuatu Cultural Centr&énuatu Kaljoral Sentar VKS), undetthe auspice of the
AustralianGo v e r n nmeemadtidnal aid programnmi¢outh Ambassadors for
Developnent During my time in Port Vila | was everyday exposed to the distinctly
Melanesian customs, practices and values of the local community. My time at the VKS
not only introduced me tdné rich and diverse material culture of the nation, but also
allowed me to bear witness to an extraordinary array of deeply significant indigenous
ceremonies and rituals. It was here that | learned about the history, traditions and
achievements of the ariplelago, the aspirations of its people and the realities of life in
one of the worldés | east developed countri

Walking down the main street taon (town) soon after my arrival | was struck
by an exhibition of brightly coloured tapestries. Turning toaospanion, an
expatriate of more than 20 years with profound knowledge of the arts of the region, |
enquired about the display. O06Thisdé she tol
Vanuatuods only female cont e mpgaeneedlgworer t i st .
before me | heard my companion call my name. Surrounded by inks, brushes and
parchments on the floor below, she stood quietly talking with Juliette. Upon making
introductions it was thus that | met the first of many local practitioneis.CHance
encounter, during which Juliette told me not only about her art but also her career and
her family, aroused my curiosity. | wondered how many other artists were in Port Vila
and how | could see their work.

This thesis is the result of that cuiitys Overthe years | have been inspired,
challenged and humbled by the artists who have so warmly invited me to share in their
lives. It is hoped that my interest in, and enthusiasm for, contemporary art from
Vanuatu will enliven appreciation in othergdahat the outputs of these talented and

dedicated makers will receive the attention and acclaim they so rightly deserve.
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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary visual artists in Port Vila, Vanuatu are more than simply image rhakers.
Locally acknowledged as holders of great skilinpers and sculptors are considered
ambassadors of the m@t. Fom delicate watercolours to intricate mixertdia
installations their outputs act as matereahbodiments oihdigenous identityThe
diversity oftheir representationgeflectsthe enviroment in which thework i artists
utilise availablanaterials to creat®rms that convey their lived realities. United as
nationalists, yet bound by codes of natalliation and pride, makemncapsulate their
cultural heritage in a variety of visualifonat s. Si nce the countryo:s
political independence from British and French administrators in 1980, artists have
adopted the rich and varied traditions of the archipelago as inspiration for their images.
Profoundly symbolic rituals, ceremoniasd practices are masterfuplyesented in
medi a once associated with European i mper.
determinedly created a new visual language that is now synonymous with state
sovereignty and national identity. Once regarded withalighsuspicion as a threat to
deeply embedded systems of customary status and entitlenaearshave elevated
the social capital of their artworks. As a result, practitioners are central agents in the
public presentation and promotion of community valued ideals.

Throughout Vanuatu the conceptkafstom(custom) is central to constructs of
identity. As a totalising logic that informs indigenous practices, beliefs and knowledge,
kastomis not an easily defined term. In the years immediately followidgpendence
scholars sought to apply a single definition that would expiastom(see Keesing
1982, 1993; Larcom 1982, 199; Philbert 1986; Tonkinson 1982a, 1982b, 1982c) Yet the
pluralistic aspects dfastomcharacterise its very essence. As Lissantddo{fL999b: 1)
notes, OThe word provi de sVammatwuadgrstanfto s u mmi n ¢
belong to themselves and to their place in opposition to all that contact with other
people and other pl aces %lassasculaignotdtaticed t o
nor iskastom It is an active category of perpetual negotiation, evaluation and

expansion. In an increasingly globalised world/anuatu adopt and adapt outside

! Port Vila is the capifeof Vanuatu, a nation state located in the seméist Pacific. Comprising 83

islands that stretch over 900 kilometres of ocean, the country is 1750 kilometres east of Australia and 500
kilometres nortkeast of New Caledonia (see Chapter 1).

2 ni-Vanuatu $ the term adopted by Islanders at independence to denote indigenous identity.
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influences to best suit their specific needs. Material goods are incorpiotated
ceremonial rituals and exchanges, cash is used for the payment of fines and systems of
governance are formalised by waytloé police, parliamenand judiciary. Just because
an action, object or ideology was not considéw@stomyesterday does notnessarily
confer its status tomorrow. This is particularly true in Port Vila, the centre of
contemporary art production in Vanuatu. It igaon (town) that the influences of
capitalism and modernisation, vital to the careers of artists, are delicakahcéd
alongside the tropes &hstom

The principal aim of this thesis is to locate the relatively recent urban
phenomenon of contemporary art in historical and social contexts specific to Port Vila.
In doing so, it is hoped that this study will makeuastantial contribution to knowledge
about a particular form of visual representation found in the capital. By analysing the
production, circulation and reception of objects, the complex cultural foundations upon
which artists base their works are revealksl a result, the main question of this
research is addressed: What is the current relationship betastemand
contemporary art in Port Vila? Close examination of the outputs of a variety of
practitioners reveals the influence of local systems of kedge and entitlement on
individual creativity. The active motivations that inspire artists to paint, draw or sculpt
are intrinsically linked to explorations of identity in rural, urban, national and global
milieux. From this, related research questiorsexplored: what subject matter do
artists select as content for their creations? How do codes of ownership and authority
influence an artistds choice of iconograptht
acknowledged as visual expressions of indigeneity?

The ddinition of contemporary art adopted throughout this thesis corresponds
with that which is locally applied. Amid a plethora of material culture in Port Vila
artists employ the Kantian concept of o&6fir
visual forms. As practitioners ascribe to setfnstructed distinctions between the
categories of art and craft their creatior
terms of their cultural capital, at | east
2008: 34). This is not to say that other objects and asage without merit aralue
but, rather, that local reckonings inform the basis of this research. Woven baskets and
mats, decorated items of clothing, wooden carvings, compact disc covers, political
posters and graphic designs highlight the wide variety of indigenous expressions found

in town. Against this backdrop, artists seek to assert the sanctified status of their
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paintings, drawings and sculptures. It must here be noted that this research fiefrain
commenting on the quality of the objects it examines. Such an approach follows the
argument made by Penelope Harvey (1996: 2c¢
contrasts but does not judge ¢é 1t te this
cultures it compares and contrasts, which sets it most firmly against the modern
Western aestheti c pticaljapprisal obthaR ihexdmines, thiish an o f
thesis instead provides insight into the circumstances of its producticuiation and

reception in the urban environment.

RESEARCH CONTEXT

Contemporary art created by indigenous makers from the south Pacific region has been

of interest to scholars since its emergence inthelm@7 0s. At O6The Art o
symposium Bld at McMaster University, Ontario in 1974, Nelson Graburn (1979: 362)
noted that, 6éa new breed of artist is proc
of the Western tradition aHfRkourgearplaterdne i n | c
1978 a second symposium was convened at Victoria University, Welliridtene,

Albert Wendt argued for due recognition to be directed toward local practitioners rather

than expatriates with the financial means to pursue art as a leisurely hobby. He asserted
that, 6Tourist and weekend art are acting
Oceanic art which reflects the realities of our societies in truly unique Oceanic ways,
styles, images and symbolsé (Wendt 1983: °
Declaration on the Granting Independence to Colonial Countries and Peopl€60

heralded a time of significant sogmlitical change for Islanders. As caolsed

territoriescame to achieve political independence from their European administrators,
innovative forms of artistic representation were intrinsically linked to these emergent
sovereign statesNewly affirmed governments endorsed indigenous artists, architects,
musicians, dramatists, dancers and writers as agents in the process of cultural

recanstruction, renewal and revitalisation. The outputs of practitioners were central to

3 The symposium was held 2126 August, 1974, and resulted in the publicatioiploring the Visual Art
of Oceania(Mead 1979).

4The symposium was held in the first week obfemry, 1978, and resulted in the publicathrmb and
Artists ofOceania(Mead and Kernot 1983).

5> For example: Fiji achieved independence in 19&puRNew Guineain 1975; Solomon Islands in
1978; Vanuatu in 1980.
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the project of natiouilding and the establishment of a collective consciousness that
embraced unity, peace and progress.

While a shift in academic concerns did indeecls attention on the outputs of
indigenous artists, debates during the late 1980s and early 1990s centred upon the
legitimacy of contemporary Pacific art. Scholars questioned the authenticity of new
visual forms and, in doing so, disparaged the creagjeacy of individual makers.
Objects were categorised according to Andr
destinationd or o6art by metamorphosi sbé as
Otourist artodo (Graburn 19&®ri, midtaiiveoartt @r(t
1989) or Oo6high ethnic arté (Errington 199¢
were contested within the paradigms of the established Western canon, a framework
that O0generated an i maginedinOtiivenrd itzlaltd wa s
(Errington 1998: 16). Some commentators were particularly critical of what they
perceived as the deliberate commodification of goods and labour. For example, Phillip
Dark (1993: 220) asserted thatprodbheedodr i
While this may have been true to some extent, the suggestion that makers privileged the
economic capital of objects to satisfy consumer demand implicitly denied the
internalised aesthetic sensibilities of source communities.

Over time such aiques were replaced by a more encompassing anthropology
of art that privileged specific contexts of production. As Nicholas Thomas (2005: 12)

noted, O0The intention behind an i mage €& ¢c

(o)}

analytic category of contemporaPacific art expanded as indigenous makers in
colonial settler societies such as AustragieeMorphy 2007; Myers 2002) and New
Zealand ¢eeSkinner 2008) became the subject of dominant academic enquiry.
Similarly, the outputs of Polynesian artists baisedrban centres including Auckland,
Christchurch and Wellington emerged as the focus of concattesation(see
Stevenson 2008, 2011yuch studies reveal that both countrieshe operations of
established institutionsupport the work of many artist&ccess to educational
opportunities atertiary institutions providethe foundatiorfrom which a number of
makers professionalise their practices and establish professional reputations. The

provision ofdedicated display spaces ensures that objectsaalexd by commercial
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dealers, acquired by publicuseums and featui international festivals.

Organisations such as the Australia Council for the Arts, Creative New Zealand and the
Tautai Contemporary Pacific Arts Trust also provide crucial fundintggtiavs

practitioners to purchase materials, participate in exhibitions and engage with global
markets.

For artists based in Melanesia the situation is strikingly different and, as a result,
the study of contemporary art creatsdmakers livingn the regio has proven more
complex.Unlike their counterparts in Australia and New Zealand, makers in Fiji, New
Caledonia, Papua New Guinea (PNG), the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and West Papua
oftendo not have access to the most basic of resources. Guemrfunding is
extremely limited as political leaders allocate scarce cash reserves to essential amenities
such as healthcare, education and the provision of infrastructure including roads,
sanitation and electricity. The absence of corporate sponsarsthiprivate
philanthropy further compounds the precarious financial situation faced by many
practitioners. As a result, artists have very little money with which to purchase
materials, stage exhibitions and undertake formal training. Without the meaeseaotp

their work to international audi ences, mo

‘N

virtually unknown to metropolitan critics and are seldom reviewed in leading art
journal sé6 (Cochrane 2013: 163). The succes:s
diaspora Polynesian practitioners hasyetextended to makeis the islands of the
westernPacific. With no galleries or dealers dedicated to the promotion of their outputs,

the work of Melanesian artists is poorly represented in prestigious museuatiaofie

and all but ignored by influential international biennales.

This is not to say, however, that important academic enquiries have not focused
on the region. To the contrary, rigorous studies have highlighted the outputs of artists
based in Melanesiince the migl990s. Seminal ethnographic research focused upon
artistoresident in Port Moresby, PNG (Cochrane 1995a; Rosi 198 first of the
capitals to emerge as a site of concentrated art production. In the years immediately

precedingdecoloniséion from Australia, the incumbent government introduced a range

6 For example, both Australia attew Zealand have pavilions at the Venice Biennale in which

indigenous artists have exhibited. For Australia: Rover Thomas and Trevor Nickolls in 1990; Emily

Kame Kngwarreye, Judy Watson and Yvonne Koolmatrie in 1997. For New Zealand: Peter Robinson and
Jacquelne Fraser in 2001; Michael Parekowhai in 2011.
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of cultural policies designed to unify the new nation state. Pamela Rosi (2002: 243)

notes that

Beyond the immediate rush to form a national government and to instigate an economic
and eduational plan of development, the Administration recognized that new art forms

were needed to establish a modern communications industry. They would also
contribute to the visible construction of

fragmented villge-based society.

The opening of the Centre for Creative Arts under the directorship of Scottish expatriate
Tom Craig in 1972 affirmed the social relativity afforded to contemporafyiart974

a grant from the Government of Australia enabled expammsibn t he i1 nsti tuti o
facilities and programmes with the result being that, in 1975 to coincide with
independence, the organisation was renamed the National Arts School. Craig, along
with Georgina and Ulli Beier, here continued to foster the skills of ipraetrs such as
Timothy Akis, Jakupa Ako, Mathias Kauage and Martin Morubutfunith the

influential support of inaugural Prime Minister Michael Somare and activist Bernard
Narokobi, these students were responsible for the execution of a range of public
commissions, including murals, architectural facades and works of art for the National
Parliament Housg.

Early scholarship examined the contribution made by artists to the project of
natonma ki ng. Advocating that O60A nfahas@ar adi gn
soci al and cul tural practice, accepting di
98), investigations challenged Eurocentric presuppositions about the legitimacy of
i ndigenous Mel anesian art. Somaldeeag 1979: x
instrument of synthesis in the process of national integration, modernization, and
gener al (integral) human devel opment. 6 As

art with state sovereignty. Susamat Cochr ane

7 Craig held a number of positions in PNG: a secondary school art teacher in Kwikilal@&®)y

Director of the Expressive Arts Department at Goroka Teachers College 19988 Director of the
Creative Ars Centre (1972976); and, Director of the National Arts School (19883).

8 Georgina Beier taught art to illiterate migrants at the University of Papua New Guinea and sponsored
artists at her studio from 196R071. Her husband, Ulli Beier, taught literee at the University during

this time. Upon returning to PNG in 1974, Georgina was involved with the Creative Arts Centre /
National Arts School and Ulli the Institute of Papua New Guinea Studies until their departure in 1978.
9 Michael Somare was PrinMinister from 1975 to 1980 (and again between the years 19885, and
20021 2011). Bernard Narokobi was a constitutional lawyer, activist and politician who founded the
Melanesian Alliance Party.
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offers a visual interpretation of the transformations taking place in Papua New Guinean
culture and society in a manner which is both striking and expressive of current
phil osophies. 6 The highly stylisednsi mages
of harnessing national consciousness, unity, pride and progress. The political capital
attached to objects was intrinsically linked to emergent notions of collective identity
andseild et er mi nati on. Wor ks of art that visua
privileged in the I|Iiterature as were pract
restyling traditional motifs for new contexts, or making objects to represent old and new
aspects of national |l ifed (RosiI 2vokk6 ;@ 24 8)
of artists that may have otherwise gone ur
weal th and cultural valuesd (Cochrane 201:

With the passage of time the focus of academic enquiries shifted. The currency
of objects in global mrketplaces came to dominate discussions. Scholars questioned
the lack of international recognition afforded to contemporary art from PNG. As a
result, two lines of enquiry emergéane focused on circumstances in Port Moresby
and external impediments haering artists, the other concerned the curatorial
challenges of engaging audiences with little knowledge of the country. Rosi (2002,
2006) examined local barriers to artistic success. She identified a range of contributing
factors affecting painters andusptors: declining government support and sponsorship;
bureaucratic corruption; financial and customary obligations to kin; unemployment;
social and economic dislocation; inequality and violepegticularlyexperienced by
female artists); and, a lack ofarketing and exhibition opportunities. She explained
that, as a consequence, O6contemporary art.
available to promote their art abroad. Their hopes for success are tied to the belief that
entering the globalartmak et wi | | provide many more opp
(2006: 260). The difficulties of achieving acclaim, however, were varied. The highly
competitive nature of the commercial arena demanded that exhibitions be financially
profitable, yet for mangealers, sponsors and museum professionals the art of PNG
was of dubious worth. Similarly, the monetary value of objects was contested by
collectors who questioned the legitimacy of contemporary hybrid forms.

Meanwhile commentators and curators in Europribaneously grappled with
how best to exhibit contemporary indigenous forms, including those from PNG (see
Cochrane 1997; Raabe 1999; Schindlbeck 2002). As strict ideological divisions

between museums and galleries blurred, so too did definitionsaricdrtefact. In
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1997, for example, the Museum of World Cultures in Frankfurt opened a dedicated
space in which to display the outputs of practitioners from Africa, South America, Asia
and the Pacific. Eva Raabe (2011: 138) suggested that because céwlopments

Curators must negotiate between artists who demand to be treated as members of a

global art world on equal terms with their European contemporaries and a public who

need to be educated é The somewhavyatnapve a
as a document of cultural change has to make way for the detailed study and

presentation of newestern art in all its aesthetic diversity.

Up until this point foreign audiences largely unfamiliar with PNG had equated the
material culture of the emtry with ghnographic artefactsrized as traditional relics of
a bygone era. Such asses-@deeappreach thath wever , t
reinforces the exotic stereotypes which are so readily associated with Pacific cultures
and art f-blarrim2004: Z88).Bwinterrupting the entrenched assumption
that only objects produced in the mr@lonial era had meaning and value, cultural
institutions sought to open their doors to contemporary indigenous art that had
previously been denied the spatmerited.
The new millennium witnessed an expansion of ethnogragtgjairy into
contemporary art frorthe region. Scholars began to investigate the practices of
contemporary artists based in other urban centres. The opening of tidalean
Tjibaou Cultural Centre (hereafter the Tjibaou Cultural Centre) in Nouméa, New
Caledonia, in 1998 provided the impetus for examination of the outputs of
contemporary Kanak practitioners based in the ca@taloline Graille (2001: 1)
asserted t h distshavé appearedipodweikg hybrid forms of art which
claim to be rooted in the traditional Kanak world whilst at the same time being very
much influenced by Westernartstta r d s, me d i a ,Alth@ugldithet ec hni que
signing of the Matignon Accord in 1988 bgaiMarie Tjibaou and Jacques Lafleur
failed to afford New Caledonia independence from France, itedidtin the
implementation of a range of policies designed to promote indigenous art and €ulture.

In accordance with the agreement, the Agence de développement de la culture kanak

10 JeanMarie Tjibaou (1936 1989) was a politician and leader of the-prdependence party Kanak
and Socialist National Liberation Front until his assassination in 1989. Jacques Lafleui PrAZD
was a French politician boin Nouméa who was ortame leader of the anthndependence party Rally
for Caledonia in the Republic.
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(Agency for the Development of Kak Culture or ADCK) was established to support
contemporary forms of Kanak expression, especially in the fields of handicraft,
broadcasting, technology and art.

Over the years the ADCK purchased a number of objects for the Tjibaou
Cultural Centre colleatin. Such a highly institutionalised bureaucracy, however,
limited the autonomy of local makers. As Emmanuel Kasarhérou, Director of the

Tjibaou Cultural Centre, noted

Whereas, in the past, the Kastom chiefs ordered the art pieces, now, the cultural

institut i ons are doing it; é it is true to say
are making é we try to select the one who
one who simply copies whatodés already there

the one who does notdé (as quoted in Graildl

As a means of affirming Kanak identity in a highly contentious spoldical
environmentthe assessmeat creativequality wasbound to the perceived promotion
of déa | iving anduldtymraeni &s i eexdp rgeqivaid t hr oug
(Graille 2001: 3).

In Vanuatu, Ralph Regenvanu (1996a, 1999b) and Haidy Geismar (2003a, 2004,
2007, 2011) drew attention to the outputs of artists who pledged membership to the
Nawita Contemporary Arts Assation in Port Vila (further discussed throughout the
chapters of this thesis). Writing in the late 1990s, Regenvanu (1996a: 312, original
emphasis) defined contempor araganstthe fr om ¢t}
concept of kasguedthat6 He i nstead ar

What is called Aarto in Vanuatu today is b
creative forms that preceded it. Indeed, contemporary art is perhaps indistinguishable
from these forebears only in terms of the wider range of media usktheasources of

inspiration and motivation for creative expression (Regenvanu 1996a: 309).

Geismar extended this line of enquiry, comparing the sodioiral relativity of
paintings and sculptures with traditional carvings and weavings. In her anatysis,
relied heavily on the theory of abductive reasoning proposed by Alfred Gell (1998), she

compared the material agency of each <cat ec
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relations between persons and t)flihengs acr os

materiality of contemporary art was primarily examined rather than subject matter or

i magery. Gei smar (2003a: 296) thus sur mi se

of ni-Vanuatu artists between contemporary and traditional artefacts ase mich

temporal, but materidl contemporaneity (as a form of cremdtural encounter) is

expressed through the use of particul ar me
Most recently Fiji has become a locus of consideration. Katherine Higgins

(2008, 2009, 2012) documented the infleef the Oceania Centre for Arts, Culture

and Pacific Studies (hereafter the Oceania Centre) at the Laucala Campus of the

University of the South Pacific, Suva as a regional hub for innovative expréssion.

Founded in 1997 under the directorshipofEpel Haubofa the space p

| earning environment for the study of the

made clear his vision that the institution be of benefit to the community before the

i ndividual . He as s er mleadhed niust teflect tuidamemtad e at i v €

principles of our societies, in particular reciprocity, cooperation, openness to

community (in terms of both participations and viewing) and transmission of skills

through observation and participation rather than thréughr ma | instructi on

2005: 8). In 1998, under the auspices of the Oceania Centre, the Red Wave Collective

was established. Tak biagulabrtTenganpaamkulddrf r om t h e

tidal wave, I|iterally, gansaionwsdovteet@excluse ggi ns

membership of contemporary visual artists.

Unl i ke the National Arts School i n PNG,
paint or sculpt €é there are no classes. Ttk
andexperece, with the artists drawing on inte

2008: 1). Alongside offering residencies to practitioners from Fiji, including Ben Fong,

Paula Liga and Frederick Butafa, the Oceania Centre has also hosted visiting artists

from countries such as Niue (John Pu-le), Tol
term resident of Fiji and founding member of the Red Wave Collective), the Solomon

Islands (Fred Butajaand Vanuatu (Jea@laude Tourg Rather than chart the careers

of individual practitioners, Higgins assimilated the outputs of painters and sculptors to

explore the impact of artist residencies on cimgtural exchanges and partnerships.

11 From 1997 until 2008 the institution was known as the Oceania Centre for Arts and Culture. In late
2008 it was incorporated into the Faculty of Attay and Education whereupon it wasnm@med the
Oceania Centre for Arts, Culture and Pacific Studies.
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She noted that the o6arts are a valuabl e me

pdlitical issues, and also tools to create individual and regional connections with history

and tradition. Contemporary art in Oceania is emerging as a technique for

communi cation unrestricted by |l anguageo6 (1}
It is to this growing body of $mlarship that this thesis makes an original

contribution. As previous investigations have shown, the circumstances of

contemporary artists in Melanesi@nificantlydiffers from one country to the next.

The profound cultural diversity within and between nations negateplistic

categorisations, casual comparisons or broad generalisations. As Cochrane (2013: 147)

notes, OEvery indigenous art system operat

its place and time. 06 This t hePont\laint heref or

order to provide comprehensive analysis of a bounded locale. While makers in PNG,
New Caledonia, Vanuatu and Fiji draw upon their heritage to produce works of art that
reflect their indigenous identities, the structures that support ttegitiges vary. The

most pronounced points of departure relate to education and exhibition opportunities
available in each urban centre. The National Art School in Port Moresby and the
Oceania Centre in Suva provide practitioners with studio spaces in itbalbgies

and methodologies are shared alongside materials and equipment. In Nouméa, the
Tjibaou Cultural Centre offers display facilities that are unparalleled in the region.
Without such formal institutions in Port Vila, artists instead founded that&dlaw
Contemporary Arts Associatiand the Red Wave Vanuatu Contemporary Art
Associationasvehiclesto assert their collective agency. As practitioners seek to
emulate the success of their counterparts in Australia and New Zealand they utilise the
infrastructure available to them, however basic this maipbspite this, contemporary
artists in Melanesia are resiliently optimistisure of the innate significance of their

creative pursuits.

INTERNATIONAL FRAMEWORK
Although this thesis presents an ethnographic survey of contemporary art in Port Vila, it
is here instructive to locate the objects under discussion within wider international

frameworks. To date, few exhibitions with a focus on contemporary art from Vanuatu
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have been staged outside the archipetdgte first,New Traditions: Contemporary
Art of Vanuaty opened at VKS in 1999 before traveling to museums and galleries in
Australia, New Caledonia and New Zealdd@he display, a collaborative project
between VKS (then under the directorship of Ralph Regenvanu) and the Nawita
Contemporary Arts Assodian (further discussed in Chapter 2), was funded by the
Pacific Development and Conservation Trust and the Australian Federal Government
under the auspice of the Austraauth Pacific 2000 Program. Importantly, the
exhibition was initiated, administerasd curated by indigenous agents. Ten artists
were invited to create objects that respor
history!* Resultantly, the show contained visual material that conveyed to international
audiences the collective characséigs, values and experiences of the country.

In order to contextualise the paintings and sculptures that comprised the
exhibition a selection of artefacts made during the final decades of'ttee@ry was
also displayed® In the catalogue prefacer®on Mar k (2000: 8) expl a
including recently made traditional artefacts in the exhibition alongside the work of 10
contemporary artists, we feel that both the similarities and contrasts been modern art
has been illustrated effectively, thugwnstrating the creative vibrancy of current
Vanuatu artistic practice.d® The juxtaposi:'t
headdresses, circumcision boards, canoe prows, ceramic pots &itngglubs
highlighted the many and varied formsmoéterial culture particular to the archipelago.
Paintings and sculptures were presented as extensions of the rich visual heritage of the
nati on. Ross Searle (2000: 29) argued that

[from] forming a single, coheremdea of what contemporary Pacific Islander culture

12 Exhibitionswith a broader focus on Melanesia in which the work eéfanuatu artists has been
displayed includePacific Dreams: Contemporary Art froMelanesia(Perc Tucker Regional Gallery,
1995); Awe! Artis blongude: Contemporary Art from Vanuatu and the Solomon Isléidsnce de
developpement de la culture kanak, 1997; Vanuatu Culture Centre, 1998; Solomon Islands National
Museum, 1998)News Fran IslandgCampbelltown Arts Centre, 2003 pirit of the People: New
Melanesian Ar{Corbans Estate Art Centre, 200Pgradise Lost? Contemporary Works from the Pacific
(Museum of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia and Satellite Gakér3).

13The exhibition was organised by VKS and travelled to: Pataka Porirua Museum of Arts and Cultures;
Canterbury Museum; Science Centre and Manawatu Museum; Waikato Museum of Art and History;
New Zealand National Maritime Museum; Jedarie Tjibaou Cltural Centre; University of Queensland
Art Museum; and, Drill Hall Gallery at the Australian National University.

14 The time periods and corresponding artists were: Origiasc Natuoivi; Darkness Time Sylvester
Bulesa; Missionisatioin Jobo Lovo; Backbirdingi Aloi Pilioko and Michael Busai; World War Tl

Joseph John; Independence and Nationfioduliette Pita; Development after Independené&alph
Regenvanu; Futurie Sero Kuautonga. Emmanual Watt also included a work of art that did not foeus on
specific historical period.

15 Not all artefacts were attributed to specific makers. Of those that were, the following artisans were
named: Irene Dini; Eli Fieldl; Harrison Hango; James Hanghangkon Tainmail; and, Army Wesly.
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amounts to.o06 The exhibition thus exposed \
indigenous identity by highlighting the intertwined relationship between the past and
present.

In 2003 the Museum of Archakgy and Anthropology at the University of
Cambridge staged the exhibitidanuatu Stael: Kastom and Creativitiyorking in
partnership with the institution, guest curator Haidy Geismar invited six contemporary
makers to create works of art that were sgp@ntly acquired by the musedfThe
project was support by the CrowtHgeynon Fund, The Getty Grant Trust and the
Economic and Social Research Council. Paintings, sculpture and tapestry produced by
members of the Nawita Contemporary Arts Associatiorevrgerspersed among mats,
baskets and masks collected by anthropologists such as John Layard, Bernard Deacon
and Tom Harrison to O6provide indigenous Vi
the past and the present, with a focus on ideas &baus t(®Geisrbar 2003b: 1). The
juxtaposition of new objects and historice
aboutkastomare continually developing in interaction with broader local, national and
i nternational devel opment ddcame &space imahich 2 0 0 3
the notions of tradition/modernity and continuity/change were contested in order to
6emphasise O0the i mportance of #Athingso in
the worlddé (Geismar 2003b: 1).

More recently the exhibitioRort Vila, Mi Lavem Yu: Port Vila | Love Ypheld
at the EastWest Centre in 2011, explored the realities and challenges of daily life in the
capital. Curated by Haidy Geismar and Eric Wittersheim, the project was supported by
two private collectors and fling provided by Le Fonds Pacifique of the French
Overseas Ministry. The show included the work six contemporary artists, each of whom
were commissioned to create an object that reflected their experience of the urban
environment’ These paintings and dptures were displayed alongside everyday
objects, archival i mages and documentary f

culture is emerging, which synthesizes local customs and creates new national

16 Commissioned works of artaxe produced by: Michael Busai; Moses Jobo; Joseph John; Juliette Pita;
Emmanuel Watt. Baskets and mats were also acquired from female makers on Pentecost, as were two
masks from male artisans on Malekula.

17 Artists who participated in the exhibition weigavid Ambong; Joseph John; Sero Kuautonga; Eric
Natuoivi; Juliette Pita; Emmanuel Watt.
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tradit i-WastCéntrd}®BSplisirtto different sections, the exhibition explored
public and private spaces particular to the capital: one installation resembled a kava bar
and included a screeni ng Mano/damasiplayedvh i c h Wi t
another installation recreated the domestiaiotef a home typical to the settlements
of Port Vila; a third installation reflected a trade store in which goods predominantly
imported from China are sold; and, a fourth installation reproduced a quintessential
market stall stocked with locally produtbandicrafts and memorabilia.

Since its inception in 1993 thesia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art
(APT) at the Queensland Art Gallery has, on occasion, also included the work of ni
Vanuatu makers. As one of the only comprehensive exhibitionsus foctthe region
theAPThas become O6an i mportant gauge of shif
Over the years, the outputs of Melanesian practitioners such as Paula Boi (New
Caledonia);Tom Deko (PNG)Mathias Kauage (PNG), Anna and Michael Mel (BNG
and Daniel Waswas (PNG) have featured in the s€ies1996, curatorial adviser
Susan Cochrane selected Eric Natuoivi (further discussed in Chapter 2) to be among
101 artists included in the secoABT. His mixedmedia sculptureConflict Over
Equityc ombi ned wood, boar tusk and sinew to I
statusofmiVanuatu womendé (Regenvanu 19965b: 118)
featured at the sixth APT in 200Scustomary carvings from Ambrym, screennts by
youth from Matas@nd reggae music by bands from Port Vila were presented to gallery
visitors?° The collaborative modes of production and collective authorship attributed to
the objects included in the display were construed as a mean of exploring the
relationship betweedr i t es and rightsé (Maud 2009: np

Such a curatorial strategy was applauded by many commentators. For example,
JohnMcDonald (2009) argued that

18 Historical images were sourced from the collection of the National Film and Sound Archive at the

Vanuatu Cultural Centre. In addition, material produced by youth fre Wan Smol Bag Photography

Project was included in the exhibition.

19 Mathias Kauage was featured in the first APT in 1993, Anna and Michael Mel participated in the

second APT in 1996, while Paula Boi, Tom Deko and Daniel Waswas took part in thecHilitian of

the series in 1999.

20 Carvings were produced by: Freddy Bule; Bongnaim Frederick; Chief Joachin Kilfan; members of the
Mansak family; Chief Michel Marakon; Michel Rangie; and, Chief Louis Wunabae. Prints were created

by: Eddy Bule; Stanley Ram; Saires Kalo; David Kolin; Herveline Lité; Apia Najos; Sepa Seule; and,

Si meon Simix (further discussed in Chapter 2). Gro
Reggae: Roots Beyond the Reefd were: 26 Roots and
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It would have been disappointing but forgivable if the carvings and amateurfgints
Vanuatu were overshadowed by more glamorous videos and installations, but this does
not occur. Instead, we see each work as an expression of a unique sensibility, revealing
countries with utterly different histories, levels of development, dreams and

expectations.

The same, however, cannot be said for reactions in Port Vila. While previous academics
and curators such as Geismar, Wittersheim and Cochrane had collaborated with
appropriate organisations including VKS and the Nawita Contemporary Arts
Assodgation, the sixtPAPTteam instead worked directly with communities and artisans
I an act in explicit defiance of official procedures and protocols that govern cultural
research throughout the archipelago (further discussed in the Methodology section of
this Introduction). Consequently, tensions emerged in the capital as the agency of
practicing artists was all but ignored. Local perceptions held that previous exhibitions
had adopted inclusive approaches when forming visual art collections for display
abroa. New TraditionsContemporary Art from Vanuatianuatu Stael: Kastom and
Creativity, Port Vila, Mi Lavem Yu: Port Vila | Love Yaund the second APT were
regarded as opportunities for painters and sculptors to actively contribute to global
discourses aiut indigenous identity. The sixthPT, by way of comparison, was felt to
misrepresent locally constructed categories of material culture particular to the
archipelago. In particular, the presentatiotashtamgslit gongs) anchamangegspirit
figures) @& objects of contemporary art negated embedded distinctions between

customary entitlement and creative autonomy.

METHODOLOGY

Research in Vanuatu is a highly regulated undertaliadhe above examples make
clear,inclusivemethodologiesire championedtoughout the archipelagBoreign
academicseeking to engage with communities require permission from the Vanuatu
National Cultural Council, by wagf theVKS T a process during which the merits of a
study are considered in relation to the needs ofdhatcy. Between the years 1985 and
1994 (Bolton 1999b: 1), and again from 2013 until 2014, moratoriums on research
conducted by foreign nationals were imposed by the government. Among the reasons
for the first embar go wa snudtuhgavernntestbadi o r

been (justly or not) annoyed by the beh
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After decades of colonial oppression, newly elected officials sought to define the

emergent state. In doing so, they claimed that indigenousnesistelonged to the

people of the country and should, consequently, be protected from the scrutiny of
suspicious outsiders. Thus, o6in t-he early
Vanuatu should research their 9%:wWnDukng o wl!l e d
the first moratorium, however, a select few researchers were invited to assist with VKS
programmes and projects in collaboration with local counterparts: Darrell Tryon

established a network of volunteer fieldworkers from different islahtseo

archipel ago; Li ssant Bolton initiated the
JeanChristophe Gulipaud managed the Vanuatu Cultural and Historical Sites Survey.

As a result, O06The experience of wmerking wi
cultural administration of Vanrndigehestoé t hat
conduct cultural research in a manner that involved, respected and acknowledged their

i nformants and was of benefit to the peopl
(Regenvanu 1999a: 98).

The Vanuatu Cultural Research Policy was drafted by the VKS in 1992. After
circulation for comment to government departments, statutory bodies, indigenous
organisations and affiliate international institutions (see Regenvanu X38)9the
policy was officially sanctioned in 1994. As a result, all foreign researchers undertaking
work in the country (including the author of this thesis) are bound by tine tdrthe
agreement’ After almost a decade of sustained activity a secon@tmaum was
issued by the VKS in 20123 A memorandum issued on behalf of the Vanuatu National
Cul tur al Counci | explained that, O6The Reas:s
VNCC to redevelop its National Collaborative Research policy and othergsolic
relating to Culture and Custom.d I n an int
2013) VKS Director Marcelin Abongtatedthat the ban was necessary to quell

misconduct by unscrupulous outsiders. He asserted

The council would like to know about thesearch and what is beneficial to this nation
and what is not beneficial to this nation, and also look for the people who are only in it

for their own seHinterest. So | think we try our best to protect our intangible cultural

21 See Appendix 1.

22 The second moratorium applied only to new research projects. Previously approved studies (including
this thesis) were not subject to the embargo but researchers were required to submit a summary report to
the Council.
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heritage and to avoid explaitt i on of thi s knowl edge é 1n

tt

Vanuat u, we | ive on the cul tur al and tradi

us.

Although imposed for only one year the moratorium highlights the gravity assigned to
scholarly transgressions Vanuat?® The demand that research activities be conducted
in a transparent, inclusive and culturally sensitive manner attests to the importance of
sustaining collaborative working relationships with local communities.

With this in mind, field researanforming this thesis was conducted in Port
Vila during two separate site visits (September 2002arch 2013 and September 2013
i December 2013, in addition to a previous period of residency from Septembédr 2009
October 2010). Since the late 1970s sat®have suggested that sustained engagement
with indigenous makers tentralto the study of their art. Sidney Mead (1979:7), for
example, argues that

Personal acquaintance with a culture seems to be of paramount importance to the study
of ar t déntnmust entesthe dield and become familiar with the people whose art
he or she is studying. Only by direct experience in the field is the student able to

appreciate the richness and complexity of the cultural milieu in which art is produced.

As the mosrecent moratorium suggests, a significant number of researchers over
recent years have elected to undertake studies in Vanuatu. Consequently, a sense of
purloining has, in some instances, been expressed toward different academic enquiries.
Theneedto egablish and maintain trusting relationships was thus central to the aims of
this thesis. With the attainment of mutual trust and respect between the author and
artists discussed herein, greater opportunities for sincere dialogue emerged. Sensitive
topics hat might otherwise have been left undiscussed came to the fore, as did the
thoughts and opinions of practitioners on a broad range of pertinent issues not at first
apparent to the uninformed onlooker. This widening of disclosure between researcher
and arist thus allowed for far richer crossiltural engagement and exchange.

Primary data collected in Port Vila was achieved by way of sémctured

interviews, informal discussions, written surveys and participant observation.

23 |nstitutions such as the VKS aMhblvatumauri seek to ensure that research is of benefit to the nation
as a whole and not driven by the political agendas of outside agents.
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Conversations were conductedBislama (the lingua franca of the country) and
English, with the decisn as to the language of communicatieft solely with
participants®* Written correspondence, including questionnaires that form the basis of
Chapter Six, was composed in Bislamaadilition to meetings with artists, time was
also spent with a range of other engaged individuals including cultural officers, local
chiefs and government officials to achieve the broadest possible understanding of the
topic at hand. Throughout the arcHaugp knowledge is equated with power. The rights
to and of disclosure are fiercely protected and enforced. This is true even of
contemporary artists working in the capital. Information restricted on the basis of
gender, social status and island heritagetegral to indigenous notions of personhood.
While the majority of practitioners included in this study create forms whose content
may be openly discussed there were, on occasion, particular motifs or designs about
which artists were unwilling to extrajae. Whether such iconography was indeed
customarily sacred, restricted on the basis of gender or social status or, alternatively,
content about which makers simply did not wish to disclose information was difficult to
ascertain. A deliberate secrecy offgervades individual creative practices. Few
practitioners work collaboratively and, from observations made during fieldwork, fewer
discuss their imagédseven after these objects have been exhibited in the public
domain.

A career as a contemporary stin Port Vila is a decidedly male pursuit. Of
the 24 practicing artists who comprise this study only two are women. Such gender
disparity has been of consequence to the outcomes of this research. As a female
researcher of European descent living alort@encapital it was necessary to maintain
an acute awareness of the moralising |l ogic
lest grievances of impropriety be directed toward this project. From the attire one wears
to the locales one frequents, tenduct of expatriate researchers is closely monitored
and scrutinised by community members. A female researcher working almost
exclusively with men arouses both curiosity and suspicion. As a result, many of the
interviews and interactions that inform tsisidy were conducted in public spacest

cafes and restaurants in the centre of town, in stalls at marketplaces, on benches and

“Transl ations of Bislama to English throughout thi
Alltrans | ati ons are the authorodos unless otherwise st al
communications are included as English translations only. Texts written in Bislama are included as

originally transcribed and supplemented with English translationg gfiotations not referenced as
6authordéds transl ationdé were verbally communicated
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patches of grass at the seafront park, in workplaces, at cultural institutions such as the
VKS or the Alliance Francaise defVila and at kava bars (although this last site
might no doubt be considered inappropriate by some). On occasions where meetings
were held in domestic dwellings, either those belonging to artists or that of the author,
time was shared in the spirit afdndship and collegiality. Such visits provided an
opportunity for large, heavy or cumbersome objects to be viewed and for preliminary
sketches or works in progress togbared

Given the limited resources available to artists in Port Vila, the conslitioder
which a number of objects included in this thesis were viewed reveal both the ingenuity
of makers and the conditions hampering their wider exposure. Few practitioners rely
solely on their art as a means of income and those who do depend on basic
infrastructure. Large canvases are hung from ceilings or rolled out on floors that
inadequately accommodate their size; heavy carvings are stored among other objects
that make access difficult; prints and drawings are often covered in sheets of plastic to
protectthem fromthe hazards of a tropical environmental. Consequently, it was
sometimes impossible to fully document the properties of particular objects. The
decision was thus made to omit the dimensions of forms discussed in this thesis. Not
only did thi alleviate any imposed inconvenience upon artists, but it also allowed for
free-flowing discussion to fully centre upon the artwork in question. Also of
consideration was the fact that makers are often reluctant to publicise their individual
practices. Whre objects wereiewedin public arenas, such as those mentioned above,
they were sometimes presented by practitioners with deliberate discretion. In such
instances this action was reciprocaitealphotographic reference image was captured
andthe originp wor k of art returned to the artist

Two final considerations inform the methodology of this research. Firstly,
although healthy competition and camaraderie exists between artists it was important to
apportion equal time tpractitioners who pledge membership to one of the two more
prominent art associations in the capital. Meeting with artists from both the Nawita
Contemporary Arts Association and the Red WdaauatuContemporary Arts
Association not only assured that thelest possible number of makers were included
in this study, but also eliminated any perceptions of bias or preferential treatment. Some
artists were willing or able to meet more often than others, yet every attempt was made
to engage with as many pradtitiers as possible. Secondly, enquiries about the prices

of objects were not a dominant aspect of discussions. While the cost of a painting or
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sculpture was ascertained, such information did not form the basis of interviews.
Asking the price of an object waometimes misconstrued as an expression of interest

in purchasing the work of art, an act deliberately avoided so as to maintain neutrality
among practitioners. Moreover, conversations about the cost of an artwork occasionally
resulted in artists seekinggiidance or advice on a topic that this research did not wish

to influence.

THESIS OUTLINE

This thesis contains five interrelated chapters that together provide an ethnographic
account of contemporary art in Port Vila, Vanuatu. Relevant literaturéeisee to
throughout the thesis, offering opportunities for the interrogation of key sources. Each
chapter examines a key aspect of the relationship betzestomand contemporary art
thus revealing the multiple ways in which the two are intertwined.

The first chaptef Contextualising Contemporary Airtpresents an overview of
factors influencing the emergence of contemporary art in Port Vila. Key historical
moments and events that shaped the nation are chronicled, beginning with the first
European exptions to the region. The arrival of Christian missionaries and expatriate
traders are documented, as are the consequences of religious conversion and the labour
trade upon local communities. Colonisation of the archipelago significantly altered the
socid fabric of the country: the introduction of diseases led to widespread deaths; local
practices were abolished; and, social segregation based on church affiliation resulted.
The ramifications of British and French interests in the islands are also exqalored
highlight the fractious political domination by Europeans throughout much of the 20th
century. The issue of laridcentral to constructs of personhdodnd its subsequent
alienation are examined, thereby revealing the oppressive autocracy of foreign
governance. Against this backdrop the resistance of indigenous agents, and the
consequent demands for independence, provide a causal link to the development of new
styles of visual representation. The dominance of Melanesian Socialism and the election
of the first national government in 1980 (led by incumbent Prime Minister Walter Lini)
set the scene for a revival of diverse cultural expressions. Advocating for the
renaissance dfastom a totalising concept that privileges lobaliefsandvalues the
inawgural parliament championed national unity through the celebration of regional

difference.
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Along with the establishment of an executive sympathetic to indigenous
ideologies, this chapter also examines the founding of organisations and institutions
cental to the project of contemporary art. The role of the Newrideb Cultural
Counciland the Malvatumauri (National Council of Chiefs) are explored to situate the
work of artists within wider socipolitical discourses. With the new sovereign state
came he introduction of a range of national symbols that were to define the country in a
world of global polities. The design and iconography of the official flag and coat of
arms are each investigated to reveal the emergence of an internalised visual wcabular
that was to influence the imagery of artists for years to come. The first exhibitions of
paintings and sculptures in Port Vila are analysed to locate preliminary displays by both
expatriate and local practitioners alike. In addition, an examinatiore gfrtivision of
arts tutelage by French teachers Jacqui Bourdain and Henri Thailade at the National de
Technologie du Vanuatu reveals not only the first students to professionalise their

practices, but also seminal styles, materials and techniques thatedfthe early years

of the movement. The chapter concludes wi

the first National Arts Festival, along with their execution of several public
commissions, to link contemporary art with the rhetoric of the newmataie.

The second chapté The Contemporary Artworld provides an introduction to
artistsresidentin Port Vila today. Tie chapter highlights the people, places and objects
that together comprise the local art scene. The importance and influeoce of f
contemporary art asciations arexamined to reveal the interconnectedness of artists
based upon organisational membership. As a result, attention is focused on the Nawita
Contemporary Arts Association, the Red Wave Vanuatu Arts Association, themubur
Association and the Mataso Printmakers Collective. In Port Vila the production of
contemporary art is a solitary pursuiartists more often than not work independently
of one another and are reluctant to publically promote their outputs. The adaodacy
encouragement offedeby each association dareerefore assessed to contextualise the
broader social circumstances under which practitioners labour. The expansion of the
local industry is further examined in relation to formal educational opportunities
available to emerging artists. Courses offered at the Vanuatu Institute of Technology
and the Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education are analysed, as are objects created by
graduating students. The display and distribution of works of art, by way o€ publi
exhibitions and commercial outlets are explored, with attention being focused on the

Espace Culturel Francais and retail outlets owned and operated by indigenous agents. In

32

t



doing so the means by which object of contemporary art circulate within thal @apit
revealed. Consequently, this chapter explains how artists establish professional
reputations while negotiating challenges posed by age, gender and natal affiliation.
The third chapteir Kastom as Subject Mattémprovides an irdepth analysis of
pantings and sculpturedat take indigenous practicas their central theme, thus
revealing artistic preoccupations with representatiorkastom culture and heritage.
The outputs of ten practitioners, both emerging and established, are examined in
reletion to four dominant concepts: chiefs, dance, marriage and stories. The chapter
relies upon interviews and informal discussions conducted with artists during periods of
fieldwork (20121 2013) in Port Vila. Focusing on works of ai¢wedin the capital
during this time, the visual content of objects is examined to reveal the relativity of
traditionalbeliefs and value® individual creative pursuits. The depiction of chiefly
figures, dancing bodies, betrothed couples and narrative legends attestaamytend
varied means by which makers share distinct forms of knowledge and explore issues of
indigenous identity.
The fourth chapteir Kastom as Iconograpliyexamines the use of specific
motifs by different artists. Systems of indigenous copyraye explored, thereby
exposing restrictions related to the depiction of particular icons. While some symbols
are freely adopted by practitioners, notably those upheld by the state as being
representative of nationhood, other designs and patternsraedfiprotected by
traditional owners. Using case studies in which claims of unauthorised appropriation
have been levelled against artists, this chapter examines processes of conflict resolution
and restitution. Several contested images are consideradimglkhose of theagol
otherwise known as the land dive (a highly ritualised ceremony from the island of
Pentecost), sand drawings (temporary mnemonic devices thratdein sand or soil)
and carvings (particularly those related to systems of maiation and hierarchy on
the island of Ambrym). Local constructs of ownership and entitlement are examined to
highlight the impact of gender, social status and patrilineal lineage upon the outputs of
artists working in the capital. The introduction of f@integislation by way of the
Copyright and Related Rights Act 2000 is discussed, with attention directed toward the
inclusion of provisions for the protection of traditional knowledge and expressions of
indigenous culture. The chapter concludes with anwatocof recent debates in Port

Vila that have enacted the legislation, focusing on discussions held in 2013 relating to a

33



proposed exhibition that was to commemorate the anniversary of the Mount Benlow
volcanic eruption of 1913.

In the final chapter AesheticExperience$ enquiries move beyond the
workshops and studios of practitioners to explore the reception of contemporary art by
local audiences. Using as a case study the inaugural exhibition staged atdpecsiie
premises of the National Libnaand Archives of Vanuatu in 2013, the chapter
examines public responses to thirteen works of art (ten paintingsydaacarvings
and onemixed-mediasculpture) created by ten different artists. The official opening of
the new building is documented, a® the functions of the institution. As a result, the
link between the state and art is considered. In order to liaise with the widest possible
number of people and ascertain varying reactions to the objects included in the display,
the chapter relies upadata gathered using photographs and written questionnaires. In
all, the responses of 148 survey participants are analysed as a means of examining the
criteria against which aesthetic value judgements are made. The reactions of individuals
from a range obackgrounds, professions and organisations provide insights into the
normative morals and principles embraced by the broader community. By extending the
framework of the thesis to include the role of active viewers, understandings of the
sociccultural impetuses that drive creative expression are better understood. Concepts
such as national identity, unity and diversity are explored to explain the preference of
particular images over others, thus highlighting the internalised mechanisms by which

audiencegvaluate and appreciate contemporary works of art.
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CHAPTER 1
CONTEXTUALISING CONTEMPORARY ART

The emergence of an indigenous contemporary art movement in Port Vila was not an
isolated occurrenciekey historical events, political doctrines and locales created

the circumstances necessary for new modes of visual representation to emerge. This
chapter, therefore, outlines decisive colonial encounters that not only shaped the
foundations of Vanuatu as a new nation state, but also influenced botntbatand
materiality of contemporary art objects
Periods of European exploration, imperialism, missionisation and settlement provide
the background against which claims to national sovereignty werebyddeal

agents. By way of revitalisation and promotion, the tropes of customary tradition were
evoked in opposition to ideological demands in which Western constructs of prosperity
and progress conflicted with deeply embedded codes of Melanesian spiridsthe
archipelago moved toward independence after decades of joint British and French
administration, young artists were provided with opportunities to professionalise their
artistic endeavours. This chapter presents an account of the early yeangeaiporary

art production, highlighting the institutions and events that enabled material forms to
enter the public sphere for the first time during a period of intense-goliial

activity in the region. Thus, the argument is made that such obgatis to be linked to

the achievement of indigenous sdétermination.

COLONIAL ENCOUNTERS

Located in the souttvest Pacific region, Vanuatu has been subject to centuries of
Western exploration, fascination and imagination. Comprising 83 islandgrétahs
over 900 kilometres of ocean to form asliape running from north to south, the
archipelago is situated 1750 kilometres east of Australia and 500 kilometregasirth
of New Caledonia (Fig.)1 The name Vanuatuan amalgamation afanua(land or

home) andu (stand), both words found in several Austronesian languatyasslates

to mean 6the country that stands up6 and
( Ge

countryo6s independence o r°T8daythe nationisl 9 8 0

25 The official name of the country is the Republic of Vanuatu. In everyday discourse which is most
commonly shortened to Vanuatu.
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home to almst 250,000 people who, between them, speak 113 languages (Tyron 1996:
171), thus making the country one of the v
diverse locale£® Since independence the country has adopted three national languages:
French, Englis and the nedlelanesiaringuafrancaBislama. Roger Keesing (1989:
26) notes that O6Pidgin English [was] <creat
contexts of domination and exploration during eras of shipboard and plantation labour
[and] has becomevae hi cl e of nationalism. 0 I n the cot
language witlwhich niVanuatuc o mmuni cat e wi th one another
capital.

The first European report of the archipelago was made by the Portuguese
navigator Pedro Fernandez de Qsiduring the Spanish voyages of discovery. In May
1606 hded an expedition of three ships, 136 men and six Catholic priests to the north
of the islands as he sailed the Pacific Ocean in search of Terra Australis Inébgnita.
Believing he had found the desil land mass, de Quiros named his discovery Terra
Australialis del Espiritu Santo (MacClancy 1981: 36). The name has survived to the
present day and Espiritu Santo i s now home
Luganville. Over 150 years later, May 1768, the French admiral and explorer Louis
Antoine de Bougainville navigated the islands, naming the region as a whole the Great
Cyclades and two northern land masses Pentecost and Aurora (now Maewo). In 1774,
Captain James Cook sighted the archipelduring his voyage on HMBesolution
(Bolton 2003a: 7). He charted and mapped many of the islands and, as they were the
most westerly of those he had discovered, he named them the New Hebrides after the
western most isles of Britain, those being the ks of Scotland.

During the early 19th century the London Missionary Society (LMS) undertook
an energetic programme of evangelisation throughout the Pacific, initially with varying
degrees of success in the New Hebrides. Among the first of many misssotwavisit
the archipelago was Engliddorn Reverend John Williams. Sailing on LM&mden
Williams dropped anchor off the southern island of Erromango on 20 November 1839.
Here he, his companions Mr. Cunningham and James Harris, along with Captain

Morganand four crewhands rowed a whale boat toward shore. In an act guided by

26 The most recent census, h&ic2009, revealed the total population at that time to be 234,023, of whom

57,195 resided in urban areas, while 176,828 inhabited rural parts of the country (Vanuatu National

Statistics Office 2009: 4).

2" Terra Australis Incognitd Lat i n f or o&u ntkhneo vBno ultehndd was a hypot he
appearing on European maps between the 15th and 18th centuries.
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miscommunication, misunderstanding or, perhaps, misplaced bravado, three of the

party ventured into thick bush scrub that lined the beachfront. Captain Morgan recounts

that soon aftehe saw

Mr. Williams and Mr. Cunningham runnirigMr. Cunningham toward the boat, and

Mr . Williams straight for the sea, wi t h
backward and a native struck him with a club and often repeated the blow. Airakort

after another came up and struck him, and very soon another came up and pierced
several arrows into his body (American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions
1840: 411).

It was thus that Williams and Harris met their deaths. In response thelbifted its

efforts at evangelism of the region. Sending Polynesian converts of Samoan and

Tongan descent to teach the word of the Gospel, European missionaries and church

| eaders believed that 6t he nati vesisthave

wh i

135).

n c

te men, and they are therefore not expc

Throughout the latter part of the 19th century and into the early 20th century,

several other religious denominations undertook missions throughout the islaeds. T

establishment of the Presbyterian and Anglican churches in the 1840s was followed by

the arrival of Catholic missionaries in the 1880s and the Church of Christ and the

Seventhday Adventists in the 1920s. The intrusion of each sect iAtanuatu socigy

fragmented the delicate stability between clan, kinship and hamlet groups. As Lissant

Bol

ton (2003a: 8) explains, 6it was not

subsequent assumptions of the rivabht to

signi f i eVamuatu convelted tordifferent forms of Christianity, strong social

divides came to mark the region, both at a local and national level. The various

denominations perceived themselves as competitors, each missionary desperate to

t

di

ref orm 6the perishing Heathen in the South

imperial aspirations of their respective home governments. The attractions of

converting to Christianity for AVanuatu were many and varied. For some communities

the church wa perceived as a means of establishing peace; for others, access to the

supposed wealth of thveaetmanEuropean) was a determining factor; while for others

still, elevated social standing within their locale or hamlet attributed to the individual
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religious pursuits of men in particular. While the Presbyterian Church remains
dominant in many parts of the archipelago, it is not unusual even today, to find clear
delineations within village spaces based upon faith associgfiom®ort Vila, which is
hometoo ndi genous peoples from a wide array o
convictions, tensions can arise between competing creeds and faiths.

Much like the missionaries, European traders arrived in the region during the
early 19th century. After the disvery of sandalwood (an aromatic wood prized by the
Chinese) on Erromango by the Irish trader and explorer Peter Dillon in 1826, others
followed to harvest this valuable commodity, paying short visits to the islands of Efate,
Erromango, Espiritu Santo afldnna. As the decades passed, settlers established
cotton, coffee, cocoa, banana and coconut plantations. Howard Van Trease (1995: 6)
expl ai ns -temtuayt perméngnt tradind) posts began to appear, often
associated with small plantations. By tleeend half of the 19th century, Vanuatu was
the focus of intensive efforts by Europear
establishment of the Caledonia Company of the New Hebrides in 1882 expanded
French interests, leading to increased immigration fieEuropean mainland. As
foreign nationals continued to colonise the archipelago and international travel became
more feasible, a growing number ofWnuatu men voluntarily undertook work on
plantations in Australia, Fiji and New Caledonia during thetyeyears of labour
recruitment. The first such group was recruited by Ross Lewin in 1863, under the
employment of Queensland sugar cane farmer Robert Towns, and 65 islanders travelled
to the continent to commence relentless and often gruelling physidal(iMacClancy
1981: 54).

As the years progressed however, the labour trade quickly gained a disreputable
reputation. Reverend John Paton, the first Presbyterian missionary on the southern
i slands of Aneityum and Ani-twfictother ot e of Ot
Colonies, after the sandalwood trade was exhausted, which has since destroyed so many
thousands of the Natives in what was nothing less than Colonial slavery, and has largely

depopul ated the I slanders ei2i3hWardofither ect | vy

28 The 2009 census data reveals the following percentages: Presbyterian 28.5%; Anglican 15%; Seventh
day Adventist 12.5%; other 12.5%; Catholic 1286sembly of God 5%; Church of Christ 4.5%;

customary belief 4%; Neil Thomas Ministries 3%; Apocalypse 2%; no religion 1% (Vanuatu National
Statistics Office 2009: 34). It must be noted however, that these figures include expatriate and temporary
residentsas well as nVanuatu respondents, and that identification with a single denomination does not
allow for interreligious categorisation.
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depraved working conditions soon spread amorgamuatu and, as a consequence,
many islanders shunned the advances of agents offering employment abroad. Desperate
to continue enlisting cosffective labour, unscrupulous recruiters résoito tactics of
deception, trickery and, in some cases, kidnapch behaviour came to be described in
the coll oquial vernacular as Obl ackbirding
Queensland State Government enactedPtufic Islands Protection Actvith a
preamble stating that | egislation was nece
criminal O&éoutrages upon natives of the isl
Government 1875: 1). The law however did little to curb the maliciousigeaaif
some recruiters. Paton (1889: 245) argues
destroying the poor heathen. A more fiendi
their traffic of every kind amongst these Islands was, generally speaking dsireepe
human bl oo dPagificlsliand Labdiers Aaf 8380 was amended to
include a provision that no new recruitment licenses be issued after 31 December 1890.
A violent period in the history of the archipelago may have ceased, but not without
lasting consequences for the indigenous population.

The combined effects of colonial encounters with missionaries and land
speculators devastated local communities. Adoption of the principles of Christianity
resulted in cultural decline as the churches sbtgyaliminate indigenous practices
linked to status alteration and social progression, including gekaley rites and ritual
pig-killing ceremonieg?® The introduction of diseases against which locals had no
immunity led to a considerable number of deattlissionaries stationed on Aneityum,
for example, reported dramatic population depletion: in 1848 it was recorded that 4000
people inhabited the island, but by 1859 this number had dropped to a meagre 680 men,
women and children (Rallu 1996: 318). Theraduction of European clothing also
affected communities. Writing about the small northern island of Vanua Lava,
Reverend Walter John Durrad (1922: 7) ar gt
by civilisation the wearing of clothes is probablythe e at est . 6 For examp
would wear several skirts at any one time, superimposing a deteriorating article worn
close to the body with a fresh garment atop. Wet and soiled clothes were not washed or

changed, thus provi ngvidid fo ;mfuesntarcoldseandf or t h o s

2 This is not to say that #Wanuatu were complicit in the abandonment of traditional social pradtices
many activities were hidden from the missionaries and others adapted to meet the demands of the
churches.
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coughs6é (Durrad 1922: 8). Coupled with t
men that either perished on foreign plantations or declined the chance of returning to
the New Hebrides compounded the insurmountable ptpaldecrease.
Anthropologists and academics familiar with the archipelago began to fear for the very
existence of the islanders. As a result, individuals such as Arthur Bernard Deacon
(1934), Tom Harrison (1937) and Felix Speiser (1913, 1990) begacumeat the
practices, lifestyles and customs of the islanders in the hope of recording and preserving
indigenous culture.

French and British interests in the islands of the Pacific had been prevalent long
before the arrival of missionaries and traderh@region. In September 1853 the
French Government annexed New Caledonia and was increasingly determined to
strengthen its national presence in the New Hebrides. Britain, on the other hand, was
reluctant to invest in a colony of dubious worth but, undessure from the Australian
Government, opposed French interests and control. In 1906 the two nations agreed to an
unconventional form of colonial rule, thus forminguéala gavmari the AngleFrench
Condominium Government of the New Hebrides. The Condormirm s ought &6t o

the exercise of their paramount rights in the New Hebrides and to assure for the future

hi

[
-

the better protection of I|ife and propert)

consequence, both administrations established distinciegolices, immigration
procedures, systems of judicial governance, education policies and civil structures that
l ed to the Condominium being derisively
1980: 5). The conflicting aims of each administration weresalt in an even greater
fracture of the indigenous community. Already divided by imposed religious doctrine,
particularly AngleProtestant / FraneGatholic separatism, islanders now found
themselves marginalised from one another based upon the larajubge formal
schooling, employment in the cash economy and abidance of introduced rules of law.
Technically the New Hebrides was never a colony, but instead a region of joint
British and French influence. The British and French sought to administer the
archipelago as a means of serving nationalistic interests, focusing specifically upon the
dominance and control of Port Vila. Neither made attempts to formalise local practices,
nor enact effective engagement with islanders outside the capital. JeremhaivacC
(1981: 68) argues that, O6The British and
any civil authority in the islands, and by refusing to oversee properly the actions of

settlers, indirectly allowed a state of anarchy and lawlessness to develapuaty,a
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one that was to characterize white settl er
appropriation ofyraon(customary land) by European settlers and corporations, often by
force, became a defining feature of colonisation during much of the 20th centting. A
time of the signing of th&nglo-French New Hebride€onventionin 1906 the French
land company Societé Francaise des Nouvéli@srides claimed 55% (approximately
600,000 hectares) of the total land area of the islands (Van Trease 1995: 8). In the
minds of the local population however, the land that expatriates occupied had been
leased rather than sold. The European was entitled to harvesatdmand reap his
rewards, but the permanent legal transfer of title was inconceivable to customary
ownersand all but impossible under traditional land tenure systems.
In an attempt to settle land disputes the Condominium established the Joint
Court, a legal tribunal that provided the only instance in which the British and French
administrations collaborated solidify political control. While Britain had appealed for
a land commission to examine claims in a way that protected indigenous interests,
France sought to validate the applications of her nationals and encourage permanent
settlement. Ultimately the Bish conceded to French demands. The judiciary
comprised three judges (one British, one French and one appointed by the King of
Spain) who i mplemented | egisl ati enatives hat de
may be proved either by occupationbgrtitle-deeds establishing the sale or grant of
the |l and in questiondéd (France 1906, Articl
of the French, it was determined that land titles registered before 1 January 1896 could
not be challenged. Subseily, the French enjoyed a period of substantial influence
throughout the archipelago during the early 20th century. Without any official
documentation or understanding of the flawed judicial system, the rightful claims of
islanders to traditional landsene effectively silenced. Land disputes between
expatriates and locals, along with contestation between indigenous tribes and hamlets,
came to dominate socjmlitical relations®® Local campaigns of opposition to land
alienation had been active since t®¢hlcentury but, as Van Trease (1995: 12) notes,

6t he Condominium provided a mechanism for

30 The consequences of an introduced European system of land ownership are, to this day, unresolved. In

2011 Ralph Regenvanu MP, as then Minister for Lands, tenilysaspended the registration of leases.

At that time 3,000 leases were awaiting registration, and Regenvanu intended to establish a transparent

system to ensure that agreements complied with land laws and involved all applicable land owners. In a
statemat to the media Regenvanu commented that the | e
corrupt and unfair dealings [and] had alienated masfsyainuat u from t heir customar:
Makin 2011).
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police protection necessary to enable them to develop their holdings in the face of ni
Vanuatu r esi st anscanmanityhoweveyrdoewas moceithgne n o u
simply a means of subsistence agriculture and economy.

The notion ofples(place) binds social organisation and personal identity to
|l and: oneds place of origin is synanymous
and indigeneity. In his study of south Malekula, for example, Tim Curtis (1999: 60)

notes that

What is characteristic of this pledppcebn €é i s
as a key metaphor through which their identities and associatmes@ressed and
negot iRlesiembt just alocale or a physical situation, but a powerful idiom and a

moral value that validates group affiliation.

Ples then, is strategically used to create genealogical connections between the

landscape and the bpdorganise social relations and mediate access to traditional
practices, wisdom and customs. As Bolton (
basis of social identity, a source of knowledge,; it is also, of course, a source of all the
necessities offie i of food and of the materials from which houses, clothing, and all

ot her artifacts can be made. 6 Editcali n Port
mix of migrants from different islands of the archipelago, place of residency in the

capital isbased upon family lineage and claimgptes This is exemplified in suburbs

such as Seaside where settlements-dfamuatu from Tongoa and Paama dominate the

area, Blacksands with its majority of Tannese residents and Melemaat which is home to

a large ontingent of peoplegriginating from Ambrym The extension of the concepts

of plesandgraoninto the urban setting delineates a complex web of indigenous social

relations.

INDEPENDENCE

The farreaching and ongoing ramifications of land alienation¢ ot have been

predicted or anticipated by either the British or the French administratitwesissue

became a key political vehicle that spurred indigenous movements toward

independence. In 1971 the New Hebrides Cultural Association (NHCA) was founded

0to promote, to preserve, to revive and tc

the advancement of the New Hebrides socially, educationally, economically and
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politically in relation with New Hebridear
in Bolton 2003a: 125! Later that same year the NHCAf@med as the New Hebrides
National Party (NHNP) and seized upon consternation regarding land alienation as a
platform from which to garner popular support, particularly among Anglophone
islanders. Led by Aglican pastor Father Walter Lini, the NHNP advocated for the
recognition of indigenous values and traditions. Lini (1980a: 15) recounts that during
his time studying at St Johnds Coll ege in
the way New Zealandeend Pacific Islanders were forced to learn theology, ethical
principles, philosophies, and ideas which
consequently touched upon a growing mood of nationalism and, with the guidance of
academics at the University the South Pacific and newly liberated peoples of other
South Pacific nations (including Papua New Guinea in 1975 and the Solomon Islands in
1978), actively launched claims for sditermination.

In doing so Lini championed the tropes of Melanesiandlisaii an
indigenously derived form of political rhetoric that emphasised the virtues of traditional
cultural beliefs. Much like the Melanesian Way, a radical nationalistic agenda mounted
against colonial authority in Papua New Guinea (see Narakobi 1d8&nesian
Socialism proposed the reestablishment of islander society and polity after
i ndependence. The inherent ideological <cor
best described by way of juxtaposition with their capitalist, antithetical cqamtsr

6communal i sm ver sus i n dinterestdhuraanisnmsversus s har i n¢
materialismé (Premdas 1987: 108). Lini (1€
Uni ted Nations General Assembly, aesgued tF

of the community where the individual was not to consider himself or his private
interests taking precedent over the gener e
subsequently strove to invoke a cultural renaissance and, as Lini (1983) asserted, allow
for O0the rebirth of our identity and pur pc
given right to develop in our own way and in accordance with our own values and
expectations. d® However, Lini and the NHNP
political convictions from the central tenants of communism, lest their socialist doctrine

be mistakenly aligned with imported European dogma. Invoking the issue of land as a

31 The founding members of the Association weagher John Bani, Donald Kalpokas and Father Walter
Lini.
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means of illustrating the local specificity of Melanesian Socialism, Lini (19%83rted
that, Ol and exists to be used by the c¢ommt
socialist principle, but one which we practised hundreds of years before Marx, Engels,
or indeed Lenin were even born,okthet al one
elimination of antipodal institutions of colonialism as its central task, to be replaced by
the establishment of decentralised social, political and economic structures to engage
and empower local communities.

The struggle for independence in theviNHebrides was far greater than that
faced by many other Pacific countries. The Condominium was antagonistically hostile
and subverted indigenous attempts to oust colonial rule. Pastor Sethy Regenvanu, an
active member of the campaign for independenceurs that the French
admi nistration, in particul afVanuauframaged t c
their English counterparts in the New Hebrides National Party, and encouraged the
former to form their own political party, Union des CommunautéNdeselles
H®bri des e which stood in direct oppositic
NHNPO ( 2-008)4 As akdndequence, the NHNP wasranded and in 1977
became the Vanuabaka Pati (VP) . Loosely tr
resd ved to establish a Peoplebds Provisional
partyods political doctrine and the rhetordi
between Anglophone Protestants and Francophone Catholics, with the latter supporting
Omoaeed oppositional parties (Tonlkiuitnson 109
organisations such as Nagriamel and the John Frum movérhetit of which adopted
broad anticolonialist, antistate and arinissionary sentimenisopposed the
legislativeideologies and discourse proposed by the VP menibbisnetheless, on 29
November 1977 the Peoplebs Provisional Go\
the United Nations at VP headquarters in Port Vila. However, the building was
surrounded by localpponents armed with rifles and ammunition and a tense-sfand

ensued. The situation undermined the Condominium, and while a peaceful resolution

32 Sethy Regenvanu went on to hold several key positions in the cabinet of the newly formed independent
government. These included: Minister of Land, Mines and Rural Water Supplies{2938 Mirister

of Home Affairs (19831987); Minister of Transport, Public Works, Communication and Civil Aviation
(19871988); Minister of Education, Youth and Sport (19880); Minister of Finance, Industry and

Tourism (19901991); Minister of Justice, CultureeR i gi on, Womenbés Af-fairs and
1995); Deputy Prime Minister (198987, 19911995) (see S. Regenvanu 2004).

33 Nagriamel was led by Jimmy Stevens with a headquarters based on Espiritu Santo, while the activities

of the John Frum movement werenéined to the island of Tanna (see MacClancy 1981; Jolly 1992;

Morgan 2008; Tonkinson 1982; Van Trease 1995).
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was affected, the French and British administrations quickly realised the resolve of the
spreading independemenovement.

The nationbés first general election was:¢
harnessed much support, despite the linguistic and cultural diversity that had resulted
from decades of indecisive Condominium rule. Robert Tonkinson (1982: 308)
poignantymt es, O[t] he fact that several of the
Protestant clergy helped swing the churches from a neutral position into active
supporters for the independence movement . ¢
ofthechurchegyyt i | i si ng sermons as a means of di s
agenda to the largely illiterate masses. Presenting reforms that focused upon issues
relating to the oOalienation of | and and as
economicimpei al i sm and touri smo6 ( Tonkthirdsson 198:
majority, gaining 25 of the 39 seats in the new parliarffeith Lini assuming the
role of Prime Minister and Ati George Sokomanu appointed President, the inaugural
government set aboust@blishing a sovereign democratic st&t€l985 he islands of
the archipelago were divided intd regions: Ambae and Maewo; Ambrym; Banks and
Torres; Efate; Epi; Malekula; Paama; Pentedespiritu Santo and Malo; Shepherd
Islands; Tafed@> Once electd, the VP then faced the task of bridging the divide
between the majority rural populace and small, but growing, Westkrcated urban
elite.

KASTOM

To do so the VP enacted claimskasstomi an omnipresent value system and totalising
logic that operathroughout the country. Indisputably, prior to European arrival,
internal systems and networks of governance, value and exchange operated within and
between niVanuatu families, clans, villages and hamlets. Such practices however, were
not overtly codifed by islanders and the wdtdstomappears in the official lexicon

only after the advent of Western systems of classification, beginning with William

34 The VP is often credited with winning 26 seats, however, as Michael Morgan (2008: 126) points out,

0Kal mer Vocor was etliecketd, omutt hweo tNead uwit taim ntohe Gove
remaining 13 seats of the new parliament were divided between seven other parties, thus the government
comprised the following: Vanuadaka PaHébrideg®,5); Pati
Independent (2); Namangki Aute (2); Natuitanno (1); Mouvement Autonomiste des Nouétigdes

(2); Nagriamel (1); John Frum (1); Kapiel (1).

351n 1994 the islands were redivided into six administrative provinces: Shefa (Efate, Epi, Tongoa); Tafea
(Aneityum, Aniwa, Erromango, Futuna, Tanna); Malampa (Ambrym, Malekula, Paama); Sanma (Espiritu
Santo); Penama (Ambae, Maewo, Pentecost); Torba (Banks and Torres).
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Camdenodés (1977) descripti-1p MatClaneyi(188id:ar vy ( s €
20) makes the importaptoi nt t hat, o[ w] hat written Kknov
comes primarily from the articles and books of anthropologists and interested
mi ssionaries. 6 Since the early 1980s, schc
to define the concept éfastan and articulate the influences of the idiom upon ni

Vanuatu values, behaviours and norms. Bolton (2003a: 51) surmises that

t he kastonin dioes not refer to precolonial kno
systemi a s A ¢ Ubutratheraodspecificéims, aspects, of that knowledge and

practice. Mokastondi nipso rat atnetrlny ,t hiat conf er s ceil
value é The term was applied to aspects of

the difference between local and expatriate.

Kastomacted as an exclusive site in whichManuatu could contest dichotomies such
as tradition and modernity, past and present, inclusion and exclusion.

The acceptance élstomon a national level required the incorporation of
institutionalised religin. Whether by imposition or free will, Christianity had come to
be a defining feature of local modern life. The arrival of European missionaries had
necessitated the abandonment of many established cultural practices with church agents
bagreed thatitettansa, behaviours and val ue
(Tonkinson 1982: 307). However, as the push for independence strengthened and
kastomcame to dominate the nationalist agenda, expatriate leaders of different churches
soon appreciated theed to accommodate-Yianuatu claims of indigeneity. The irony
of the predicament faced by the Anglican and Presbyterian churches, in particular,
stemmed from the fact that indigenous pastors and preachers (such as Lini and
Regenvanu) manipulated the tespof the Gospel to voice revivalist dogma to their
congregations. Lindstrom (1982: 316) not es
tradition is a multiple process. 1t first
generation of AManuatu indoctriated in the teachings of the bible the message that
kastomand religion need not contradict each other gathered-grasssupport. As
Mar garet Jolly (1992: 342) explains, O6Chri
with colonialism, and viewed posigly, not negatively. Although introduced by
foreigners, Christianity € has been indige
statehood and personal kastanesaeagaiwcansrucb Rat t
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of a perceived heathen past, the YiBorporated prevailing Christian hegemony as a
means of diminishing the denigration of leestablished indigenous traditions.

The rich cultural diversity that characterises/ainuatu society necessitated that
kastombe kept as vague and undefined a taspossible. As Tonkinson (1982: 310)

argues

kastom has at no stage been subject to classification, codification, subdivision or any
kind of c¢close analysis or security. It
undifferentiated in political digmrse, because its utility as a rallying point depends

heavily on its confinement to an ideological level, indivisible and unexamined.

For example, procedures of rank modification and gtakimg ceremonies were a
common feature throughout the archiggldong before expatriates inhabited the

region. Different islands upheld divergent practices: the north (including Pentecost and
Malekula) being characterised by stasilieration systems in which men (and

sometimes women) performed rituals and ritesrdepto attain higher economic,

political, social and spiritual status; the central and southern regions (such as Futuna
and Erromango) dominated by systems of hereditary chieftainship. In Vanuatu,

knowledge is power. Lamont Lindstrom (1982: 320), discgstie island of Tanna,

notes that, O6political prestige and author

than é on the contr ol anKéstomtbarefore cametat i on
mean all things to all people, making it easily adaptable to timawigs of indigenous
ethnocentrism and social variation. Recognising this, the VP emplagtoimas a

means of asserting national identity, promoting cultural values and acknowledging
internal rituals and traditions bound to different islands.

Generally spaking,kastomcan be divided into those practices which are public
and those which atabu (taboo). Most visible are objects of material culture such as
carvings and weavings that circulate in traditional and cash economies, being held as
items ofkastomor as commaodity goods depending upon the context of their exchange.
Intangible heritage also dominates public demonstrations of indigeneity. Song and
dance performances, oral histories and stories, ephemeral arts, cooking techniques and
some ritualistic eremonies offer general audiences a glimpse into the customary
preoccupations of local communities. Knowledge of, and participation in, other

activities however, is strictly regulated: for example, male and female graded societies
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are highly secretive. Tharesence of uninitiated onlookers is forbidden as the right to
particular forms of knowledge is carefully regulated, only being shared with those
individuals of appropriate rank, genealogy and gender. The most contentiousib@all
aremajik (magic) anchakaemagsorcery). As Jane Joshua (10 August 2011)
comments, OThe art of sorcery has its own
fears are growing that it is becoming fAcor
meno may be g risoused outsidedts respeativecheundaries and for the
wWrong purposes. 0 stomenibediestlee dighotomaes af publict h e n
private, inclusivity / exclusivity, transparency / opaqueness. That which can be
revealed, and those who hold auttyoover disclosure, are governed by doctrines that
strictly regulate the circulation of knowledge.

Art, culture and heritage wepeucialto the goals of the VP. In 1956, to
commemorate the 50th anniversary of Condominium rule, the British and French
estdlished the New Hebrides Cultural Centre (NHCC), with a dedicated bubéing
openedn the main street of Port Vila 1959 (see Bolton 2003a: 32)he NHCC was
later renamed the Vanuatu Cultural Centr&anuatu Kaljoral Sent@/KS) at the time
ofindependencThe pl anning committee responsi bl e
that a museum be founded6é but the British
Development Funds could not be used to build a museum, money could be provided if
theinstt uti on were called a Cultural Centredo
indicative of the governance of the NHCC throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, with
the preoccupations of the institution being principally European. The employment of
Kirk Huffman, the first salaried curator, in 1977 was to have a profound effect on the
indigenisation, management, objectives and achievements of the Centre. Huffman, a
British anthropology student, had conducted ethnographic fieldwork on the Malekula
since 1973. Durindis 11 years of service between 1977 and 1989 with the NHCC,
Huffman focused his attention upon the documentation, preservation and revival of

kastomby way of indigenous oral traditions. He explains

36 In November 1995 the VKS relocated to purpbsét premises adjacent to Parliament Hoasd

today comprises eight departments: the National Museum of Vanuatu; the National Library of Vanuatu;

the National Archives of Vanuatu; the National Film, Sound and Photograph Archive; the Cultural and

Historical Sites Registry; the Fieldworkers Projech e Womendés Cul ture progr amme
Traditional Resources Management Unit (otherwise Kk
Museum Association (PIMA) head office is also based at VKS.
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In the highly sophisticated, profoundly spiritual diteonal cultures of Vanuatiu all

orallybased modern | iteracy i s, of cour s e, a | ux
version of an extensive myth, song, or story cannot compare with the real thing. It

simplifies and stupefies it, often also wipiogut t he speci al codes wh
listeners or observers need to catch to understand the often hidden levels of meaning

within (Huffman1996d 14).

As such, the NHCC became a place in which agtomknowledge and artefacts were
deposited, sharemin d anal ysed. Huf f mands recogniti ol
histories to Islanders, along with his sensitivity to indigenous practices and ideologies,
made him a staunch ally of the independenc
importance okagsom[ was] i nfluential at national anc
(Bolton 2003a: xvii).

Huffman initiated important working relationships between the NHCC and
newly established local institutions, particularly the Malvatumauri (National Council of
Chiefs). The iconic symbol of the chief is an important figure with regard to the
integration olkastom nt o everyday | ife. I n many parts
society collapsed rapidly following early contact with Europeans and most people today
have at best a sketchy idea of what the institution was all about and the nature of its
relationship to chieftainshipbé (Tonkinson
strengthen the adoption kéistomas national practice, ti@onstitution othe Republic
of Vanuaty drafted in 1979 and taking effect on 30 July 1980, made provisions for the
establishment of the MalvatumadfiT he document states that,
of Chiefs has a general competence to discuss all matters relating to anstom
tradition and may make recommendations for the preservation and promotien of ni
Vanuatu culture and | anguagesdé (Government
Chapter 5, Article 30.1). The organisation mandates national recogniti@astom

systems, preedures and structures. Representativekast®m jifgcustom chiefs) who

are elected every four years, after recogr
been publicly sanctified by way of a O6tr ue
kawa exchangedd (Malvatumaur.i 1983: Articl e

%7 To commemorate the naming of Malvatumauri, members uraleekastomceremony: on 27 April

1977 in front of the Parliament Building, at that time located on the main street of Port Vila, the chiefs

6l aid a stone with commemorative wording on it and
(Bolton 1999:9).
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different regions exercise distinct evaluative criteria when selecjihgliasome areas

| eadership adopted a O6big mand prototype,
chiefs nor graded societies. For some districts the concept jff beeame a construct

of postEuropean contact, and in other hamlets church delegates appropriated the role of
traditional leader. In all cases however, jihavas regarded as an ultimatenciliator

whose knowledge, wisdom and mediation were fundamental to sustained community

harmony and amicable dispute resolution.

NATIONAL SYMBOLS

As a young sovereign state it was necessary for the incumbent government to mediate

the tropes of traditioand modernity when developing notions eManuatu national

identity. By way of representational symbols a new visual language for the expression

of independent selfdom emerged. Robert Fos:s
postcolonial Melanes largely takes shape as state functionaries try to nationalize state
structures rather than as collections of 7
own . I n a milieu of cultural, linguistic

i ousness and sentimentdé (Foster 1997:

0

buil di ng e ncomsdiolsgrbductibneanddlissentinfation of national
consc
n

col oni al rul e, political elites and | ocal
i nked by a historically entrenched and va
The founding of the Malvatumauri and the evolution of the NHCC from expatriate
organisation to indigenous institution, alongside the establishment of parliamentary
officesand government agencies, attests to the dual paradigms of the state.

Consequently, by way of distinct national symbols, the VP decisively positioned

Vanuatu amid a world of politigsthe creation and circulation of particular motifs and

emblems enactedaims of collective identity. Raymond Firth (1973: 54) notes that,

0The meaning of symbols wultimately devel or
abstract val ues kastonsyméolsVoRisually premote tsaditiom, f

culture and heritag&.he local specificity of representational forms enabled a plethora

of meaning to be conveyed to disparate tribal, village and island groups. Edward

Li Puma (1997: 52) argues that the product.i
that the nationleas t o appropriate and appreciate al
new art forms or, more precisely, soci al r

stylised icons as vehicles for the construction of shared memories and social cohesion
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based upon unigely indigenous values, norms, ideals and achievements. As an actively
produced cultural category, the conceptual
0i maginedd (Anderson 2006), o6inventedd ( Hc
(Gellner 1983)However, despite the methods by which collective ideologies may be
enacted they are communicated without o6f al
whether based on political rhetoric, canonical values or primordial suppositions.

Official paraphernadi, such as national flags and coats of arms, represents
characteristics deemed by governments as demonstrating collective unity and identity.
Karen Cerulo (1993: 244) argues that thes:e
that bear a special relationphb the nations they represent, distinguishing them from
one another and reaffirming their identit)
preceding independence, leaders of the VP issued an open call for designs that would
become symbols of the newly foed sovereign state (Sethy Regenvanu, personal
communication, 30 May 2014). A national flag, created by Malon Kalontas and
of ficially adopted on 13 February 1980, be
once [and] a prime vehicle for conveying attitutt®sard a social unit of which one is a
member 6 (Firth 1973: 342). Kal ontas, worKki
Lini and the parliamentary selection committee (that being, red, green, black and
yellow) was inspired by the geographical confegion of the archipelago (Fig)2in
explaining his composition, Kalontas not es
was shaped as a AY0 é so | drew a AYO0Od ( ac
along the horizontal axis of the flag, the yellouwelof the motif signifies the light of the
gospel shining throughout the islands of the nation, thus uniting the valkastof
and Christianity in national rhetoric. The surrounding black fimbriation and triangular
block of colour at the hoist side dfe flag represents the people of the islands and their
prideful Melanesian heritage. The red upper half of the design symbolises the blood
spilled in the struggle for independence, and the lower green half the lush vegetation
and fertility of the land.

The inclusion of two powerful motifs ddastomi crossechameldeaves Cycas
spp) and a ci r taohplete theé desigif.Bash idony isskantly

recognisable within the community, exempl.

%8 The namele is a seed plant that has a stout and woody trunk with a crown of large, stiff, evergreen
leaves.
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consumer of thart broadly shared the same set of values and interpretations of the
symbolic i mage cr eat edaaméldeavesthére répge3edt: 4 0) .
peace, while the circul ar 3dnovanuauspigthave k de nc
long held tremendgs cultural value, to both men and women. The political, social and
economic capital of the aniithmstdtus dtbigngasi i n t h e
is achieved through the accumulation of pigs, whose ceremonial sacrifice is a means,
particularlyin the northern and central islands, to ascending a progressive scale of
chieftainshipoéo (Miles 1997: 158). The most
girth, but rather, those with the most developed tusks. The greater the unimpeded
roundturn ofthe lower teeth the more valuable the resultant tusks, with the cultivation
of a tusk that has twice or thrice encircled itself, although extremely rare,theing
ultimate attainmerfl® In the subsistence societies of Vanuatu the ownership of pigs is a
powerful medium by which social standing is measured. The animal not only serves in
gradetaking ceremonies (after which the tusks are often worn as a pendent or bracelet,
as an outward sign of rank), but also act s
2008 22) for the payment of bride price, fines, dispute reconciliation and rights to ritual
knowledge.

National ideologies were further reinstated by¢ghe unt r yds of fi ci al
3). The figure of a chief, clothed inmmmbagpenis sheath), wears bodgornments
that signify precolonial male authority and holds a traditionally crafted spear. He is
flanked by crossedameld eaves and encircled by a rounc
atop a woven pandanus mat inscribed with the national rottg God Ymi Stanap
(In God We Stand). The elements of the design each represent the importance of land
and agriculture to the functions of the coc
womends | abour and women are thelproducer ¢
economy6 (Whyte 1990: 27), the emblem demc
traditional icons of male and femdtastom The rendering, created by Richard Fraser
(an Australian expatriate in Port Vila at the time of independence), is an adaptation of

the lithographMan and Woman of Vate or Sandwich Islaihte original drawing was

39 Crossechameleleaves possess a dual meaning in Vanuatu. While, as in the example of the flag, the

motif is a symbol of peace, in othera@imstances such as land disputes, two crossed leaves indicate the
presence ofabu In such instances the crosseineldeaves act as a marker of land that must not be

accessed.

“To achieve circular tusk gr owt lheloweecannesg@aseinupper t
which to grow. The animal is then carefully nurtured and reared by hand, a protracted task undertaken

over many years, so as to avoid damage to, or breakage of, the curved tusks.
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published in the private journal of John Erskine, senior officer on Higd&annah in

which he documented his tour of the region in 1849 (see Erskine 1853: illustration to
facepage 332} In discussing his modification of the original image, Fraser explains

that, o6[t]lhe illusVYamatabn ckpeksénssandipoc
l and. This is the dawn of their enlightenr
pr otect them from the unknown forces from
Mi |l ne and Thomas 1981: I ). Through a proce
created or selected by one person as a symbol is identified by other persons as having
themame meaningdéd (Firth 1973: 40), the coat
authority of the Malvatumauri and unites disparate island groups by way of an easily

recognisable shared generic idiom.

CONTEMPORARY ART

It is against this socipolitical backdrop that indigenous contemporary art emerges.

Prior to the years immediately leading up to independence, the production and
exhibition of modern art had been exclusively dominated by expatriates in Port Vila.
Since the early 1960s Nicolai Michoutdikine and Aloi Pilioko had exerted significant
control over the local art sceffieMichoutouchkine (a Russian émigré) and Pilioko (an
Islander from Wallis and Futuna) met in New Caledonia shortly after the former opened
the countryo6s 59i(Regenvana 1996a:3G0). A pamnngrship betweeh
the two artists quickly developed, with Michoutouchkine adopting the roles of mentor,
benefactor and publicist. I n 1961 the pair
were originally invited to Vanuatby the French Government during the time of the
Condominium. We came from Wallis and Futuna to hold an exhibition. Some people
saw our exhibition and bought our work. After that we decided {ohstee and open a
foundationd (i nt e PBétveen 1367 and 1967 tha twy trazelled 3 ) .
the Pacific, displaying their paintings and artefact collection throughout the region and,
in 1977, they established the Michoutouchkitikoko Foundation and the Centre for

the Preservation of Artistic Values inet Pacific in Esnaar, a community on the

41 Erskine does not directly attribute this litmagh, or others contained within his journal, to a particular

artist. He does note that O6For illustrations é | a
Dr. Henry Hume Turnbull, Surgeon, of the Havannah, and particularly to my friend CRathard
Al worthy Ol iver, | ately commanding H. M. sloop Fly

42 Michoutouchkine passed away in Nouméa, New Caledonia on 2 May 2010, at the age of 80.
43 The exhibition was held at the NHCC from 26 August to 6 Sepéz 1961.
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outskirts of Port VilgFig. 4). Here, both artists extended thgiactices
Michoutouchkine producing figutiaely realist canvasesnd Pilioko creating colourful
tapestries and paintings that extolled ldmeyd European preconceptions of the
exaicism of the Pacific regian

Michoutouchkine and Pilioko have often been credited as champions of
indigenous contemporary art, regarded as central protagonists in developments
occurring in the New Hebrides. In truth hoxee, two distinct facts show the opposite to
be true. Firstly, the personal relationship between the two men, as life partners, was
perceived as an affront to Christian moralit strong element of the highly
conservative norms that had come to typifgnsler society in the late 1970s. Huffman,
recollecting the relationship between the two artists and the local community, perceives
that gender and sexuality came to be intrinsically linked to the contemporary art
movement (personal communication, 14 Seyiiter 2012). The inference that a
correlation existed between art production and homosexuality proved unacceptable to
ni-Vanuatu values. As a result, contemporary visual expression was not accepted,
appreciated nor embraced by islanders in Port Vila. Ségaddcchoutouchkine in
particular, along with other Francophone expatriate artists such as Robert Tatin, Henri
Crocqg and Victoria Martinoff, monopolised the local market, exploiting the social
isolation of niVanuatu from wealthy New Zealand, Australiam &uropean settlers as
a means of controlling the display and sale of works of art. Although regional
workshops convened by the University of the South Pacific were held in Esnaar, the
participation and involvement of-Manuatu was minimat During convesations with
older artists at cafes amédkamalf kava bars) in Port Vila, Mi
business acumen and fierce competitiveness became apparent. In one story about an
incident some years ago, it was recounted that a local carver hagelisplaign
marketing his wares in a prominent roadside location next to a banner belonging to the
Foundation. It is alleged that Michoutouchkine was so incensed that he damaged and
removed the offending advertisemémim se hemi wantam kantrol nortimecase he
wanted total control).

The situation was to change however, with the first public solo exhibition of

i ndigenous contemporary art held by Emmant

44 The first workshop was held at Esnaar in 1985 and included artists from Fiji, New Caledonia, Papua
New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Vanuatu and Wallis and Futuna (see Regenvanu 1996a:
310).
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Point, an outer seafront suburb of Port Vilte1978 A selftaught carver, Watt began

his art practice in 1975, and since that time has been a leading figure of the

contemporary art movement in Port Vila. Watt, who identifies with his matrilineal

lineage from the island of Ambae, takes the natural products airntledape as his

materials. Fallen tree branches and coconuts, along with coral, shells and driftwood are

transformed into striking sculptures and elegant jewellery. With minimal intervention,

he manipulates the existing forms of his reclaimed media tapeodorks of art that

reflect the Melanesian environment from which they emerge. Previously unpublished

photographs of the exhibition revehgtlayout of the display (Fig. 5 and Fig. 6

Against one wall of the long, narrow space stand benches coveledrimison

tablecloths, atop of which sit ornamental pieces of black and white coral, decorative

shells and aureate wooden forms. From the ceiling hang bulbous creations, while the far

end of the room is dominated by a large fs&gnding sculpture. Havingpllected and

transformed each natural element, Watt explains that the rationale for the exhibition

was to demonstrate O6the delicate rel

| andscaped (interview, 9

display was well received by-Manuatu and expatriates alike, thus establishing the

artist as a forerunner of

Febr

t he

ation

uarnhe 2013, a

i ndigenous

commitment to the arts has been officially recognised, and he is the recipient of the

Ordre des Arts et des Lettres (Medal of Arts and Letters) from the French Government,

and the Medal of General Service from the Government of Vanuatu.

The success

of

Watt 6s

ex hi

b iVdanuatun

great

who held an interest in art, piaularly a group of young students enrolled at the Institut

National deTechnologie du Vanuatu (INTV) in Port Vifd Established in 1970 by the

French Government, INTV was integral to the education system implemented by the

colonial administration. In 1®7two French instructors, Jacqui Bourdain and Henri

Thailade, were offered contracts of employment by the Condominium and arrived at the

school to assume teaching positions in the newly created art department. With little

knowledge of local customs or tiidns, the two men met with Huffman to seek his

guidance and expertise (Huffman, personal communication, 14 September 2012).

Initially Bourdain and Thailade had proposed that pupils would reprdcigtem

45|n 2001, via an Act of Parliament (no4)2 INTV was reestablished as the Vanuatu Institute of

Technology (see Chapter 2).
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artefacts held in the collections of the NHCCaddition to being introduced to
colonial media such as paint, cloth, crayons, paper and pencils. However, a strict regime
of indigenous intellectual property rights (see Chapter 5) prevented the replication of
particular objects, motifs and symbols by uti@ted individuals. Recognising that
potential conflicts may arise, Huffman and Chief Willie Bongmatur Maldo (President of
the Malvatumauri from 1977 until 1993) arranged for the two teachers to travel to North
Ambrym, where a meeting was held with lochliefs to discuss the rules governing the
production of works of art at INTV. The chiefs viewed the art school with suspicion,
fearing that new forms of visual representation would devalue internal rituals and rites
thereby reducing local conventions tommélklore. Huffman describes the occasion as
a O0hard and heavy confrontationd (personal
which it was agreed th&astommay inspire contemporary works of art, but must not be
directly copied or appropriated by dents.
The first pupils to undertake art classes at INTV were Francophévianuiatu
including Joseph John, Juliette Pita and the late Fidel Yoringmal (each discussed further
in Chapter 3f°Ral ph Regenvanu, former Dirhector of
increasing Westernization of the New Hebrides, this generation not only had access to
paper and pencils, and sometimes crayons, paint and cloth, but also had greater access
to European conceptions and visions of cr e
Early works by John and Pita highlight the means by which emerging artists mediated
the demands of the Malvatumauri. In her tapestry, woven with strands of colourful
wool, Pita depicts two women tending to their garden, a domestic ldbtyuassigned
to females (Fig. ¥ Each figure wears aaelandre i sl and dress) or 06 Mc
a garment introduced by missionaries that has come to be regarded as national attire and
is the chosen apparel of many women totldyieanwhile, in his acrylic on boardohn
renders a portrait of a village elder with a tobacco pipe in his mouth and walking stick
in hishand (Fig. § The figurative style of both images is indicative of the aesthetic
concerns and ideological preoccupations of the time. Rather tharydo@atront local

sensibilities with radical forms @vantgarderepresentation (such as minimalism,

46 Other students to join the course in 1980 included Jobo Lovo,Cleade Touré and Andrew

Tovovur.

47 Bolton makes the point that historically, mission denomination veimgduished by different styles of
introduced European clothing. She explains, 6The A
style that remained characteristic of womends dres
start of the twaty-first century Anglican women still wearshirts and skirts more commonly than

dresses. The Presbyterians introduced dressesédé (Bo
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expressionism or abstraction) the students took as their subject matter scenes of
everyday island life, thereby resisting critiques and criticisms thgtitrtabel their
work subversive. By firmly locating their imagery within the discourses of commonly
shared practices and experiences, the stuc
idioms of colonial media and creative expression to sceptical indiganidiences. The
reliance upon easily identifiable motifs and themes also ensured that the works of art
abided by the strict guidelines implemented by the chi&Bstomacted as a source of
inspiration butabuknowledge and symbols were not rendered oreached.

Interestingly, neither student signed the aforementioned works of art. Given the
professional training undertaken by Bourdain and Thailade in France it seems
reasonable to presume that they relayedtipprtanceo f t he ar ti sit 6s si g
pupils. A combination of two factors undoubtedly influenced the decisions made by
Pita and John during the early years of their careers. Firstly, material objkattah
were not specifically produced for public display and consumption. As Regenvanu
explains, O6Traditionally art belongs to a
of ownership. The arts are not taken into
(interview, 7 November 2012). The ritualistic use of objects such as masks,
headdresses, totems and body adornments dictated that their functionality be prioritised
above their aesthetic properties or value. While individual artisans were recognised by
way of their rite to produce specific artefacts, identifiable markers oftthadt (such as
a signature) were not made visible. More often than not, after serving a singularly
unilateral purpose, materialised spirit forms were discarded or destroyed as a means of
nul lifying their innate powetangiblélgpifitf man ( 2C
worlds, where the real art is in ritual endeavour, sacred dance, oratory and oukaral
en scéngare behind, or represented by, these objects. It is art with a real purpose, but
the associated objects are usually minor (but essepdigy and are often only
temporary. 6 The idea that such artefacts v
used as decoration in domestic spaces, as contemporary art is today, was abstruse to the
sensibilities of local communities.

Secondly, constrts ofkastomwere diametrically opposed to the missionary
project of education, termesulin the lingua franca. The adversarial context of the two
was apparent as early as 1914. Edward Jacomb (1914: 192), a lawyer based in Port Vila

at the time, wrote
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The instant branding of all native customs as bad merely repels the native ... If we wish
to replace them by other and better custonm
can one convince him of the superiority of

sufficient to enable one to contrast the two?

Rural hamlets on the island of Pentecost, for example, juxtagastamand the way

of the church with ¢élittle sign of reconci

Christian el e me nSkuwds intrihsically lipkedlit® ®l@nial 3 3 9 ) .

institutions and ideologies: wage labour, Christian worship and formal education in

French or English were conceptualised as Western idioms that negated indigenous

traditions. As suchkastomandskulc a me 6 very brbad and powerful references

to alternative ways of | ifed (Jolly 1982:

dichotomy between tradition and modernity is exemplified in their early works of art.

As islanders sought to embrdastomas bothived practice and political rhetoric,

students such as John and Pita tentatively confronted the void between European

inspired ideals of advancement and deeply embedded codes of Melanesian spirituality.
Recognising the intricate nuances particular to iexays ways of life,

Bourdain and Thailade quickly sympathised with the ongoing independence movement.

Their relationships with Huffman, the NHCC, the Malvatumauri and members of the

VP ensured that the emerging artists under their tuition played a geiterad the

imminent celebrations. In 1979 at the behest of Sethy Regenvanu, on behalf of the

incumbent government, the students were invited to paint a large mural on the fagade of

the then Parliament House (now the Ministry of Finance) located aonalmestreet of

Port Vila (Fig. 9. The fresco depicts men, women and children, all dressed in wonted

attire, engaged in a diverse range of indigenous practices thdateck and survived

colonial contact: everyday labours suctkastomfood preparation, pigearing and

agricultural harvesting are depicted alongside more ritualistic activities including

sandroing(sand drawing)tamtam(slit gong) carving, pig killing and pandanus mat

weaving. Explaining the political motivation for commissioning the paintseihy

Regenvanu recalls that

At that time the whole focus was on the impending independence. Everyone wanted to
be a part of the movement and the excitement. The students contributed in many ways
€ Given the importance matfthegoveanmentshoalgdor epr e s
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something to enhance their work and to show the potential our country has. The artists
were very young at the time of independence; they had real energy and enthusiasm

(interview, 7 November 2012).

The significance of the mak, now a historical landmark, was twofold: not only were
the structures of the new government visually linked to traditional community values
and island practices in a way comprehensible to many illiterate locals residing in the
capital, but contemporart was also legitimated as artists were directly associated
with the birth of the new nation.

By way of government support and sanctification, emerging modes of art were
elevated in the minds of otherwise incredulous islanders. At a time of profound soci
political change, the introduction of new forms of visual expression coincided with the
expansion of Port Vila as an urban centre for islanders with varied educational

backgrounds and colonial affiliations. Sethy Regenvanu notes that

The positive impaobf contemporary art was that it united the artists and the
community more broadly. In Vanuatu we have the English speaking and we have the
French speaking, and they are separate. Contemporary art brought us together. The
arti st §&hichwesalsfét owas for the art, not language (interview, 7
November 2012).

Not only did contemporary art breach the divide between Anglophone and
Francophone, it also subverted island separatism. The decision to decorate the exterior
wall of the parliament buildmpwith a provincially neutral work of art, rather than a
woodentamtamor fern tree carving, regulated tribal claims of authority and ownership
over the independent state. After signing the constitution of the new republic, members
of the inaugural legistare were photographed in front of the muEatplaining this
deci sion, Regenvanu asserts that, oO0cont emg
nati onal € we were now a nation not a soci
bel onged t o rview, @ Noyembee2D12). The pgaiating, then, linked the
birth of the new nation with the emergence of new forms of visual representation.
The involvement of the students in preparations for the first National Arts

Festival held in Port Vila in 1979 furthesinforced the validity of their professional
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endeavouré® Goodwin Ligo, an indigenous associate of the NHCC and colleague of
Huffman, instigated and managed the staging of the event as a member of the
Organising Committee. In an interview with Ligo hetoffice of the Vanuatu Daily

Post newspaper, where he is now a senior journalist, he explained

In September 1978 | prepared a short paper and took it to the Chief Minister of the time
T Father Walter Lini. | told him that for us to become independeaple must value

their cultural identity. | suggested that we organise a national arts festival as a
forerunner to independence to show the world who we are; that we are Melanesian, to
show our languages and cultures and arts. People were demanding detepdrased

on what they believed in, who they were, where they were from, and the value of
themselves, their culture (interview, 17 December 2012).

The eightday festival (Il 8 December, 1979) brought together over 2070 participants
from throughout tharchipelago, with more than 75 chiefly representatives in
attendance (see New Hebrides National Arts Festival 1979: 10). Port Vila was
transformed as 11 temporary Ovillagesd wer
from the outer islands of archipe@gmbrym; Aniwa and Aneityum; Aoba (now
Ambae); the Banks and Torres; Futuna; Malekula; Paama; Pentecost; Santo; the
Shepherds; and, Tanna. Along wkidistorndances, the performance of which opened
the festival after the official procession, ceremony spekches, a diverse array of
indigenous practices were shared and celebrated. Traditional games, food preparation
and house making demonstrations were programmed alongside poetry readings, musical
acts (including bamboo fluteamtamand shell playing), gtery making, carving,
weaving, fire rubbing, sand drawing and kava preparation. The schedule of events also
made provision for the public display kdstombusiness, including the methods by
which marriages are agreed and chiefs installed.

The tasks aaied out by thestudentavere many and varied. They created
official letterheads and graphics, painted signs and banners, and were responsible for
the design of leaflets, brochures and posters (Goodwin Ligo, interview, 17 December
2012). Discussions witHuffman, Ligo and Regenvanu reveal that the most significant

contribution made by the INTV pupils was the production of 49 carved wooden clubs

48 Two subsequent National Arts Festivals have been held; the second im19@nville, Espiritu
Santo and the third in 2009 in Port Vila, Efate.
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that were presented to luminaries at an official independence reception held during the
festival. Ligo remembets hat , OWhen Lini saw what the s
Bourdain if they could carve some special walking sticks that would then be given to
visiting dignitariesd (interview, 17 Decer
the club collected by &ptain Cook at Port Sandwich on the island of Malekula (then
known as Mallicollo) during his second voyage in July 1774, the original of which is
now housed in the collection of the Pitt Rivers Museum at the University of Oxford
(1888.1.1466¥° The replicaclubs, one of which was donated to the VKS in 1981
(K.972), were carved of dense wood and, like the original, possessedgaad$ieads
with highly conventionalised features and knobs below the grip decdratedy of
incised lines (Fig. 10 and Fig. 1 With permission to carve the facsimiles approved by
the appropriate chiefs, the clubs became significant material embodiments of the
transference of political sovereignty from the dominant Condominium administration to
the indigenous community.

In his ganning for the festival, Ligo was inspired by the writings of Albert
Wendt, a Samoahorn poet, author and academic who advocated for the solidarity,
resilience and selletermination of colonised regions of the Pacific. In his seminal
essaylowards a NeDceaniahe asserts that, &6éwe must red
faith in the vitality of our past, our cultures, our dead, so that we may develop our own
uni que eyes, voices, muscles, and i maginat
of the arts to ingire and foster cultural reawakening, arguing for the revival of unique
traditions particular to each country of the Pacific as a means of dismantling the
| egacies of <col oni spiessionis alprerequisiteaofseé t hat , ¢
respect®) (d®ad o6t hadt by way of | ocally deriwv
/selfr espect / and pride are taking us throu
Consequentl vy, Ligo notes that he O6reali sec
Melanesianbelef s and values i f we were to truly
December 2012). The arts festival provided a context in which regional difference
could be publically affirmed and celebrated. Islanders shared otherwise unknown

practices with one aner, reflecting the multiplicity okastomwhen attached tples

4 The actual island origin of the club is disputed: collection database records from the Pitt Rivers
Museum show that the club has been attributed to carvers from the island of Waim#he National

Museum of Vanuatu collection database registers the club as being from the island of Ambrym. Visual
comparison with sketches made by Speiser (1991: plate 57.19) suggests that the club is most likely from
Ambrym.
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In this milieu, the site of contemporary art was firmly linked to the urban settiagmas
(town / Port Vila) emerged as a hotbed of progressive indigenous ideals, ideologies and

institutions.

CONCLUSION

During the years immediately following independence, Vanuatu experienced a period
of relative political stability and parliamentary cohesion. The VP successfully contested
the 1983 and 1987 elections, with Lini holding the position of @Mftmister until

1991. Succeeded by the Union des Partis Moderés (Union of Moderate Parties) who
retained power until 1998, the VP was again returned to the leadership by way of an
official election. The prevailing years however, have been marked by lowaigau
fluctuation and volatility. Since 2002, three public ballots have seen the balance of
power | ay with the VP (2002 and 2008) and
Despite this, petitions to the Court of Appeal, motions of no confidence, fdctiona
infighting, floor crossings and leadership coups have resulted in the inauguration of no
less than 11unelected politicians to the office ofRhee Minister during this tegear
period. Commenting on f\fanuatu political practices, Van Trease (200%X3)lains

that

Party loyalties, particularly since the commencement of coalition politics in 1991, have
become extraordinarily fickle, with MPs being willing to regularly switch allegiances in

search of personal advantage. Connected to this, governilitgposaend to be
exceptionally fragile and brittle and regu

the ability of successive governments to focus on lawmaking.

The competitive nature of elections, which are now characterised by a demand that
memers of the el ectorate remain | oyal to f
fractured political landscape. With accusations of corruption, bribery and nepotism
regularly cast against prominent leaders, the project of effective national governance
hasbeen elusive.

As a result, the parliamentary support afforded to contemporary artists at the
time of independence has inevitably waned. While the government once fostered
inclusive socieeconomic circumstances that encouraged creative productivity,

legidative priorities of the day have significantly shifted. As Sethy Regenvanu
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observes, O0There is no government support
due to a combination of factoirghere are otheissues that the government feels it must
addrss and there is no one in the government
November 2012). The ascendancy of concerns relating to land ownership, economic
management, infrastructure and international relations (particularly negotiations relating

to foreign aid from countries such as Australia) have come to occupy present political
discourses. The development of a contemporawoald in Port Vila has therefore

largely been effected by local agents engaged in the production of such objects. As
discusgd further in the following chapter, practitioners have predominantly remained
selfreliant in their achievement of local recognition. Against a backdrop of, at times,
cultural and political turbulence, local artists have navigated the tropestoimn a

continually changing urban context.
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CHAPTER 2
THE CONTEMPORARY ARTWORLD

This chapter introduces the corpus of contemporary artists in Port Vila who form the

basis of this stud$? In doing so, the intricate local circumstances in which practitioners

learn their trades, establish professional reputations and exhibit their wares are
explored. Rat her than simply describe the
1964; Dickie 1974), this chapter presents a miewel analysis of the individuals,

objeds and institutions that collectively constitute sites of creative expression. George
Dickie (1984: 80) argues that, O6An artist
in the making of a work of art éofaihat t he
and the particular i1idea of the medium he
examines both the actions and intentions of painters and sculptors to reveal particular
sociceconomic factors that drive artistic production in the capital. HoBacker

(1982: 59) suggests t hatprofeésiomatculteréisthel e ar n
course of training and as they participate in thetdagay activities of the artworld.

Only people who participate regularly in those activities, praacticy pr of essi onal
know that culture.d By adopting a concent
this chapter highlights a plethora of intertwined social relations and synergies between
heterogeneous agents. These connections denote an envit@mmvlich actors
6coordinate the activities by which work
conventional understandings embodied in c
Naturally, different components of the artworld influence each another. Thigchapt

thus critiques art associations, programmes of education and distribution systems in

Port Vila as a means of contextualising the people, products and places that constitute

the artworld at any given time.

PORT VILA
To best understand the contempygrartworld it is here necessary to discuss Port Vila,

locally referred to ataon(town). Located on the shores of Vila Bay, the town is

50 See Appendix 2 for aoncise overview of artists included in this thesis. Information provides: artist
name; date of birth (and death); island affiliation; association membership; dates of activity.
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surrounded by five perirban villages: Erakor, Ifira, Mele, MeMaat and Pange-
From humble beginnings as an outpostFrench coconut planters and traders in the
late 19th century, Port Vila grew as a site of colonial administration with the founding
of the Condominium. This expansion, however, was a deciceymaraffair. As
Greg Rawlings ( 1@a 8o indigeBous history af wrhanisatiort) mor e
native cities or towns.d® The movement of |
town extended only to individuals undertaking waged labour. A joint regulation issued
in 1918 stipulated that unemployextéls from islands other than Efate who were
without employment for 15 days or more be returned to their home villages (see
Bedford 1973: 55%6). Resultantly, early patterns of migration between the islands and
town were circular. Men travelled to Port &ilor the purpose of work and, in doing so,
acquired commodities and money that were ¢
exchange relationsdé (Mitchell 2003: 360) c
the independence movement, coupled with the ksitaient of the New Hebrides as a
tax haven in 1971, profoundly altered these imposed travel constraints. The influx of
foreign investment resulted in exponential population increases in the capital, both
indigenous and expatriate. As international bamkkleotels opened premises in Port
Vila, airlines and cruise ship operators increased services. The growth of the hospitality
and tourism industries, along with the expansion of bureaucratic agencies and offices,
presented greater employment opportunitiedglanders than ever before.

With the founding of the nation state came further rapid urbanisation. The
increased mobility afforded to-Manuatu significantly altered the demographics of
town as a new generation moved to the capital. In his assesdriemteveloping
urban landscape, made just five years after independence, Joél Bonnemaison (1985:
144) comments that O0town i s seen as a pl ac
cul tur al charge it carries i snasdwomegh t o er
travelled from their islands with the intention of finding work: males sought
employment in the construction and gardening industries, while females filled roles as
housekeepers, secretaries and waitresses. As a result, new spatial, tendpsweilahn

practices emerged. People sought to make Port Vila their place of residence as town

51 While traditional land owners live in the villages of Erakor, Ifira, Meld 8ango, the situation is

somewhat different in Mel&laat. Islanders from Ambrym were invited to settle on the land in 1952 after

a volcanic eruption destroyed many of their home communities (see Rawlings 1999: 75; Tonkinson 1968,
1985).
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came to be seen as a postcolonial space
services6 (Rawlings 1999: 84). Dat ayscol |
testifies to the accelerated speed with which Port Vila has grown: in 1999 the
population was recorded as being 29,356, with this number increasing by 50% to
44,040 in 2009 (Port Vila Municipal Council).

The consequences of this trend, however, hawatly impacted upon current
living conditions. Continued intasland migration has resulted in significant pressure

being placed on limited resources in Port Vila. The rate of unemployment, particularly

0

(SN

among young peopl e, i Bjobs avglabletokeeppadeaithe ar e

popul ation growtho (Mitchel! 2003: 361).
afford established homes and instead live in crowded settlements that are a typical
feature of town. A report commissioned by the WorlaBauggests that 69.5% of land

in the capital is currently under lease (Scott, Stefanova, Naupa and Vurobaravu 2012:
2), thus alluding to the confined living arrangements faced by many disempowered
residents$? In stark contrast to the expansive propertiesupied by expatriates, daily

life in these local communities is far from ideal. Access to basic services and
infrastructure such as water, electricity, sanitation and good roads is limited or, in some
areas, nosexistent. Insecure tenancy agreementsthagrice of building materials

mean that dwellings are commonly constructed using affordable goods that are easily
transportable such as sheets of corrugated iron, tarpaulins, calico and naturally
occurring substances including clay, rocks and tree bean&udded to this, the cost of

living in Port Vila is inflated: rents, amenities, school fees and other household
expenses are main preoccupations for many families. Without access to green space in
which to tend gardens locals instead consume importedisgooluding white rice and
tinned tuna that are Odapproximately 50%
devel oped countries of the region, I i ke
325). The centrality of consumption to the experience of townilasrt, contributed

to rises in crime and violenéetheft and burglary are commonplace, instances of

domestic violence and rape are increasing and murder is occasionally committed.

52 Under the termsf the Constitution perpetual land rights were restored to traditional owners at the time
of independence, with the ruleskastomgoverning ownership and use (see Government of the Republic
of Vanuatu 1979, Sections -7%). Land throughout the countrytherefore leased, normally for a term of

75 years, rather than sold.
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Within the urban environment there is also an emerginganuatu midée
class, an economic group to which many contemporary artists in Port Vila belong.
Benedicta Rousseau ( 2 0dads:statdsisZnpre lkalygobe s t ha't
attained by those resident in Vila for longest, leading to an equation between recent
mi gration, poverty and dependence. 6 Since
significant number of practitioners meaning that many have established comparatively
comfortable lifestyles in the capital. While each maker consulted during the course of
thh s research expressed an-timewccdpatidretheivase t ha't
majority hold other positions of waged employment: some work with different
government departments, others for expatitateed commercial enterprises and a few
own small businesses or are sethployed. The income generated from paid labour has
resulted in artists having the financial means to lease land and occupy sturdily built
cement homes in areas of more affluent suburbs such as Malapoa, Nambatu and Seaside
I sites in which niVanuatu and expatriate residents live digeeside. Importantly,
these funds also provide practitioners with the necessary cash to purchase art materials
including imported canvas, paint and brushes. The unseen costs of participating in the
local artworld, both financial and temporal, no doubt influences the number of artists in
Port Vila.

ART ASSOCIATIONS

The vast majority of contemporanyakersin Port Vila are members of either the
Nawita Contemporary Arts Association (hereafter Navwotahe Red Wave Vanuatu
Arts Association (hereafter Nawita and Red Wave, respectively). While other groups
have formed for the purpose of promoting artistic outputs from specific islands, for
example Naino (Erromango), the Tuburin Association (Ambrym)thedataso
Printmakers Collective (Mataso), Nawita and Red Wave negate such regional
separatism. Affiliation with either association is a vital means by which artists
disseminate their creative outputs. Given that there are no dedicated dealers stsgalleri
of contemporary ARVanuatu art in Port Vila, the symbolic capital afforded to these
objects is largely mediated by the two autonomous organisations. While the acts of
painting, drawing and sculpting are individual pursuits, artists rely upon the atigper
networks provided by the associations to advocate the efficacy of contemporary art

among local audiences.
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Throughout Vanuatu group affifion ischampioned over individual identity
For this reason, socieconomic prosperity is discreetly acheiegedvert attentioris
not drawnto oneself Rousseau (2004: 22Aptes thatd) Wi t h t he emer gence
level of economic differentiation amongst theM@nuatu population in Port Vila,
jealousy can arise from success in terms of business and engpltowvithéhis in
mind, artists join Nawita dRed Wave as membership provigestection against
claims of narcissistic egotisr@hief Ambong ThompsagrHead of the National Film
and Sound Unit at VKSighlights the role assned by each association. Blains
that, OArtists are reluctant to promote tt
promote themselves as individuals, and you often need the community or an association
to represent you. Artists are shy, so by working in a group they cahtimseselves
i nto the public interestodo (interview, 17 (
Nawita and Red Wave provide the infrastructure necessary for artists to distribute their
works of arf seek further opportunities ardtablish professionatputations, in
Vanuatu and abroad.

Nawita, the oldest of the associations, was officially established in 1989, two
years after a preliminary meeting was called by promineXanuatu artists and their
French supporters, amid growing dissatisfaction withlack of exposure afforded to
indigenous practitionerS. Since the 1960s the market in Port Vila had been dominated
by expatriate artists, particularly Pilioko and Michoutouchkine. Their outputs had been
promoted internationally as representing conterapy visual culture particular to the
archipelago. However,as-Mianuat u artists were becoming
tenuous nature of their individual <career:¢
an organisation that would support, encouraga promote their work while also
organising conference, exhibition and workshop opportunities (Nawita Contemporary
Arts Association 1996: 1). Thus, Nawita af
ni-Vanuatu alike, the only condition of membership beirag the association was for
contemporary artists, and not for artists and artisans using traditional media and
traditional principles in visual expressioc
organisation testifies to these objectivean octopus (frm which the wordhawitais

derived in Bislama) is depicted holding a tool related to the different material and

53 The meeting was attended by Sylvester Bulesa, Michael Busai, Patrice Cujo, John Fai, Joseph John,
Sero Kuautonga, Hardy Leo, Juliette Pita, Emmanuel Watt and Fidel Yoringmal (Regd®¢ih 312).
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techniques adopted by contemporary artists: paintbrushes, hammers, khigess,
pens and pencils (Fig. 12

The influence of external agsnhowever, diverted the broad appeal of the
organisation. Although the association sought to negate individual divisions based on
religion, island lineage, colonial language and education, age, gender angdditicial
status to connect artists in a @il of shared cultural heritage, the involvement of
French expatriates in Port Vila problematised the political neutrality of the organisation.
The input of Suzanne Bastien (a lethge French expatriate and founder of the local
gal | ery L 0 Aite€ljo (& Pajbasechadtist Rlaotregularly visited the
archipelago) into the affairs of the association resulted in Nawita adopting a particularly
French disposition. With Emmanuel Watt elected inaugural President and a constitution
drafted in French i1996, Nawita has for many years been considered by Anglophone
artists as an organisation decidedly biased to the demand¥ahunatu practitioners
educated under the French colonial administration. This is reflected today in the
membership of the assation with over threguarters of Nawita members identifying
as Francophon¥.For example, Sero Kuautonga, President of Nawita since 2001, heads
a family of prominent artists from the island of Futuna, including his son Alvaro
Kuautonga and his nephews Nitu Kuautonga and Taitu Kuautonga. Similarly, Chief
Jobo Lovo leads a powerful kin network of related artists from Erromango consisting of
his sister Juliette Pita and her daughter Amelia Lovo, brother John Lovo, and nephews
Ben Natum and Cyrus Nivwa3.

Both Lovo and Kuautonga credit extensions of their art practices and ideologies
to a shared thremonth residency undertaken in Basel in 1997. At the behest of Roger
Boulay and Christian Kaufmann a travelling exhibition toured the VKS, the Musée
Nationalds Arts dO6Afrique et do6Oc®anie in Pari
and the JeaMarie Tjibaou Cultural Centre in Noumé&&iThe rationale for the project
was twofold. In Vanuatu and New Caledonia, where the display was e&iied
blong bubu i kantbak (The Spirits of the Ancestors Retyrobjects selected for

54 Sero Kuautonga estimates that Nawita has approximately 20 members in total, with some artists

presently residing on the outer islands (interview, 11 October 2012). Similarly, a number of artists, such

as Sylvester Bulesa, Nikiyatu Kuautongtardy Leo, David Nahling and Ralph Regenvanu remain

affiliated with the association despite not currently engaging in the active production of art.

55 Chief Jobo Lovo is often referred to as Moses Jobo or Moses Jobo Lovo. During discussions with the

artist he indicated his preference for the name Jobo Lovo.

%At this time Roger Boulay was Curator at the Mus®
Christian Kaufmann was Curator at the Museum der Kulturen.
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inclusion were O6to help reinforce cultural
cul tur al reawakeni ng6éd@yIn Buropeyunderate oaihety Hu f f me
of Vanuatuy the exhbition presented material culture to museum audiences unfamiliar
with the rich heritag of the archipelago. To compient the inclusion of artefacts
collected by Swiss anthropologist Felix Speiser, during his expedition to the region
from 1910 to 1912 (&eSpeiser 1990), an affiliate exhibition was stagilrit blong
tedei(The Spirit of Todgy comprising a selection of paintings by Nawita artists to
complete O6the full <circle of the exhibitioc
isstilaiveand its future seems to be much assur
in the associated artigt-residence programme, Kuautonga and Lovo were presented
with the opportunity to engage in cressltural discourses pertaining to the creation of
contemporary works of art.

Since the mid 1990suautongahasinterogatedabstract expressionism, a style
with which he first became familiar during a visit to France in 1994. His artistic skills
were recognised at an early age whilst he was a pupil at theli€atingsion primary
school in Ipau Village, Futuna. As a means of extending his talents, Kuautonga
transferred to the regional district school on Tanna where he completed his junior
studies, after which he undertook his secondary school education acteds
Antoine de Bougainville in Port Vila during the 1970s. While in Basel he was further
exposed to paintings that exemplify the post 1940s American-gaathé movement.
He notes that he O6was inspired byplairbstract
Vanuatu prefer more realistic art; they would like to see a painting of a ship or an
aeroplane instead of something different. | was the first artist to introduce abstract art to
the countryo (interview, 11 istvetsoPesident2 01 2,
of Nawita, Kuautonga encourages innovation and experimentation in the art practice of
other members of the association. He analogises Nawita as being symbolic of a keyhole
and contemporary art a key, both of which open the door tdarews of visual
representation that extend indigenous conceptions of the relationship between tradition
and modernity, the local and the global.

The contradictory characteristics of two of the three tribes of his home island
Futunai the Namrukeand theKawiametai further influence his practice. He explains
that, O6Abstract art is an existing art in
talking é there is the direct | anguage anc

language | change into pé&img. If we are wise then we can understand the abstract

70



| anguage (interview, 11 Oct obkawiamt@&re2 , aut |
considered direct communicators, th@mrukeare conceived as speaking in riddles and
parables. Fellow Futunesg¢ar st , Eri c Natwuoivi (discussed
assertion, ex Kawametasay they tird going to have & feastrard kill
ten pigs then this is what will happerthey will kill ten pigs. If theNamrukesay they
are going to hava feast and kill ten pigs it means that they will kill twenty, or even
thirty, pigsodo (interview, 21 November 201:
tribes was forbidden, for fear thiatbu secrets and knowledge would be shared with the
opposing goup. As customary restrictions eased and marital unions between the tribes
became a common occurrence, a third group emerged on the islaRdntgh€hildren
born to parents of intaribal marriage (that being, a mother from tit@mrukeand a
father fromthe Kawiameta or viceversa) are positioned as mediators, given their
familiarity with the behaviours of both groups, thus assuming categorisaticanas
This supposition informs Kuautongads pract
the comprehensin of abstract | anguage and abstrac
authoros transl ation) .

For Lovo, by way of comparison, the residency in Basel ignited interest in
traditional forms of indigenous material culture no longer made on his home island of
Erromango. I ntroduced t dheGdutharreNew lebrides Hu mp t
published in 1926, Lovo sought to revive the lost tradition of barkcloth production
(known throughout Vanuatu as tapaMany of his early works were comprisetioil,
acryicand penci l on canvas, board and paper.
able to see many different types of art and | began to understand how | could combine
the traditional and the contemporary i n m)
transhtion). Prior to the missionisation of Erromango by Hugh Angus Robertson
between 1872 and 1913, the production, circulation and exchange of tapa made from
the bark of théurao (breadfruit orArtocarpus altilig tree was a prevalent feature of
social and eremonial life’® The versatile material served several utilitarian functions,
being used as blankets, mats for sleeping, fabric for clothing and slings for infants

(Naupa 2011: 584). More significant however, was the use of tapa in important public

57While tapa is known throughout Vanuats production and use only occurs on Erromango.

8 Neich and Pendergrast (2005: 119) note that during the early years of World War Il shipping routes to
the Pacific were disrupted and the importation of fabric and cloth halted, thus necessitating a yemporar
revival oftapaproduction.
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rtual s. The motifs painted onto tapa during
social prohibitions [that] affect the sharing of knowledge of specific clan designs and
their associ at eluffrmaand Mdemlban 2050691)( Givarrthat thel o
iconography adorning stylised tapa referenced ancestral spirits, clan and status identity,
traditional land custodianship and indigenous structures of political power, missionaries
such as Robertson sought to systematically erode its potency within thedtighified
regimes of sociality particular to the inhabitants of Erromango. The introduction of
calico, coupled with manipulated acts of trade by which Robertson accumulated objects
of tapa from the local community, resulted in the everdguadionof its manufacture
and use on the island.

Upon returning to Vanuatu after his time in Basel, Lovo requested the counsel
of his elders on Erromango with regard to the methods of tapa production and
decorationtfemasitse | i t er al | y me an iknogn idtheeSpgt en cl| ot h
language of the island). In collaboration with his father and grandfather, Lovo
researched and do ckastoedrtesds &@ heef Ohirsa dp ati eornmad
(interview, 1 October 2012, authdwor 6s tr ans
includes tapa made from the bark of one of three trees: the whitewood tree
(Endospermurmedullosuny the breadfruit treeArtocarpus altilig; or, the banyan tree
(Ficus macrocarpg with each species producing cloth of a different colour. To these
suwpports Jobo applies only organic pigments: pure yellow is derived from the ground
bark of the noni treeorinda citrifolia); red and brown from the burnt bark ashes of
the noni tree; black from the roots of the kauri tregathismacrophyllg; and, white

from limestone. Firmly positing his work within the lineage of his clan, Lovo notes that

My ancestors made traditional art and used the patterns of Erromango. | use these same
patterns in my art to show t hatetrhditdhe cont i
but twist it slightly to find new ways to tell my stories. | mix the traditional and the

contemporary in my works of art (interview

By way of combiningkastomknowledge of the techniques of tapa mantufeecand
natural pigment extraction with iconographic symbols of his heritage, Lovo has
innovatively developed a distinct visual repertoire that interrogates indigenous

experiences of contemporaneity in Vanuatu.
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Recognising the fragility of orally transrtetd knowledge Lovo and his sister
formed Naino, an organisation for the exclusive membership of artists and artisans from
Erromango who are committed to the protection and advancement of material culture
from the island in all its forms. Along with acrylmd oil paintings on canvas and
board, the group promulgates the traditions of tapa, weaving, body adornment and
performance. Lovo and Pita credit their artistic skills to their late paternal grandfather
who was dan lou nussian(paramount chief in theySanguage) from southern
Erromango and held responsibility for the composition of intangible heritage, such as
kastons ongs, dances and stories. I n cel ebrati
and to promote the cultural renaissance and resistémiceiokin network, Lovo and
Pita established the collective i n memory
family have art and creativity in our bloddt comes from our grandfather. The
younger generations of my family are also born of thisdbdld and have t hese
(interview, 1 October 2012, authorés trans:s
to impart genealogically protected knowledge to their own children, along with the
offspring of their immediate siblings.

This is particuldy true for Pita. She, as the only established female
contemporary artist in the country, carries with her locally constructed gender
stereotypes particular to-NManuatu society, which often serve to disempower and
subordinate women. As Roselyn TorandAmea Toka (2004: 11) not
Vanuatu, there is a significant marginalization of women from pertinent discussions and
decisions on area of social and economic development, governance and human rights at
community and nat iiepackeptidné&at eiade.re3porisibildiesp er v a s
lie in therealm of domesticity the earing of children, maintenance of households,
tending to gardens and aatisation of spousal ambitioiissituatesart as an occupation
best suited to male practitioner@rfPita, then, the obtrusions of societal norms have
mitigated the circumstances of her creati\

strong and promoted the value of my practice so people will appreciate the work that |

do é | work everayday ntge droeatsal e so that
(interview, 28 September 2012, aut hor 6s tr
Vila to make a | i ving s ocbrpubogcilldtes loetween he s al e

labour intensive paintingsapa and tapestries to smsdlale, easily transportable

drawings on canvas, paper and parchment that are directly aimed at the tourist market, a
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key driver of the local economy and one of the fastest growing industries in relation to
gross domestic prautt.
Not all Nawita members however, dedicate themselves principally to the
practice of art. For some, the financial obligations of residing in Port Vila necessitate
that their artistic pursuits remain secondary to gainful employment in the cash
economy. Br example, Chief Michael Busai from Matangi village on Futuna, balances
his creative pursuits alongside his professional duties as an employee of the Ministry of
Finance. Primarilyasetf aught arti st Busai, one of Nawi

members, creditthe writings of Albert Wendt to the development of his practice. Just

as Goodwin Ligo embraced Wendtoés phil osoplt
Nati onal Ar t Festivals in 1979, S0 too doe
Pacific communities& v e | 6A fabul ous treasure house ¢

styles, material which we can use in contemporary forms to express our uniqueness,
identity, pain, joy, and our own Visions ¢
received limited artuition during his time as a secondary school student at Malapoa
College, he was familiar with stylistic principles such as proportion, scale and
perspective. During the early years of his visual art practice, while studying for a
Bachelor of Arts at the Uwersity of the South Pacific, Busai concluded that fine art
Omust be original, creative, aesthetic anc
machine as it must have a moving spirito (
Lovo, Busai experimented thi natural pigments including coral, limestone and black
rock found on the ocean floor. He explains his use of these materials in relation to the
affinity between the Futunese and the sea, as a source of nourishment, a resting place
for the spirits of thencestors and a geographic element connecting the peoples of
Oceania (interview, 28 November 2013). Toc
ink, pastel and gouache on paper or parchment which he works in line formation with
limited colour palettes tmvokematay a Futunese term that conceptualises the
harmonious components of an expression, action or.event

For younger Nawita members, such as Alvaro Kuautonga, Taitu Kuautotiga an
Andrew Ulus, an intensive sixonth workshop jointly organised by Nawiand the

VKS in 2002 provided technical training, materials and studio space during the
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formative years of their artistic careéPd.ed by French artist Julie Dupré (now
represented by Anuanua Galerie doArt basec
worksh@ was cefunded by the governments of France and New Zealand. Participants
received tuition in the techniques of carving, clay modelling, drawing, fabric design,
painting, weaving and woeblock printing in an environment of creative support and
exchangehat cumulated in a public exhibition of their outputs. In addition, under the
guidance Ralph Regenvanu, then Director of VKS, the participants produced visual
material including banners, posters, logos and letterheads for the Second Melanesian
Arts Festivd held in Port Vila the same year as the workshop. For the three artists, the
workshop and their exposure to international practitioners by way of the Festival,
proved the inspiration for thepractices Each continues to create works of art that
examineassues such as identity, colonialism and globalisation in a variety of media,
such as xay film (Fig. 13, comnut shell (Fig. 14), sand and kava (Fig).15

The kin relationships between Sero Kuautonga, his son (Alvaro) and his nephew
(Taitu) heightenea disgruntled perception of nepotism among other artists with regard
to the management and administration of Nawita. While, over the years, the association
had established links with international organisations by which artists were invited to
participatein overseas exhibitions and workshops, the allocation of opportunities was
often viewed as biased. In 1995, works of art by Eric Natuoivi, Juliette Pita and
Emmanuel Watt were displayed in the group exhibi@@mtemporary Art of Melanesia
at the JeatMarie Tjibaou Cultural Centre in Nouméa. Also in the same year Michael
Busai, Joseph John (discussed below), Sero Kuautonga, Jonah Mael, Eric Natuoivi,
Juliette Pita, Ralph Regenvanu and Emmanuel Watt showed their outputs in
Contemporary Arts of the South Piacheld at the University of New South Wales,
Sydney. In 1999, the first exhibition solely dedicated t¥anuatu art was staged by
the VKS in conjunction with NawitdNew Traditions: Contemporary Art danuaty a
two-year travelling exhibition, contaga the work of ten local artists, each of whom
was commi ssioned to create an object that

history, along with twenty traditional artefacts from different islands of the

%9 The workshop was attended by 14 male and 6 femalkaniiatu participants: Lisa Abong, Lonsdale
Coppage, Denis Falau, Bill Fatapa, Niki Jimmy, Rachel Jimmy, Matthew Jimmy, James Johns, Maria
Kaltabang, Alvaro Kuautonga, Ditmi Kuautonga, Taitu Kuautonga, Kami Malwersets, Roger
Marmolon, Sharon Mera, Jero Nango, Christopher Paul, Madlen Tahi, Nettie Tahi and Andrew Ulus.
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archipelagd® The cohesively selfeliantstructure of Nawita thus provided sole
representation for indigenous artists who may not otherwise easily access opportunities
to extend their visual practices. Amidst a sense of powerless disillusionment some
artists, both Anglophone and Francophoneabeg speculate about the need for an
alternative means of exposure.

Consequently, Red Wave was established in Port Vila in 2005 by Jean Claude
Touré, a Francophone painter from the island of Ambae. For two years, from 2000 to

2002, Touré had been an aris-residence at the Oceania Centre for Arts and Culture

(hereafter the Oceania Centre) at ®the Uni

was here that he was introduced to Dr Epel

the Oceania Centre, wigmverned the institution with the purpose of providing a place

i n which artists had the freedom to d6expr e

Thomas 2012: 130). The Oceania Centre was an open space of participative learning.
Haubof a datinetabte of classesa io tine art, but rather encouraged artists to

draw upon their own, and each otherods,

Oi r

2008: 1). Having been unaware of the proje

arrival in Suva, Taré was sceptical about the legitimacy of a centre for contemporary
art. After his first visit to the university he readily accepted an invitation to base his
practice at the campus. Joining other artists such as Ben Fong, Mason Lee and

Li ngi k on iToukdécant a memper of the Red Wave Collective. Here, he
commenced work in the environment of a communal studio space, much removed from
the solitary conditions familiar to artists in Port Vila, and it was this experience that
altered his preconceiveations of art. By way of engagement with the visual
expressions of other practitioners at the Oceania Centre, Touré became aware of
progressive painting styles that were to informdogpus He not es, OPr i
been working in the realistic $¢y It was while | was at the Centre that | was inspired to
create a new style of artodé (interview,
developed a deep affinity with the aesthetic ideologies and teaching methods
champi oned by Haa2008;dfomasE2),douit hacadne & mentor

80 The participating artists were: Sylvester Bulesa, Michael Busai, Joseph John, Sero Kuautonga, Jobo
Lovo, Eric Natuoivi, Aloi Pilioko, Juliette Pita, Ralph Regenvanu, and Emmanuel Watt. The exhibition

was initially mounted at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and then travelled to Australia, New Caledonia and
New Zealand (see Regenvanu 1999b).

61The OceanicCenttor Arts and Culture opened 1 February
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during his time at the Centre, providing guidance and support to newly arriving students
and artists.
After returning to Port Vila Touré sought to actualise an art space similar to that
of the Oceania Centre, \miprovisions for visual artists, theatre performers, dancers and
musicians. However, a shortage of funds prevented the construction of an appropriate
building so instead Touré founded Red Wave, an organisation that could function
without the necessity offausiness premises. Modelled upon the association of which
he had been a member in Suva, Tour® applie

acknowledge that

A new wave has come out of the sea. Unlike a blue or a white wave, the red wave
symbolises a new kinof contemporary art that is emerging in the Pacific region. The

art made by members of the association is different to other types of art anywhere in the
world and will be recognised internationally as coming from our region (interview 22
October 2012, a2uhor 6 s transl ati on) .

This is reflected in the logo of the association whereby the handle of a paintbrush, its
bristles dripping white pigment, is entwined wittihe peak of a red wave (Fig.)16

With a strong mandate to equally share opportunities, eageuhe talents of emerging
artists and provide an alternative to Nawita as a platform for exposure, the appeal of
Red Wave actualised a shifting of associate affiliations.

In his capacity as President, Touré encouraged a number of established artists to
join Red Wave. As a prelude to the establishment of the association, a group of core
artists including Matthew Abbock, David Ambong, Eric Natuoivi, Roy Thompson and
Andrew Tovovur (all Nawita members at the time) participated in a woodblock print
making wakshop in 2001 that was organised by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Office for the Pacific States. The
programme, Artists in Development: A Unique Workshop, provided instruction to
artists with regard to theanufacture of paper, construction of woodblocks and the
operation of a printing press. The course was sponsored by the Norwegian Agency for

International Development (NORAD) and instructed by New Zealand based artists
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Chris Delany and Michel Tuffer§f. In dl, 18 artists from 12 countries participated in
the workshop held in Port Vif.Mali Voi, UNESCO Cultural Advisor to the Pacific,

noted at the time of the workshop that

We need to explore ways to empower young people to participate fully in the life of
their communities. Academic subjects will always be essential if we are to participate in
the modern world, but equally important for Pacific peoples are those skills which
enable them to explore thémer creativity (United Nation&ducational, Scieniif and

Cultural Organisation 2001: n.p).

During the workshop artists were shown methods to harvest and construct fibres from
locally available resources such as banana stems, sugarcane leaves and grass to make
durable paper. Each participant was encoutdgealevelop their own language of
cultural expression and, eleven years later in 2012, the fivamiiatu attendees
continue to produce high quality paper upon which they print woodblock images, paint
and draw. The medium is synonymous now with Red Waort Vila and acts as a
material signifier of allegiance to the association, as no Nawita members are schooled
in the art of papermaking.

Alongside printmaking, Eric Natuoivi from Matangi village, Futuna, also
incorporates clay (imported from Awaliaor New Zealand) in his corputhus making
him the only ceramicist in Port Vift.The themes of his work, beginning in the late
1970s, oscillate between thetadling of kastomstories and the inquisition of
contemporary socipolitical issues affectinghe lives of niVanuatu. Natuoivi is the
only indigenous artist to have attained international academic qualifications in the
subject of fine art, completing a Graduate Diploma in Expressive and Performing Arts
in 1987 and a Master of Education in Creathrein 1991, both at the University of
New South Wales, Sydney. Inspired by the work of Papua New Guinean potter Mary

52 Chris Delany is a Rainer Arnhold Fellow who works with communities in the Solomon Islands and

Vanuatu to develop livelihoods for indigenous artists and artisans, while Michel Tufferyeis a N

Zealand based visual artist of Samoan, Cook Island and Tahitian descent.

63 Other artists that attended the workshop were: Jason Napa from the Cook Islands, Lauretta Ah Sam

from Fiji, Berenato Buatia from Kiribati, Josephine Dame and Charlene FunakNaomu, Moline

Smaserui from Palau, Johannes Gelag from Papua New Guinea, Anges Falelua Saili from Samoa, Ralph

Ako and Alido Pita from the Solomon Islands, Lisa Havea and Tekitau Fifita from Tonga, and Tenene

Nelu from Tuvalu.

64 Experimentation withloda ¢l ay has proven ineffective for Erici
experiences shrinkage, while clay from Malekula crumbles after the firing process despite the addition of

grog.
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Gole, who blends traditional and modern-paking techniques to craft vessels that
champion the role of women in Melanesian society, biaiwcreates hantghade coiled
pots that are bisque or salust fired to achieve varying textural and colour finishes. He
locates his practice within the historical traditions of local Lapita and Wusi pottery.
Located on the southwest coast of the islanBsgiiritu Santo, the village of Wusi has
long been the only site in the archipelago synonymous with the continued production of
kneemoulded, reeslipped earthenware. Women work with unsifted clay to create deep
bowls that are decorated with incised designd fired in the cinders of burnt bamboo.
Sherds of similar pottery have been uncovered in archaeological sites on other northern
and centr al i slands of the archipel ago, st
thousand year so0 <gSu@hNatuoiviententiandlly dteeps8id ) . As
contemporary creations within the frameworks of national cultural heritage, history and
materiality.

Natuoivi is thesole Red Wave memb&om Futuna. Unlike the Kuautonga and
Lovo clans that comprise the majoritydfa wi t a me mber s, Natuoi vi o
actively participate in the creation of contemporary visual culture. While Kuautonga is
also from Futuna and Busai from the same village, Natuoivi elected to break ties with
his islandwontok(companions) and joinede’ Wave upon its establishment. Rather
than operate in a climate of animosity and malignity, the existence of two artist
associations is regarded by practitioners as a stimulus for the production of new and
engaging art. Ku a ut oemgwahave two associatiaig, it createss g 0 0 ¢
competition and increases the quality of ¢
November 2012). Despite their different artistic affiliations Kuautonga and Natuoivi
remain strongly committed to, and bound by, thethge of their home island, as is
evidenced by their engagement with the Futuna Cultural Association. Natuoivi explains,
OWe have an internal i sland association tfF
on Futuna. There is a main body and themnetlaee subgroups. Sero and | have been
appointed by the Board to | ook after the

o}

2012). Therefore, the pair are jointly responsible for the promotion and protection of
artistic and performative heritage from iekand, including visual art, weaving, dance,
song and storytelling.

For Joseph John, the only contemporary artist from the Shepherds Islands, the
professional relationship he shares with Natuoivi (as discussed below) was a

determining factor in his deats to join Red Wave. As one of the founding members
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of Nawita he explains his resolve, noting
Red Wave. When something does not change it becomes mundane and you must move
ond (intervi ew,h ndsgpuaschavabterised 2y vatezcplour, dcrylic

and oil paintings that explore the intricate relationship between man and nature. His

pictures juxtapose traditional ways of living with introduced concepts of Western

modernity, to highlight the fragtly of cultural heritage, local ecosystems &adtom

knowledge. As one of the first artists to have held a solo exhibition in Port Vila (at the

VKS in 1984) Johndés narratives have been i
visual art and book illusation format. He has produced images for publications
includingNambanga PikininiNanaCoco petite sorciére de larandeTerre etla

vieille DameandLegends of Ambrymwhile also creating visual material for pamphlets

and brochures distributed by orgsations such as Save the Children, the Department

of Womendés Affairs and the National Counci
readily identifiable by local audiences, as are the messages embodied in his many

allegorical representations.

Theappeab f Red Wave for other artists | ay
island genealogy. Given that Red Wave currently comprises nine members from seven
different islands, the equal distribution of power, opportunity and information is
construed as more denratic than Nawita. However, geographical lineage remains an
important marker of identity and allegiance for some-oacker practitioners. For
example, Matthew Abbock, David Ambong and Tony Brued from the Malampa
province of Vanuatii arethe only delicated contemporary artists from their home
islands®® Abbock (from the island of Paama), Ambong (from the island of Malekula)
and Bruce (from the island of Ambrym) rescinded their Nawita memberships to join
Red Wave in an act of solidarity. Of his decisto migrate to Red Wave, Abbock

comments,

| joined Nawita as it was the only association in existence at the time [during the late

1990s]. It was important for me to join so | could begin to publically display my

paintings. Joining Nawita affrmedthalas a pr of essi onal arti st
though, promote their kin ahead of other artists in the community, so opportunities are

l i mited for artists that do not have publi

85 Chief Johanin Bangdor is also from the island of Ambrym; howevearhjgractice alternates between
the production of contemporary art and traditional carvings (as further discussed below).
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Malampa and we joined Red Wave when Jeanddaeturned from Fiji so that we
mi ght have greater access to more opportun

translation).

While not related to one another in any capacity other than friendship, Abbock,
Ambong and Bruce consolidated their indival positions based upon territorial
ancestry and provincial patrimony. The common bond of regional camaraderie was a
driving factor in the decision made by each artist to join Red Wave.

Abbock and Ambong, both sethught artists, work primarily with agdic paints
and canvas. While each is proficient in the techniques of apking and woodblock
printing, extenuating circumstances dictate that their practices focus on painting.
Abbock explains, OWe are restri.cThepmsswi t h
is at the art school at the Vanuatu Institute of Technology and the Principal has decided
that only staff and students can access the machine so we are not making works on
paper at this timed (intervieikemaby November
artists in Port Vila, Abbock and Ambong are constrained by the limited accessibility of
art materials. There are no dedicated stores from which to purchasgulaigiy
brushes, paints, supports and other essential items, and imported substandard
merchandise often retails at inflated prices. Ambong explains the preference for acrylic
paintamongstAVanuat u practitioners, noting that
environmental conditions in Vanuatu, and it is what is affordable and avdialde
When working with oil paint you must have the correct chemicals to clean and care for
brushes. This is both expensive and time consuming, but acrylic paint does not require
thisd (interview, 29 October 2d¢nificant aut hor ¢
proportion of local art resembles the materiality of higbdernism as paint on canvas,
ink on paper, and ceramic forms dominate the visual landscape. Artists, whether
members of Red Wave or Nawita, do not create works of art using photograpbig o
media digital technologies as cameras and computers are luxury items, affordable only
to an elite few.

The relative isolation of Vanuatu hinders the easy transportation of goods across
the expanse of the Pacific Ocean. By way of creative agencayR#ue\Wave artists
have developed 6their own innovative mater
of conventions peculiar to their own wor k¢

makes use of natural resources that are locally available to himebagng his
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dependence on external suppliers. Crediting his artistic skills to his paternal grandfather

he has, since 2000, created intricate carvings from the nuts of the natangora tree
(Metroxyion warburghil. Having learnt the techniques of wood cagvirom his uncle,

Bruce attended a workshop sponsored by the Fonds pour le Pacifique Sud (FPS) that
focused on the plethora of uses for the natangora nut. His miniature creations alternate
between depictions ddastomstories and legends in thrdenensioml form and the
representation of marine and earth creatures that inhabit the lands and oceans of

Vanuatu. Depending upon the narrative of his work, Bruce utilises Indian ink to

exaggerate the details of his highly polished surfaces. @htdkis operandhe

explains 61 adopt one of two methods when
create a picture in my mind, similar to a silhouette. Other times I look at the shape and

size of the nut and this directs the picture | producam inspired by the pperties of

each nutdé (interview, 26 October 2010, aut
outputs distinguishes him from other artists in the Port &itaorld as he is the sole

practitioner to utilise the natangora nut in his corpus.

Much as egional alliance influenced the decisions of Abbock, Ambong and
Bruce, so did island heritage persuade other artists to join Red Wave. The dominance of
Lovo and Pita within Nawita proved a decisive factor for other artists from Erromango.
Andrew Tovovur ad Roy Thompson, along with his nephew David William, revoked
their Nawita memberships as a means of circumventing assumed inequity and
partisanship based upon traditional tribal lineages and kin relationships. Nonetheless,
over the years Tovovur has seaieenumber of commissions that have resulted in
highly visible public murals. From panoranfas utility companiesand comrercial
service providers (Fig. }/to scenes for restaurants (Fig. 18) and guesthouses (ig. 19
the distinctive style of his imaggis immediately discernible in an urban landscape
that, more and more, has come to be dominated by repetitive advertising billboards. As
a graduate of the art course of INTV, Tovovur has long been a central personality
within the localartworld Having tained in a variety of media, today his practice
centres upon the production of paintings and drawings on supports including paper,
canvas and tapa.

The encouragement and guidance offered by such professionally established
members of Red Wave to emergengists also altered the organisational affiliation of

some young practitioners. William, for example, states that
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| was a member of Nawita, but | did not feel that they provided me with as equal an
opportunity as some of the other artists. David Ambarfgend and mentor, was a
member of Red Wave. He encouraged me to join their association as any opportunities
are more fairly shared between members. My uncle [Roy Thompson] was a member
too. | feel joining Red Wave was best for my career (interviewNd@&mber 2012,

aut hordéds transl ation).

Of note is the fact that several prominent Red Wave members such as John, Natuoivi
and Thompson hold positions of employment in the art education §&Ttee.
occupational training of youth with an interest in ad isey premise upon which the
Red Wave constitution is based. Thompson points out that he, and other Red Wave
members, Oencourage young artists to join
them, but theyave talent. By having anothes#ociation weare able to encourage the
next generation of artistso6é (interview, 6
by Natuoivi who, for many young people, provides practical tuition and pragmatic
gui dance when he notes, O0we eeenwhentheege our
not an upcoming exhibition. To be an artist means that making work is an everyday
practiced (interview, 1 October 2012). By
informal, artists and educator shalhare 0Knc
defines a group of practicing professionals who use certain conventions to go about
their artistic business6é (Becker 1982: 63)
cultural category of contemporary art is validated, maintained and reproduced

The respective ideologies of Nawita and Red Wave ensure that both associations
are firmly entrenched within the functions of the loadlvorld However, over recent
years less active groups have emerged; either by way of indigenous agency or
expatriatanfluence. Of the former category is the Tuburin Association (hereafter
Tuburin). Founded by Chief Johanin Bangdor in 2008, to coincide with an exhibition of

his carvings at the Jedarie Tjibaou Cultural Centre, the administrative functions of

%6 For some artists the desire to educate young painters and sculptors is hampered by the realities of
everyday urban life. There af@w artists who have the financial means to dedicate themselves solely to

the practice of art, while occupational opportunities in the field of contemporary visual culture are

|l imited. For example, Jean ClaudeatuTnstitue® expl ai ns,
Technology]. | taught the module that covered contemporary art. | resigned from my position because |

was on the payroll of the government, so my salary was low and the regularity of my payments was

unreliabl e é | amina positibretmbe dblettoheadh thé yowthnandrclildren but |
must make a living and earn enough money to be able to support my family, especially given the high
costs of I|living in Port Vila6é (interview 22 Octobe
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Tuburin ae managed in Nouméa by French artist and collaborator Marc Faucompré
(interview 5 February 2013).Bangdor, from the village of Melbera in north Ambrym,

is the son of a high chief. His father, Gilbert, having reached the leivefeun

(Bangdor, Faucompgt Rossignol and Wittersheim 2009: 53) within k@ghe(male

graded society of the region), was a prolific carver renowned for his skills and abilities
in the mediums of wood and tree fern. Having followed a similar path, Bangdor too has
achieved thre&astomtitles that permit his production of restricted carvings based upon
the acquisition of entitlethbuknowledge and chiefly status. Prior to 2000, he
concentrated his efforts upon the creation of ritualised objects stamm&sngslit

gongs) anchamange(spirit figures). It was only after joining the Vanuatu delegation in
attendance at the Pacific Arts Festival he

evolved. He notes

In 2000 | attended the Pacific Arts Festival that was held in Nouméa. Maswathe
opportunity to look at the work of artists from many other Pacific countries. It was at
this time that | was inspired to start creating new forms. My creativity was endgted.
until then | was only making traditional work, but after attendiregRbstival my mind
was opened. | am very thankful | was given the opportunity to partidipagave me a
new way of seeing, and inspired me to create new types of carvings. It was an

awakening for me as an arti shtslafon)nt er vi ew 5

With encouragement from lorigne friend and fellow artist Joseph John, Bangdor
expanded his visual repertoire to include new motifs that appropriated the stylistic
elements of traditional carvings from his island.

The distinct character andaisive narrative content of his resultant forms were
in diametric contrast to the outputs of other men from Ambrym working within the
confines of established representational systems. Consequently, conflicting ideological
and aesthetic articulations actesla vehicle for the establishment of Tuburin, with

Bangdor assuming the role of sole member. He explains

| started the association as a way to proteckdsésomsf Ambrym and to promote our
stories. | wanted other carvers from my island to realisent@atould create new
things, but the men wanted to continue to make only traditional objects. That is why |

started my own association. | used to work with other men from Ambrym but now |

57 The exhilition followed a month long residency undertaken by the artist at the institution.
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have different ideas so no longer collaborate with them. Therearavimo carve only
in the traditional style and do not like the contemporary art that | make (interview, 5

February 2013, authorodés translation).

The hybridity of Bangdor6s carvings exempl
once he created forms spigcto the hierarchical conventions of male achievement,
today hispracticeis inspired bykastomstories and oral traditions of Ambrym that are
accessible to uninitiated audiences. The bilingual publicati®g e ndes doO& Ambr ym
contées par le sculpteur JoharBangdor / Legends of Ambrym Related by the Sculptor
Johnanin Bangdo2009) highlights the inclusive framework within which Bangdor
operates. The book contains eight narratives, each of which is accompanied by a
phot ograph of t huptueeralorgsvithdlsstratonsproguted byi ng s c
John. From th&arkolkolcreation myth to the memorialisation of Captain James
Cookdés voyage to the archipelago, the text
indigenousstoriesparticular to the communities of Amr y m. Bangdor notes
was important to me that the book be published in French and English, the two official
languages of Vanuatu, so that the younger generations will learn our stories and not
forget the history ofyoRB01Bsl aodbo(baterart
Firmly positing his practice within the legacies of indigenous heritage, Bangdor utilises
his practice as a means of visually conveying the purpose and authority of Tuburin.

By way of comparison is the Mataso Printmakers €xiNe (hereafter Mataso
Collective), the least formalised of the groups in Port Vila. With no binding
constitution, leadership structure or membership criterion, the Mataso Collective is
more a cursory crew than an official association. Under the impétiarl Amneus, a
Swedish expatriate living in the capital, discussion about forming the group first began
in 2004. Comprised of youth (in the'ianuatu sense of the word, that being 13D
year olds) from the Mataso satellite community located in time\Ria suburb of
Ohlen, the faction originally consisted of one female and five male ewsmiBddy
Bule, Saires Kalo, David Kolin, Herveline Lité, Sepa Seule and Simeon Simix. The
relative proximity of Mataso to Efate, with approximately 45 kilometerars¢ing the
two, has afforded ease of travel between the two islands. Over the years, as permanent
migration from one locale to the other increased, the Mataso population in Port Vila has
doubled that of the island (Sherkin 1999: viii). As a result, argéina of youngsters

have been born and raised in the urban environment of the capital, carrying with them
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connotations of displacement and marginalization from their traditpealWith this
i n mind, Amneuso6 initiat iagewith;whatsdme vi ewed
would perceive as, disenfranchised youth. Recalling the formation of the §iaup,
expl ains, 6l was working as a gardener for
Carl wanted to do something to help us earn money and saddkat we start
drawing. When Carl decided to start the project he asked me to invite other interested
youth, especially those who were unempl oye
translation).
With no formal art training the youth relied upon thedance of Newell Harry,
an Australiarborn artist of South Africaiauritian descent. At the invitation of
Amneus, and with the support of Chief Jack Siviu Martau (a young neighbourhood
leader, brother t&imix and husband of Lité), Harry conducted deseof printmaking
workshops beginning in September 208dnixn ot es t hat , o6 Newel |l en
draw from our imagination and to use our local arts as inspiration. After we made the
dr awings Newell selected t heaterwieweld t hat he
January 2013, authoro6s transl atingpmefd. The r
by island life (such as butterflies, turtles, fruit and kava) with icons of urban culture
(including advertising slogans, consumer goods and reggae nAisilection of nine
images, under the aggregate fiflee Bebellic Print Portfolipwere included in the
group exhibitiorNews From Islandsurated by Aaron Seeto for the Campbelltown Arts
Centre, Sydney, in 2007 (1 Septemb&8 Octoberf? As a result,ie Mataso
Collective came to international attention and editions of the portfolio were available
for purchase, each printed from silkscreens crafted by Tom Goulder at Duck Print Fine
Art in Port Kemblgf® In 2009 images produced by the six core practitgnaong with
those of new members Stanley Firiam and Priscilla Thomas, were includedth the
Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Aat the Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane (5
December 2009 5 April 2010). Initially composed on a sheet of transpaacetate,
each support acted as a stencil in the printing process. The workshop participants
produced designs that were subsequently transferred to mesh screens and printed in

Australia, this time by Theo Tremblay (Burnett 2009: np).

% The exhibition included three prints by Kalo, two prints by Simex, and one print each by Bule, Kolin,
Lité and Seulé all prints were dated 2007.

89 As testament to the ppal of the portfolio, an edition of prints was purchased by the National Gallery
of Australia in 2010.
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While the inclusio of prints by the Mataso Collective in both exhibitions
exposed the group to foreign audiences, the circumstances surrounding each
commission highlight the prevalence of unequal power relations, expatriate dominance
and market manipulations. Over the yyAmneus and Harry opted to work
independently of the VKS, Nawita and Red Wave, much to the chagrin of each
organisation. The youth, therefore, were afforded no indigenous advocacy, protection or
advice. Each maker was paid a nominal-ofidee of 40,000satu (£240) for their
designs (SimeoBimix, interview, 18 January 2013), yet commercial dealers in
Australia continue to profit from the sale of BebellicPortfolio.”® Meanwhile,
promises of attendance at events and functions in conjunction witH tsia Pacific
Triennial of Contemporary Amvere unfulfilled, as were assurances of further
workshops and training opportunities (Sime&imix, interview 18 January 2013). It is
not surprising then, that members of the group have grown despondent given the
vulnerability to external exploitation. Without access to the materials and technology
required to produce the prints for which they have become renowned, none of the youth
have exclusively concentrated on the extension of their art prattices.

The intenational traction achieved by the Mataso Collective when compared to
that of Nawita and Red Wave has kindled tensions in the capital. Members of the group
are disparaged by some senior artists given their invisibility within, and lack of
contribution tothe localartworld Therefore, this gives credence to a central question:

what is it to be a@ru (true) contemporary artist in Port Vila? Sero Kuautbirgists that

To be an artist you have to realise that money is important but not so important that you
value it above your art. You have to put your practice before financial gain because this

is what you | ove doing. It doesndt matter
or not because your choice is to make art. We must not pretend to be atéstse(in

11 October 2012).

®Duck Print Fine Art sell a boxed set of 9 artists
personal communication, 29 January 2013), while therigl@l Art Network, Sydney, sell individual

prints from the portfolio for AUD$600 (£285) (Aboriginal Art Network website). It is noteworthy that the
youth were not provided with a copy of each of their final prints.

1 A recent exhibitionAwisi Artis blong Vanuatyfirst mounted at Andrew Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane
(10 Jund 4 July 2015) then displayed at the University of the Sunshine Coast Gallery {91kuly

August 2015) contained 25 prints by seven youth, under the name Awis Artists (three phiry ea
Stanley Firiam, David Kolin, Herveline Lité, Sepa Seule, Patrick Tomas and Apia Willie, and seven
prints by Simeon Simex). The inkjet prints were marked as Edition 45, dated 2014 and retailed for
AUD$550 (£260) each. Exhibition organisers stated thateeds from any sales would be donated to
disaster relief efforts following the devastation of Cyclone Pam, which struck the archipelago in March
2015.
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The notion that the Mataso Collective produces prints solely for financial remuneration
from international buyers dislocates the ¢
practitioners. Linked to this is the sporadic schedule by whielyouth work (as
determined by external forces) |l ends wei gl
with, and beneficence to, indigenous mechanisms of cultural production and promotion.
Having failed to first establish bounded artistic reputations witteé immediate

community, members of the Mataso Collective are perceived to have disregarded
undocumented but nonetheless acknowledged, hierarchical codes of conduct. The youth

are therefore subjugatédntimidated by the power structures that they have
contravened and | argely abandoned by their

artworldis all but abated.

ART EDUCATION

How then do aspiring artists ascend to legitimacy? For some, the opportunity to

undertake formal education at the Vanuaustitute of Technology (VIT), the only

vocational training centre in the country, presents a means to enter thartecald

Under the leadership of Principal Kalpat Kalbea and ¥Adacipal of Academics Jack

Graham Takalo, the institution strivesteb a O pol yt echnic institut
|l earning experience that focuses upon 0t ec
ensure that they are equipped to meet the challenges in their choice of further education

or empl oyment 6 ( &hnolagpwebsite). Bisce 2005uMiTehaso f T
encompassed a dedicated department of art led by Roy Thompson, thus offering

graduates the award of a Higher Vocational Certificate in Fine Art upon the successful
completion of two years of studfHaving been inviéd by senior VIT staff to direct

and instruct the art course, Thompson r e me
equipment or material with which to teach the students. I, along with other artists and
educators based in Port Vila, came togethertdceea t he art depart ment
November 2012). Today the studio is divided into discreet sections that provide

students with space to actively undertake their technical training. Thompson, along with

his colleague Daniel Tamathuri (a SamoanVYanuatu artist), Natuoivi and Touré

21n addition to the study of art, VIT offers twelve other courses: Accounting, Automotive Studies,
Building and Construction, Business Studies, Elet&chnology Studies, Financial Management and
Accountancy, Information Technology, General Mechanic Studies, Hospitality and Tourism, Joinery,
Media and Journalism, and Office Administration.
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compiled a comprehensive study module outline in 2009 to ensure that tigedwo
course Oincludes both theoretical and pr ac
for graduates either to seek employmentofbesgfeno y ed upon compl et
(Vanuatu Institute of Technology 2009: 2). To qualify for the Higher Vocational
Certificate in Fine Art, students must complete 16 modufesir in painting, two in
woodblock printing, two in drawing, two in fabric art, one in papeking, four in
carving and one in fibre aff.

Noticeably, the instructive ideology adopted by Thompson and Tamathuri is
dominated by a concerted preoccupation with realistic modes of representation, as is
evidenced by an acrylic on can&sg. 20) andvatercolour (Fig. 2Lby Francois
Yoringmal (son of the late Fidel Yoringmal), a student during the 2012 academic year.
Thompson maintains that the rendition of realistic images requires skills that supersede
those necessary to produce other stylespfarar gui ng t hat oO6it i s mt
the abstract styled (interview 6 November
visual representation without artifice, students are permitted to engage with subject
matter in their own unique styles. As sualorks of art created by other students in
2012 ranged from graffilike canvases pated by Philimon Natato (Fig. 220 Pop Art
inspired maaics made by Vatahe lan (Fig.) 2B addition to applied skill sets, students
receive instruction on the theesiand movements of the history of art. Tamathuri
di stingui shes between the practical and tfF
students need a good knowledge of art theory as well as how to draw, paint, work with
col our and cr edettsemudt lmerawase oféhe telebopnsemt of art
hi story, theory and practiced (interview ¢
VIT, students are encouraged to engage with the patterns and symkedsoof
challenge conventional standards and aesthdtike inspiration from the stories and
scenery of their home islands and evaluate théjputswithin wider discourses of
Western art history.

Admission to the art course can be difficult for many yourRgamuatu, given
the restrictive entry prerequtiss and financial burden of tuition fees. The minimum

requirements for students applying to the Higher Vocational Certificate in Fine Art are

3 The 16 modles that comprise the course are: paintitigtroduction to Painting, Traditional
Contemporary Art, Contemporary Art, Art Movement; woodblock printingey Block Printing, Colour
Block Printing; drawing Introduction to Drawing, Expressive Drawing; fabarti Stencil Batik
Printing, Silkscreen Printing; paparakingi Paper Making; carving Introduction to Carving, Chip
Carving, Relief Carving, Wildlife Carving; fibre arftswWeaving.

89



the attainment of the Junior Secondary School Certificate to a level of Year 10 and the
possessiontot baokgraunhdsand interest in &
Technology 2005: 2). Given that by the age of 16 some 40% of students have
withdrawn from the formal education system (Vanuatu National Statistics Office
2009b: 17), many youth do not meet basic ¥lipulations for admittance to the art
course. Moreover, tuition costs amount to 62,000 vatu (£440) per academic year, more
than double the minimum monthly fitime wage of 30,000atu (£214). There are no
scholarships available to students undertaknegHigher Vocational Certificate in Fine
Art, thus the majority of students are reliant upon their parents and extended kin
net works for financial support, fee remune
capital.

Similar obstacles present themselt@students pursuing either a Diploma in
Primary Education (Teaching) or a Diploma in Secondary Education (Teaching) at the
Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education (VITE), under the instruction of John and
Natuoivi.”* The institution, originally named Kawei@ollege, was opened by the
British Resident Commissioner, Sir John Rennie and the Chief Education Officer,
Freddie Fowler in 1962 (Page 1993: 16). Today, VITE offers training courses that
accord with best practice in teacher education in the Pacifioreg@nd 6 pr oduc e
teachers who strive for excellence and der
(Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education website). For many years courses at VITE
have been taught in both the English and French languages, with gigpagrammes
informing the syllabus of each. Thus in 2009 VITE, in collaboration with the
Department of Education, commenced a major process of reform entitled
0 Har mo nii tsegptrpose mféwhich centred upon the restructure of the academic
curriculumto ensure that Anglophone and Francophone students were assessed in
identical ways, based on their performance in identical classroom environments that
taught identical scholastic material. Len Garae¥aruatu journalist, notes that
Har mo ni s attlast erasedthe solodial mentality which was legalised by the
British and the French col oni al admi ni str e
this former colonial curse that continued

Assuch,therecnstructed schedules of study have

Freptht udegaabéEmnsei gneme

“Degrees obtain e
tit Enseignement Secondaire.

in th
Di pl ome do6Ap I 6
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outlines, common assessment policies, common selection and entry procedures,
common teacher practice procedures, and a
Technology website).

With Natuoivi,Head of the Department of Physical Education, Art and Music,
providing tuition to Anglophone students, and John moderating the classes of
Francophone students, the Diploma courses necessitate three years of study. Natuoivi
expl ains t hatmméwetraibh Upeomiagrptingary and segondary school
teachers to teach art as a subject in schc
2012)’® Students in both the Primary Education and Secondary Education streams
undertake Ol ntr dduatefaard Istwb jVe cstu atl h aAtr tési nt r
art terminology, creativity, techniques, \
(Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education 2009: n.p.). During the second year of their
studies, students completing the Dipa of Primary Education (Teaching) are required
to undertake 6Two Dimensional Artso6, in wt

activities that demonstrate the principles of painting, drawing, collage,-peageng

and design. Theirthirdyearsft udy i ncorporates &6Three Dim
that teaches Obasic practical skills incl:
building skills and the use of material s &

Education 2009: n.p.) in thaesgiplines of fibre and string art, pottery, sculpture and
decorative arts. In addition students, by way of site specific classroom internships,
gather data that forms the basis of a comparative analysis between Pacific Islander and
European childhood delament from the first year of school until early adolescence
(Eric Natuoivi, interview, 1 October 2012).

The demand for places at VITE is high and, as such, the institution abides by a
strict application process. The competitiveness among candidatekdouii
demanding admission prerequisites, limits the accessibility of VITE to many ni
Vanuatu youth. Of the thousands of applicants each year, VITE accepts on average 120
students per academic year (Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education website).
Prospetive students are required to hold a Secondary School Certificate to a level of
Year 12, of which only 19% of fi¥anuatu aged between 25 and 29 possess (Vanuatu

National Statistics Office 2009b: 33). Applications are vetted by a committee of

SVITE comprises six academic departments: Education Studies; Language Studies; Mathematics;
Physical Education, Music and Art; Science; Social Science.
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academic VITEstaff, and shotlisted candidates invited to interview in Port Vila
(incurring travel expenses at their own cost). For those applicants that successfully
navigate the selection process, tuition tariffs often present another barrier to study. The
cost offirst-year study ranges from 67,50027,000 vatu (£470 £887), while second
and third year students incur costs of between 62,0&2,500 vatu (£43b £851) per
academic yeaf® In circumstances similar to those of students at VIT, trainee teachers at
VITE are therefore reliant upon kin for the financial support necessary to undertake
programmes of study at higher education institutions.

In December 2012, the first students to embark upon the Harmonisation
programme of study completed their coursess ttesulting in 81 graduates having
undertaken teacher training in the discipline of fine art. The implementation of the new
charter at VITE coincided with a faeaching review of the education system enacted
by the Government of the Republic of Vanudtattidentified art as a subject for
inclusion in the national syllabus of primary and secondary schools throughout the
archipelago. UNESCO argues that ¢6éin any at
heritage of the past the study and practice oftheattmus ccupy a pr omi nen
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 2003: 10), a
sentiment with which the Government agrees. The VITE modules are therefore a vital
component of the restructure of the national education systetnich art, for the first
ti me, wil/ be formally i mplemented as a di
the moment there is no art syllabus in primary and secondary schools, and there are no
material sdéd (interview, anddobrthave beenré@danéd2 ) . Cc
by the Government to complete a comprehensive administrative review that will inform
the new national curriculum. Natwuoivi and
recogni sed as an i ntegr althappapistmaynbwhavep upi | ¢
the opportunity to be artists, and choose what field they want to be involved in; either in
design or visual art or crafté (Eric Natuc
syllabus, in which the study of indigenous and EAnoerican art will be combined
with instruction relating to crafts and carvings particular to the nation, is to be

i mpl emented by the Governmentds Depart ment

76 Tuition costs are depdent upon the living and subsistence arrangements of each student. First year
fees are 127,500 vatu (£887) for full board students, 91,500 vatu (£634) fbohadf day students, and
67,500 (£470) for day students who attend classes only. Fees in sadahidéyears of study follow

the same dictum, thus costing 122,500 vatu (£851), 85,000 vatu (£592), and 62,500 vatu (£435)
respectively.
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ART DISTRIBUTION

While Government recognition of, andpport for, the arts isvdenta lack of funds

and the prioritisation of other areas of policy have resulted in minimal levels of

assistance being provided to contemporagkers As Tour ® notes, 60On:
problems with being an artist in Vanuatu is that there is no fiabsupport from the

Government. There is no funding for contemporary artists, not just painters, but also
actors and dancers and carverso (interviev
absence of a stasponsored fine art gallery or arts ceritess left practitioners reliant

upon sites managed by external agencies in which to present exhibitions of their wares

to the gener al publ i c. Nat uoi vi explains t
in Port Vila €& it ineedalstudidor permanent extabitiene | | wor
space. People are interested in our work

October 2012). Both Nawita and Red Wave hold annualieek long exhibitions at
the Espace Culturel Francais, a mpltirpose haladjacent to the French Embassy in
the centre of Port Vilaods | eisure and busi
community functions and is a prime locale in which events and functions of cultural
interest are staged. In 2007 administration ofthlewas transferred from the French
Embassy to the Alliance francaise de Pdita (hereafter Alliance), which also
conducts its operations from the same premises. Georges Cumbo, Director of the
Alliance since 1994, notes that the Espace Culturel Frahgajdor the last twenty
years, been the only exhibition hal/l i n Pc
French Embassy and the contemporary artists is strong. We provide the opportunity for
the artists to use the exhibition hall to promotether r k 6 (i nt er vi ew, 8
2013)/" The localised position of the Espace Culturel Frangais makes it a prime centre
from which Nawita and Red Wave engage with local audiencesgaimiatu and
expatriates) and visiting tourists. The hall transcends commdirisjons, including
ethnicity, to offer a forum in which indigenous fine art can be circulated, appreciated
and validated as a contemporary cultural category.
During the years that the exhibition hall was managed by the French Embassy,
Nawita and Red \Ave were requested, in lieu of monetary payment for use of the

space, to donate a work of art from their respective exhibitions to the Ambassador. A

"The irony being that the land on which the building sits was forcibly acquired during the years of the
Condominium.
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definitive catalogue of these objects is, unfortunately, unavailable as Cumbo notes that
60some ofatbeswbrksat the Embassy and some
residence, but other works, | suspect, have been taken to France. We do not have a
register of works that were gifted to the
under the authority of thelkance, Nawita and Red Wave (along with other community
organisations that utilise the space) make a financial payment for occupation of the
exhibition hall: 10,000 vatu (£70) for one week, and 5,000 vatu (£35) per week

thereafter. Cumbo contends thasthnnuity is not rent, but rather a contribution used to
maintain and improve the facility, and produce publicity material such as posters and
newspaper advertisements to communicate upcoming events and exhibitions to the

general public. Deterred by thesests, and reluctant to promote themselves

individually, few contemporary artists have held solo exhibitions at the Espace Culturel

Francais. Similarlyas David Williamexplains

There are limited opportunities to exhibit in Port Vila, and the onus é&aoh artist to
organise showings of their art outside of the annual Nawita and Red Wave exhibitions.
The French Cultural Space is very busy and it is difficult to book time to hold an

exhibition there (interview, 11 December 2

Given that exhibitions are@aucialmeans by which artists develop professional
reputations, it stands that, o[ w]hat 1is nc
well thought of or have historical i mport e
that present artistic labour as an occupation rather than as a vocation, exhibitions are
catalysts that enable practitioners to develop essential credentials.

Recognising that Oparticipation in the
the important sigs by which art world participants distinguish serious artists from
amateursod6 (Becker 1982: 97), the VKS has i
corporate plan for the construction of a National Centre for the Arts and Culture of
Vanuatu (Vanuatu Cultur&entre 2012: 9). Marcellin Abong, Director of VKS since
2006, explains

We can display our culture; we can develop contemporary culture that we can market.
Culture is an economic resource in the country and tourists that come want to

experienceourunig cul tur e, that which makes wus di f
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are a unigue people that live their culture because [we] own [our] culture and are proud

to show it to the world (as quoted in Garae 2012a).

The proposed space contains provision for antaadm in which to stage concerts,
cinema screenings, theatre performances and conferences; a residential building to
accommodate visiting artists; a gallery space to stage exhibitions of fine art; and, rooms
to host art lessons, workshops and conferedéde small displays of paintings and
sculptures have been presented within the walls of the National Museum of Vanuatu
and the National Library and Archives of Vanuatu (see Chapter 5), the proposed Centre
IS a nexus where artists, objects and audiewdesntersect in privileged viewing
conditions that legitimise contemporary\anuatu art®

Government officials acknowledge the value of art as both cultural and

economic capital. Ralph Regenvanu notes

the ars within Vanuatu, both interms ofselfx pr essi on and al so as

do not have many resources in the country, but we do have human capacity and visual
art is a major part of thaté (interview,
theForeign Investment Promotion Aanplement by the Government in 1998, certain

business activities are reserved exclusively for indigenous citizens, including the

Omanufacture of handicrafts and artefact s¢

1998). Inrecent years this has come to include the production and sale of contemporary

art.”® Yet, few artists have been able to take advantage of this legislation. The economic

realities of life inPort Vilahave hindered artided commercial initiatives. As

Wittersheim(2011: 329notes6 A huge gap exi sts between

resorts and other tourisnelated acitivities developed by foreigiWesterni investors

on one side, and the smaliale businesses owned byWinuatu [sic] on the other

s i dLeck df access to staup capital and bank loangpmbinedwith the high costs of

rent, transport and marketihgve significantly disadvantaged local business pursuits.
Only four artistg Leo, Tovovur, Pita and Williani haveestablishedetail

venturesn Port Vila Theseoutletssellgoods to a largely tourist clientele given that the

Oi nternal mar ket , Gover nmenttes ibhysownes s,

virtually saturag¢d (Geismar 2209a: 741).e 0 0 s st o locatedod the neini er ,

8 Bastien foundation

® Enquiries made in 2012 by an expatriate to the Vanuatu Investment Promotion Authority, the
regulatory body responsible for enforcing the Act, revealed that business licenses would not be issued to
norindigenous artists.
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street of town{rades in a range tfaditional artefacts alongsiaeorks of conemporary
art by makergérom both Nawita and Red Wave (including Ambong, John and ¥ita).
Tovovur Asedopewbet Art Gal | er prqvidea 4 spacewhere t he r
the artist sells only his own works of art alongsidevings, weavings and localigade
clothing andewellery.Pita, meanwhile, shares her enterpvisth a network of kin

From a stallécated within the handicraftarketadjacent to Vila Bay, Pita sslher

own works of aras well againtings, tapestries and drawirgeducedoy her brothers
daughter andephewsBy way of departur&Villiam, also situatedt the marketetails
only his own small and larggcale works on canvas and papmaking hinthe
youngestrtentrepreneumn town. In competition with other souvernier traders and
numerous Chinesewned briea-brac stores, these artists contest market forces in the

hope of achieving financial securityr themselves and their families

CONCLUSION

As the locus of contemporary art production in Vanuatu, Port Vila is home to a diverse

group of makers. Yet, as this chapter has shown, life as an artist in the capital is

compl ex. Becker (1982: 59) ar §pefesssortalnat , 0 /
culturei in the course of training and as they participate in thetalahay activities of

the art world. Only people who participate regularly in those activities, practicing
professionals é know that cul hedotad. 6 I n or ¢
artworld, practitioners require discretionary funds with which to purchase materials,

access exhibition spaces and undertake formal edudasitbexpensive pursuits. This,

combined with the economic realities of residing in town, necessitateartists hold

positions of employment in the wage economy. Although many wish to commit

themselves fultime to their practice, the very fact that artists have paid work

distinguishes them from others in the urban environment. As part of the newly

emergng middle class, practitioners have the benefit of reasonable affluence in Port

Vila. Many lease land and live in secure homes with basic amenities, some own

vehicles and a few have established businesses. It must be noted, however, that by

global standarslartists are not holders of great financial wealth. In a country where it is
estimated that 640% of the total poepul atic

15% of the population is under the basic

80| eo purclased the business from Suzanne Bastien in 2005, after serving as kimionganager.

96



any sugyestions of material prosperity can only be made within broader contexts
particular to the archipelago.

The practical challenges faced by artists are further confounded by way of
intricate social relations that characterise the artworld. Island genekioggtworks,
age, gender and the | egacies of coloni al
within the local schema. Although members of different art associations purport a
competitive collegiality, closer examination of each organisation reveals t
implications of natal affiliation. While Nawita is primarily comprised of makers from
one of two dominant families (the Kuautonga from Futuna or the Lovo from
Erromango), Red Wave attracts practitioners from a range of islands. Meanwhile,
membership oTurbin or the Mataso Collective is explicitly predicated on paternal
lineage. Within these groups inherent structures of hierarchical power determine the
standing of an individual. Seniority is linked to career longévitye longer a maker
has been presein the artworld the greater his influence and authority. Emerging and
mid-career artists expand their practices within an ideological framework largely
constructed by venerated peers. Practitioners thus negotiate deeply embedded cultural

codes in ordeto advance their professional reputations and profit from their talents.
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CHAPTER 3
KASTOM AS SUBJECT MATTER

The contemporary artworld in Port Vila has expanded since the 1980s and as a
conseqguence, so too have the themes explored by local pracsitideeatiscussed in
the previous chapter, the artworld today comprises a diverse range of participants, each
of whom are interconnected by way of secidtural lineage, art association
membership and distribution opportunities. In order to further under e
production, circulation and reception of the outputs of these agents a central question
emerges: what subject matter do artists select as content for their creations? By way of
paintings, drawings, sculptures and carvings a broad range of topesaanaed
including globalisation, urbanisation, climate change, the environment, politics, gender,
the economy and national identity. In some instances private commissions dictate a
composition, while in other circumstances imagery responds to a spe@fitinked to
group exhibition$1Of course, an artistds i maginati o
to the resultant objects they produce. As witnessed during periods of residency and
fieldwork in Port Vila from 2009 to 2013 a dominant trend emergedlation to the
content of works of art. Regardless of island heritage, professional experience, age or
gender the vast majority of artists adopted aspedtasibmirom theirplesas subject
matter. The sheer diversity of indigenous practices in Vanadahus made apparent
through visual representations that incorporate localised forms of knowledge,
ceremonial rituals, embodied identities and divergent value systems. This chapter
explores depictions ddastomby contemporary artists, paying particuddiention to
four thematic categories adopted by multiple makers: chiefs, dance, marriage and
stories.

By its very natur&astomis an allencompassing system of interrelatedues
and beliefsChiefs attend marriage ceremonies, just as stories arespféeted through
dance. Stories are recounted by chiefs, while dances are performed at wedding
ceremonies. Rather than implement arbitrary categories of classification, the works of
art considered in this chapter are clustered together in two waysy,Rhstintent of

the artist and the messages construed within their images are taken into account.

81 As was witnessed at the Red Wave exhibition held in 2013 when artists were requested to respond to
the theme of climate change.
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Secondly, the visual properties of different objects are examined to highlight the ways
in which similar themes are explored by different artists. Duriridvlierk, interviews
and informal discussions with practitioners about their creative outputs inevitably
turned to talk about the subject matter of a specific painting, sculpture, drawing or
carving. During these interactions makers explained their objectferencing a
particular facet okastom A painting that depicts a story is conceptualised as
illustrating that very narrative, despite possible associations with broader topics such as
history or religion. Similarly, images of dance are construed dsagimng a distinct
choreographed routine rather than encompassing potentially wider discourses relating to
gender relations or indigenous mythology. With this in mind, the subdivisions applied
throughout this chapter recognise that artworks are locatigeteed as pictorial
representations of explicit practices and forms of knowledge.

We might here question whgastomis such a prevalent topic among artists.
What drives a diverse group of makers to collectively incorporate similar themes? Just
as the prelous chapter demonstrated the financial realities of living in Port Vila, this
chapter will highlight the acute soeaultural preoccupations of artists based in the
capital. Despite town now being the site of permanent residence for mslaypumatu,
anxigies abound about the authenticity of claim&astommade in the capital. The
pervasive legacies of colonialism, by which Port Vila wasited as transient place of
work and isolation, continue to dominate beliefs that town is incompatible with
tradiional ways of life. A nostalgic sentimentality is often attributed to the rural
environment as the outer islands are reconstructed as sites ofiplieatitional owners
live on their own landkastomis strong, food is in abundance and the forces of
ecoromic capitalism are all but obsolete. Town, by comparison, is a subversive space
wherekastomi s | ost, di sregarded or unkkastomn. As
is a very common way to formulate the dangers of staying in town and the nature of
alemti on in town.d6 With this in mind, i sl ar
When askegu blong wea (where are you from?), citizens inevitably frame their
gendered responses in terms of natal affiliation. Thus, answers sucimas Tanndl
am a male from Tanna) ari womanPentecos{l am a female from Pentecost) are
offered rather than affiliation with a particular settlement or suburb of Port Vila. As
Rawlings (1999: 76) nmanV¥ia(personlfrom Hors Vila) mbee f or
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used by either rural to urban migrants in town or by-pdyan villagers, except perhaps

by way of insult (simil®r to saying 6you
Throughout Vanuatu to be withoplesis to be withoukastom without

identity. The perception that Rofila is a space of cultural dislocation and decline

i nduces concerns about &énew forms of prodt

(Mitchell 2003: 360). These tensions suggest that proclamatid@stafmmay be just

as important as actions and behaviokiw example, Resseau (2004: 42) asserts that

the urban setting introduces a heightened need to provide legitimacy, which makes that
the aspect dkastomemphasised over and above practices. The tensions between town
and island, as both locations arfédtyles, involving particular disparagement of

At own o kastamomtle partof island residentcend sometimes similar

sentiments on the part of Vila residentsmay add to this insecurity.

Fears about the loss of traditional ways of life indapital are explicitly articulated as
reasons to protect and promote indigenous cultural heritage. As artists seek to affirm
and maintain connections pdeswithin the pluralistic matrix of town their outputs
display a hybridity in whiclkastomand creatiity merge. Practitioners take great pride
in presenting images that visually convey events and activities specific tpldeBy
doing so, they not only share elements of their island identity but also differentiate their
forms from those of other maks. The popularity of uniquely local idioms attests to the
fact thatkastormhas not been lost in Port Vila but, rather, transformed in the urban
setting.
With this in mind artists create forms that reveal their lived experiences and
realities. Paintingsdrawings and sculptures reflect the fact #estomhas been
adapted to withstand the challenges of town. Within the confines of the insular artworld
makers ascribe value to their outputs O6thr
basis on which itan be judged and through the application of agogedesthetic
principlesd (Becker 1982: 129). As the pre
practitioners in Port Vilaareseifa u g h t . Consequentl vy, as Jos

have not been exposedma demi ¢ concepts of art and its

82 |sland identity is a particularly apentious topic among urban youth, many of whom are the first
generation to have been born and raised in Port Vila to parents of different island lineage (see Kraemer
2013; Mitchell 2003; Rawlings 1999).
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November 2013). For this reason, emerging andaarder artists look to more senior
figures within the | ocal schema to ascert e
wor |l d can h 3#82d94) With [jttB expdswrerto international marketplaces

the artworld that practitioners have constructed in Port Vila is one of ideological
conformity. Geismar (2007: 71) notes that,
accomplishment: to be indigenoloist not too traditional, to be contemporary but not to

| ose touch with a | ocal corpus of objects
is acceptable has been implicitly accepted as diverse makers submit to an unwritten

code of visual propriety. Thincorporation okastonnarratives, icons and symbols

highlights the internalised logic that governs the production of contemporary forms and

images.

CHIEFS

The figure of the&kastomchief is a national icon in Vanuatu. As discussed in Chapter 1,

thema i f has been |l egitimised by the state a
The relative coherence of the notion of 0c¢
to some extent, the term derives from 19th century European imaginings of ifiee Pac

region (see Allen 1984; Lindstrom 1982, 1984; Patterson 1981; W. Rodman 1982,

1985, 1993). As Robert Codrington (1891: /¢
and still have in most islands important place and power, though never perhaps so much
importance in the native view as they have in the eyes of European visitors, who carry
with them the persuasion that savage peopl
the category of chief is, today, firmly embedded within the everyday realitres of

Vanuatu life. Government recognition, by way of constitutional edict, that members of

the Malvatumauri are custodianskaistomexemplifies the ideological link between

chiefs and indigeneity. Generally speaking, there are two broad means by which

chlk dom i s ascertained in Vanuatu. Jozl Bon
northern islands é chiefdoms are founded ¢
come to the fore through competition of an economic sort. In the central and southern

islands, chiedloms are partly hereditary, partly elective, and based on titles, rather than
achievements. 6 Moreover, there exists the
respected men from different areas of town are elected by their local urban

communities. Oneush member, Chief Ambong Thompson, explains
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It is not like on the islands, where you must perfeagstomceremonies to become a

chief. Most people who are chiefs in Port Vila have been elected by the people that live
in the same community. Selection dii€fs in town is based on leadership skills. Of
course, we also have some chiefs who are chiefs on the island that they live. The urban
chief system is not based on island lineage but on where you live and the work you do
for that area (interview, 17 Octeb2012).

With this is mind, we might ask: how do contemporary artists pokaagomchiefs?
How do practitioners reconcile the ideals of chiefdom in the urban environment of Port
Vila?

Joseph John 6leeVildage Formm: The &€mef and His Rde(Fig.
24) provides an example of artistic imaginings of the role of chiefs in rural settings
throughout the archipelago. Here, John highlights the gmaitical authority of chiefs
in Vanuatu®® The central protagonist, the chief, sits prominently mgniois fellow clan
members. He wears two circular boarés t usk
neck, tusk bracelets and pandanus bands on each arm, and turtle shell earrings in his
earlobeg all of which signify his wealth and status. To his righaiwarrior,
distinguished by way of body adornment, who holds a large wooden club. The
foreground of the image is dominated by a large group of figures, both male and
female, seated on the ground before the chief and warrior. Congregated under the
canopyof a banyan tree, a communal locale that serves as a central meeting place, the
group hear oracles and ordinances announced by the chief, while also discussing and
debating issues of relevance to the village. The hierarchical relationship between the
chief, warrior and tribe is made evident given the staggered positioning of the figures
within the visual ©planes of the picture. /
as he is the leader. The warrior sits next to the chief in a position that sepestr
and the people of the tribe sit below the two men. This was the customary social
structure of our communities in Vanuatub6
traditional setting of the scene, and the authority commanded by the chief, are further
reinforced by distinct motifs that decorate the background of the image. To the left of

the composition &oubou(conch shell) atop a stick stands in front of feamtamgslit

83 The painting, commissioned by the then MinistarFmance Willy Jimmy, was presented to the
Honourable Speaker of Parliament, Alfred Maseng, on the occasion of the official opening of the new
National Parliament building in Port Vila on 26 July 1993.
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gongs), all of which are used as musical instruments during dance ceremorasesaand
means of communication between distant tribes. Meanwhile, to the right, is a bamboo
stick on which hang the mandible and tusks of boars sacrificed durkkglmg
rituals. Thenameldeaves attached to this structure indicatetaie significanceof the
objects and the meeting space to the hamlet as a whole.

The corpus of Jobo Lovo also includes images that depict the rkdestoim
chiefs in Vanuatu. Himself a chief, it is no surprise that Lovo produces images that
reinforce the cultural rel@nce of such local institutions as the Malvatumauri. Having
studied alongside John at cbrpudischadactarised g t he
by his production of twalimensional works of art. During the early years of his career
he too employed figative modes of representation. However, as his visual repertoire
expanded he has come to adopt more abstract styles of expression in which he utilises
traditional symbols and icons from his home island of Erromango (see Chapter 4).
Discussing hiscurrentpact i ce, he expl ai n$§bothinly wor k i
identity and the identity of Wanuatu. It is about individual and collective identity. |
show our traditions ankiastomin my work but come up with new ways to tell my
stories. | mix the traditio a | and the contemporary i n my a
2012, authordés translation). Lovods wor Kkir
of significant influence, particularly on younger kin who are pursuing careers as artists.
Recognising this, hekcn o wl edges that, O0OAs an artist i
new ideastoothersffanuat u and show them aspects of
(interview, 2 October 2012, authorés trans:s
community leader and estadtled artist are conveyed throughout his practice.

A large public mural, rendered in a figurative style, exemplifies the modes by
which he visually represents efly power and authority (Fig. 25The elements of
Lovods c a mparsciiation cemony between two clans from Erromarigo
are balanced by the figure of a chief who stands at the centre of the unfolding scene. To
both his left and right are tribes of men and women, each of whom has contributed
objects of traditional wealth including yamaro, bananas and a pig that are to be
distributed among the conflicting parties. In one hand the chief haiolera (wooden
club) and in the other, @ameleeaf: the former a symbol of his customary prowess, the
latter a sign of his mediatory abilitg bring peace to the community. The mural holds
both historical significance and contemporary relevance. Matthew Spriggs and Stephen
Wickler (1989: 83) note that, O0At Europear
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divided into six political districts, ¢@dlo( 6 canoed6), each control

(fanrlo) of patrilineal descent with several
the leaders in intedistrict warfare and feastaiéeka) . 6 Lovods rendit.i
the legacies of often @ient altercations particular to his home island while also
attesting to the continued national relevance of chiefs as community mediators.

The high visibility of/itieddnmmebhsngatéha v as
entrance to Parliament House and Igtter located on a public stréetorrespond with
the local presence and dominant authority held by chiefs throughout Vanuatu. As
discussed in Chapter 1, the national emblem of the country comprises this very motif to
internationally signify the locadanctity ofkastomhierarchies, power structures and
traditional institutions. Both John and Lovo, however, deviate from representations of a
lone male figure. Each image instead shows the chief among the people of his village,
thus demonstrating the comtied sociecultural relevance dfastomcategories of
leadership in the urban setting of Port Vila. The figurative style adopted by both artists
can also be seen to serve a secondary purpose: both msgeas/ communicate the
status of chiefs to broadidiences using a visual language that is accessible to even
uninitiated viewers. Far from being mere depictions of male power, both compositions

serve to reinforce the communal values of peace and unity.

DANCE

Works of art that depict traditional dags specific to the islands of the archipelago are
further evidence of distinct visual representationkastom As a centrally

performative element through which social relations are displayed and reinforced,
dance maintains, promotes and memorialise<tistomary practices and knowledge of
divergent geecultural language groups. Dance then, is a means by which local agents
in Vanuatu celebrate and commemorate key public events, local histories and ritual
milestones including weddings, circumcision anadgtaking ceremonies, agricultural
cycles, harvest seasons and chiefly initiations. Different hamlets, villages and islands
retain exclusive rights to the performance of particular routines that are passed down
through the generations, thus participati@eomes a marker of lineage within the
rubrics of identity relations. Rather than a mere corollary to everyday life, dance is
intrinsically linked to embodied ways of being and acts as a mnemonic device for
recording and preservation history and herit#geStephanie Burridge (2014: xv)
notes, O6Iln dance, the body is a powerful
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and symbols of place and belief.d The recc
allows performers to assert collective ideologipaidagogical and cosmological values
by way of specific spatial and temporal bodily movements.

Despite the centrality of dance throughout the archipelago, it is noteworthy that
there is little recent academic literature that interrogates performancedgam in
Vanuatu. Commentators instead prefer to contextualise routines within the theoretical
frameworks of global tourism and cultural commodification. For example, Christopher
Tilley (1997: 75) ar gnoders pastibha is g ptoducedinn a ut h e
which populations pretend to be predern in order to continue to purchase their
modernist identity spaces in a world of mass movement, mass production and mass
consumption. 6 While it is true tlygenéa some &
process of commercialisatiGriroupes perform at many of the holiday resorts in Port
Vila and tours to o6traditional villagesd (
standardised performancisot all ceremonial routines occupy a siteapitalist
public spectacle. We might ask then, why contemporary artists take dance as subject
matter? Which routines are rendered? | f,

[a})

credibility simply because it pasthatisahow?o

m

di splay for tourist consumption in the pr
representations merely objectify the performances that they portray?

Paintings by Juliette Pita, Amelia Lovo and David Ambong provide evidence
that artsts render highly ritualised dances from their respective islands that resist
classification as tourist expositions. The routines depicted by these three artists
articulate ancestral customs and inherited knowledge that form the basis of social
historic dentity relations between divergent persons, clans and villages. The
ceremonies are not marketed in travel brochures as sightseeing opportunities but, rather,
are hosted by indigenous agents at such times as necessity, obligation or entitlement
dictates.

The motif of the dancing body is a recurring icon in the corpus of Juliette Pita.
As one of the first graduates at INTV in the early 1980s under the tutelage of Jacqui
Bourdain and Henri Thailade, she is a leading practitioner from the island of Erromango
and a prominent member of Nawita. As Vanua
are easily recognisable within the Port \aldworld, given her repeated rendition of
highly stylised dorpusaresepresérdatiang ohfémale figyrési t a 6 s

often portrayed as mater nal nurturers and
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paintings show the duties women undertake, such as caring for children and tending to
gardens to produce food. | highlight the role that women play in contemporary ni
Vanuatus oci ety and the many domestic tasks th
2012, aut hor 6s t rohbreadtfeeding maothers (Fig.)J2@ m i mage s
depictions linking women to the agritutal wealth of the land (Fig. 2,7her practice
interrogatesraditionally embodied gender roles. While many of the male artists
alongside whom she works visually convey masculine fornkastbmknowledge, Pita
focuses her attention up&astompractices that are specifically linked to the feminine.
Unlike her courgrparts however, she is somewhat reluctant to discuss her use of
kastomas subject mat t &astomn¥Yanaatuéssoverytseongd s t hat , ¢
Everyone in Vanuatu hdsstom As a female artist though, | cannot talk very much
aboutkastom Male artists ge able to talk more freely abokita s t(intemdew, 28
September 2012, authordéds translation). I n
differential reference when considering the means by wkastomis visually
conveyed by artists.

In her acrylicon canvas entitledastom Danis blong Erromand®&ig. 28 Pita
depicts a group of nine women performing tieenpuru go nad one of seven female
kastomdances from the island (Naupa 2011: 8Jhe monochromatic rendering of the
figures highlights the cosine of each participant, as all wear pandanus armbands and a
nomplat(grass skirt) made from thmiraotree {Hibiscus tiliaceus They hold long
bamboo sticks that act as stamping tubes that keep rhythm during the performance of
the routine. Throughout thdance the actions of the female participants teach the
children of their locale about the meanings of diffeiestompatterns and designs
particular to the island (Juliette Pita, interview, 10 September 2013), thereby
transferring ancestral knowledge Wy of physical gesture. The muted hues of brown
and yellow against which the figures are juxtaposed suggests that the dance is being
performed in aasara(sacred dancing ground), a feature common to island
communities. In some instances situated inséitdement of the village, or at other
times located in a secluded bush settingntigarais a site of memory and identity
where exchanges, ceremonies and meetings are held. In some hanmatathes a
highly restricted space where access is preshted based upon rank, status and
gender, while in other districts the dancing ground is the central incarnation of a

84The dance is also known by the namesyocalauor nempegorfsee Naupa 2011: 38).
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l andowning group (Bolton 2003: 85). The ezc¢
actively reinforce the spiritual and physical cociens between body and land.

In her capacity as both an artist and a mother, Pita has undertaken to teach her
daughter, Amelia Lovo, the technical skills required to produce high quality works of
art. She explains, 01 I|oaoysltignmyrotkeandduyito dr e n,
teach and encourage them to paint and draw aboukdsoma nd cul t ur ed (i n
28 September 2012, authordés transl ation).
resulted in a nurturing relationship between raeand student. Amelia Lovo echoes
such sentiments when she states that, 6My
taught me about the formal elements of paintings such as composition, form and colour.
| am inspired by the work my mother makes, batlapt her designs to create my own
styled (interview, 22 February 2013, aut hc
confidence have increased the stylistic ve
become more pronounced. While both rely on aeshbank of imagery, the
generational gap between mother and daughter undoubtedly influences their perceptions
of not only the creative process, butoalBeir standing within the artworkhd local

community more broadly. Lovo makes the point

| am inspred by the history and stories of my island, and through my painting | am

learning more about my heritage aastom As a younger artist, though, | see things

around me differently to the more established artists working in town. | am developing

my own atistic stylei each artist must have their own unique visual language
(interview, 22 February 2013, authordés tra

In an environment dominated by male practitioners, both established and emerging, Pita
and Lovo exemplify the power of kin relationgth regard to the acceptance, promotion
and viability of artists perhaps otherwise disadvantaged by gender and age. As a result,
Lovods corpus, much | i ke that of Pita, 1is
body.

Two smaltscale paintingsnpduced by Lovo attest to her engagement with
kastomdance as central subject matter. Drawing upon the patrilineal heritage of her
father, Timothy Takifu, Lovo applies colourful inks to supports of recycled paper to
depict groups of female figures performgiroutines that comprise thekowiat a

threeday dance and gift exchange festival held on Tanna. As was witnessed at the
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village of Green Point in 2012, the event is held at the discretion of the Tanna Council
of Chiefs and requires years of carefulnpieng to ensure ample yams are grown, pigs
reared, kava cultivated and ritualised dance routines perfected. In order to protect the
festival from malicious spirits the date of the event is kept secret until the last moment,
at which time some 2000 partieipts and many more spectators travel to the host
village. Historically, the gathering was a means of forming temporary alliances between
often warring tribes: peace was declared on the island as factional rivalries were
contested by dance rather than clabd spears. Lovo titles each of her representations
with the corresponding name of the dance depidlegennaperiFig. 29 correlates
with a routine performed on the first day of the festival when hundreds of women
simultaneously enacted repetitive stegsle rhythmically chanting and singing in
unison. Similarly,Toka(Fig. 30 visually signifies the climactic routine of tinekowiar
when male performers, after dancing until dusk on the second day of the festival, are
replaced in th@asaraby their fenale counterparts. As the women dance in group
formation throughout the night they are encircled by kinsmen holding large spears
crafted spedically for the ceremony (Fig. 31At dawn on the third and final day, the
genders reunite on the dancing grousdveokweriya(3 metretall poles covered in
colourful feathers) are carried into the arena leyners of the host tribe (Fig.)32
Throughout the revelry marriage arrangements, village reunions and othérilnater
agreements are made and sanctifiegvly of a pigkilling ceremony that concludes
the festivities.

By way of contrast to the female figures rendered by Pita and Lovo are the male
bodies depicted within the corpus of David Ambong. A-talight artist from the island
of Malekula, his practicencompasses paintings, woodblock prints and graphic designs.
Since 2007 he has been the official artistHog s t 6 , Bneapnuad fivaday music
festival held at Saralana Park in Port Vila. During this timbdsecreated logos (Fig.
33and Fig.34) andstage backdrops (Fig. Bthat have appeared on merchandise
including tshirts, stickers and mugs, while also being used in promotional material

such as newspaper advertisements, banners and progr&hmgsong combines the

%Fest 0 Wégapasa singlday event, first held in 1996, to celebrate the opening of the new VKS
building. As witnessed in 2013, the festival now comprises five incorporated evemtd\alénga
dedicated to the penfimance of local string band musk€;e s t 6 tNah ghawaases local and
international bands and solo artists from the Pacific refiom;s t 6 Tevobe toithke presentation of
song and dance routines by school children from Efate;s t 6  Sthathasts tradiionakastom

groups who perform ritual dances, chants and percussion arrangemeZigyraRdstdevoted to the

genre of gospel.
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colours of the Vanuatu flag withhe motifs of national insignia that make his designs
synonymous with the evers a result, local interest in higork has steadily increased
over the last seven years as audiences are regularly exposed to his highly anticipated
images. In both his comencial and artistic practices Ambong represents the tropes of

kastom For him, the lived experience of tradition informs the substance of his art. He

expl ai ns, 0 kast@amhmakeveorks of agt that beffect the customary
practicesof myislandMy art i s a reflection of my spi
(interview, 29 October 2012, authordés trar

those of his colleagues given that he is thg cohtemporary artistom Malekula. His
visual explorations athe customary heritage of the isldiodm a core component of his
corpus

In his acrylic on canva$yalawan DanigFig. 3§, Ambong depicts a customary
dance routine performed by initiated men from the Seniang district of South West Bay,
Malekula (Deaon 1934: 384). Thaalawan a male graded society specific to the
region, enables local men to achidastontitles, ancestral rites and access to
restricted knowledge by enactitapurituals and sacrificial pig killing. Each level of
thenalawanholds a associated nammtam(slit gong) rhythm andemes mbalmbal
(mask) that men are entitled to reproduce as they advance through the society (Deacon
1934: 387). Admittance to, and elevation within, iadgawanrequires laborious effort,
determined dedicain and technical expertise. Boars are hezated not only to ensure
plentiful girth, but also to cultivate highly valuable circular tusks. Similarly, slit gong
routines are perfected, drum beats expertly struck and masks skilfulhctedftet

Ambong vsually communicates the status of the dancers that dominate his
image. They are powerful men of significant status. Each of the five abstract figures is
dressed in aamba(penis sheath) and wears a croton |€afdiaeum variegatujror
nelwas(Riensenfeldl950: 45) in his haii both icons indicative of the social rank and
traditional wealtf®*Of t he hues that comprise the i ma
traditional colours in my work and | avoid bright colours. My palette is primarily
comprised of bldg white, brown and red. I like to use these natural and neutral colours
as they represent the natur al environment

October 2012, authorodos translation). Agair

86 Deacon (1934: 393) identifies that dance as beingithbumbal However, this was not confirmed
with the artist.
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bronze and whiteigment are rendered the orgatile limbs of each performer in
tones of black and deep brown. Reminiscent of tree branches, the arms and legs of the
figures convey the pronounced synergy between dance, body and land.

Although the images produced by Pitayo and Ambong depidtastomdances
from different islands of the archipelago, there are striking visual similarities between
all four paintings. In each, groups of dancers in the midst of performance are depicted.
In opposition to the rendering of a mMdividual, the three artists prefer scenes in
which collective identity is reinforced by way of interrelated bodily movement. By
extension, the figures of each canvas are depicted without discernible facial features or
idiosyncratic physical charactetitss so thabne performer isndistinguishable from the
next. Rather than imply anonymity however, such a device highlights the shared values,
beliefs, practices and experiences particular to members of the troupe. As a marker of
genealogical heritage amdltural affiliation the dances selected for representation by
Pita, Lovo and Ambong speak to their lived experiencésstom ritual and

community.

MARRIAGE

Andrew Tovovur, from Erromango, also appropridtastompractices as subject matter

in his mintings. One of seven brothers, he credits his creative dexterity (and that of his
siblings) to the blood of his maternal grandfather, the encouragement of his mother and
the stern discipline exacted by his father. As an art student at INTV during lthe ear
1980s Tovovur developed skills in, and assumed a preference for, the creation of two
dimensional works of art including paintings, drawings and tapestries. The production
of paintings today dominates his practice, which he distinguishes by way ofstivedi
cat egor i €& sargesizdd canvasesatimat e&plore indigenous themes, history and

i deol ogy; airsmdallstdleomorksithattincogporatedstereotypical Pacific

island subject matter, such as local flora and fauna, that appeartwaiiinal

travell ers as mementos and souvenirs (inte

Of hispresentorpuso f O6f i ne arté he expl ains

My art is contemporary because it is something original that | creadetemporary art
allows for the maikng of new things. The symbols of Vanuatu can be used in new
contexts to create a rich visual language. As artists we can tell our stories in our

paintings and this makes our work meaningful. Within each of my paintings rests a part
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of mefi telling my stores and showing miastomin my art makes my paintings an

extension of myself (interview, 19 Februar

Yet, it is not only content and subject me
stylistic elements such as form,dincolour and tone are alsial cues by which to
assert indigeneity in his paintings. He nc
true to the resources of the | anddé (inter\
doing so, Tovovur prod@s canvases that are visually sensitive to, and respectful of,
the traditional stories and legends, cultural heritagekastbmthat form the basis of
each of his representations.
For example, in the acrylic on canvadraditional Marriage(Fig. 37),
Tovovur divides his image into eight distinct picture planes that together narrate the
historical process by which an arranged marriage was sanctified on Erromango. The
scene precludes notions of romantic love, showitagemn bifo(time before) freewill
cameto inform matrimonial partnerships. The first section ofdbguencélower right,
as numbered by the artist) shows two sets of parents discussing the possibility of a
marriage between their son and daughter. The enlarged hibiscus flower against which
they lean symbolically represents the union of the two families and the stem of the
decorative floral motif visually compartmentalises each subsequent field of the
representation. I n the second section of t
permssion for the nuptials from the village chiethe latter recognisable by a stylised
| ower body that mimics the shape of a ciroc

headdress and ornate body adornments. His embrace of the futurenfdétvedenotes

hi s approval of the proposed marriage for,
the marriage and it is he that decides t he
2013, authorodés translation). Undedheft he phy

the third section of the painting (middle left) shows two men escorting the bride to a
matrimonial hut where her suitor awaits. Two hearts, one above the dwelling and the
other above the groom, denote the joyous prosperity of the occasion. A&amod

symbol of romantic love, the hearts highlight the esteainging nature déastom

practices tradition and modernity merge to reconstruct kbredd rituals for future
perpetuation. Inside the thatched wooden structure, as depicted in the fourthafection

the representation (middle centre), the expectant young man sits atop a woven pandanus

mat while a small fire burns at his feet to offset the oncoming chill of the evening. The
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setting sun fills the frame of the doorway as the bride and her mindeestheak
approach.

During the groomds moments of contempl &
bride, the young man drinks a small amount of kava to connect with his ancestors and
seek their guidance, counsel and wisdom. After spending an evening todethny,
which they make arrangements for their forthcoming wedding, the couple agree to the
proposed union. The fifth section of the painting (middle right) shows the pair standing
hand in hand. Tovovur explains pyhat o6éthe t
because of the spirit of kava; it has sanctioned the marriage and ensured peace between
t he man, woman and their respective famild.
translation). A gecko, thikastomsymbol of kava on Erromango, is depicted alotgsi
the figure of the young woman to denote the sacred ordinance of the nuptials.
Immediately above this scene, in section six (middle right) of the canvas, the young

man stands in front of the hut wearing a hibiscus flower behind his ear. The flower,

Tovowwr notes, is 6an indication to the coup
people of the village, that the two wil!/l k
(interview, 9 October 2012, authorés trans:s

(upper left), the brideand groom are showwith objects of traditional wealtha pig,
pandanus mat, yams and kavdisplayed around them. A male figure stands aside the
couple; his outstretched arms holding a ritualistic fossilised clam shatydahs
(Speiser 1991: 254), to signify the payment of the bpidee. The icon of a fish, the
kastonmsymbol that represents man on Erromango, is rendered above the heads of the
newlyweds to delineate the marital responsibilities of the groom. For Tovovuis in th
instance the fish &érepresents the power ar
can fix problems. The woman has peace of mind and the two will have a happy life.
Both of their futures wild|l be bettolger becalt
2012, authorodos translation). The final sec
pair in a moment of celebratory dance and revelry.

We may well wonder why Tovovur and other artists, such asQkarme Touré
(discussed below), choose to regmetkastommarriage in their paintings. Aside from
providing rich visual stimuli, why do images that portray indigenous weddings circulate
within the Port Vila amworld? Two answers can be suggested, in addition to the obvious
reason that such canvasesasvehicles for the promotion of local practices. Firstly, in

19707 just ten years before the country was to gain independence and still in living
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memory of many AVanuatui the Condominium issued tlBeint Regulation No. 16 of

1970(New Hebrides Conduinium 1970), in an attempt to legislate marriage contracts

made between consenting indigenous parties. The document recognised three distinct
means by which matrimonial unions would be recognised under the imposed structures

of European law: acivilicereminy per f or med 6 b e fparredigioas Di st r
ceremony Obefore a Ministkastonter emehgboanir
accordance with customé (New Hebrides Conc
category, the Condominium instructech at , o6 Whenever any New He

be married solely by custom he shall before the marriage may be celebrated fulfil the

premar i t al requirements of the custom under
Hebrides Condominium 1970: Part 1.3(4)dant hat , OEvery custom m
performed in a place and according to the

Hebrides Condominium 1970: Part 3.11). While expatriate agents made no attempt to
codify the procedural specificities necessary for thiedation of akastommarriage,
they did assert that, O6Any person wishing
first prove that these requirements have 7
Condominium 1970: Part 1.3(4)), and threatened penélaesionetaryifie of
AUS$150 or a term of sirmonth imprisonmerit to persons found guilty of breaching
ritual obligations and responsibilities. In this way the onus was placed on local villagers
to prove, to the satisfaction of the Condominium, that custgitnaditions had been
appropriately enacted and executed.

While the enforcement of Condominium legislation has long since ceased, the
significance and active practice kdstomwedding ceremonies in Vanuatu han.
The category of marriage confersnstructed social identities as newlyweds transcend
the | abel of O6youthdé to assume the status
woman, and a groom from boy to man (see Farren 2004). Many young people however,
find the time, cost and energysasiated with such rituals to be both restrictive and
prohibitive. Thus, a second reason to explain the rendering of wedding scenes by
contemporary artists points to such images acting as endorsements for the youthful
pursuance of, and engagement withditranal practices. Aastommarriage takes

much planning and preparation: extensive manual labour is required to rear adequate

8%The Regulation stated that, o6District Agents shal
that where no District Agentwaspaes si gned, the Resident Commi ssioner
proper person to pHebridesGomdoniniue 199 Part £41)). ( Ne w
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numbers of pigs, harvest root crops including taro, yam and kava and to weave
intricately designed maisall of which are necasry components to the negotiated
exchange relationship entered into by the families of the bride and groom. These
obligations extend beyond the matrimonial contract shared by a man and woman, as
marriage consolidates reciprocal relations between extéaaeguoups. The roles
played by mothers, fathers, aunts and unclesréreal to bindingkastomunions.

This subject matter is explored in an acrylic on canvas byGkarde Touré
entitledA Traditional Ambae Marriag€Fig. 38. Having studied alayside Tovovur at
INTV in the early 1980s, and in his capacity as the founding President of Red Wave,
Touré adopts a firm ideological stance regardtiastomas content in contemporary- ni
Vanuatu art discourse. He a slgable dbjsctstaridat , 0 ¢
use theikastomto do this. Our art is unique and reflects the sovereignty of our nation.
Contemporary art in Vanuatu i s an extensi
(interview, 22 November 2rfofathglived practicesrind s t r &
his paintings Touré reasserts the samitiural dichotomies of life in Vanuatu today. He

explains

In every one of my paintings there is meaning. They are not just decdrétiey are

related to my life and my culture. iraman Ambaand my works reflect this. Our

cultures form our identities. | have created my own stylised pictorial language that

expresses my Melanesian aneMainuatu identity. We must protect our heritage and

not let the modern world kill our traditonsht er vi ew, 22 October 20

translation).

His practiceis locally anchored given his use of a visual lexicon particular to his island
of paternal descent. The incorporation of traditional heritage as subject matter in his
paintings conveys inhent practices and forms of knowledge to his viewing audience.
He firmly juxtaposes his paintings against the highly standardised and rigidly codified
iconic carvings produced by local artisans (such as miniaor@msnamange

figurines andom masks) tht are purchased by international tourists as souv&ri.
Touré, art is not merely the reproduction of prescriptively repeated forms but, rather, a

unique representation of identity, community, values and beliefs.

88 For further discussion regarding the production of carved wooden artefacts, see Chapter 4.
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With this in mind he asserts that Ipigintings preserdl tru sumting(true
things), intrinsic codes, traditions aodsmologieghat inform niVanuatu ways of life.
Touré holds that it is this intangible quality that secures both the financial and aesthetic

value of his canvases. He states

| must make paintings that are true to my culture, so when people look at my work they

can trust the story that | am telling them. | want people to visually recognise my work

and know that | am telling the truth of regstom All my art must represent theuth. |

combine the truth of my heritage with my imagination to prekastiomn a new way.
Contemporary art is based in triitfit is an extension dtastomand our traditions
(interview, 22 November 2013, authoroés tr a

His canvases are boded by a seemingly paradoxical rhetoric. While on the one hand
contemporary art must embody the imaginative creativity of its producer, on the other
hand it should communicate facts within a framework of established coltizal
conventions. Touré posgitins his paintings as documents of social history, equating his
paints and supports with the pen and paper of the historian, or the camera and audio
recorder of the anthropologist. His practice is a means by which to chronicle and
critiguelaef todag(lifet oday) and t herefore, O6promote a
heritage of the countryd (interview, 22 Nc
Tovovur, Touré regards his role as an artist to be imbued with an honourable
responsibility to visually repeznt past and presetidy customs, axioms and doctrines
that illuminate indigenous realities and practices in an ever evolving globalised world.

A Traditional Ambae Marriages based okastomf r om Tour ®0s h o me
that relates to the matrimonial unioha bride and her groom. A young woman on her
wedding dayi the central protagonist of the scéneccupies the left foreground of the
picture. She sits holding a large palm leaf above her head, over which is draped a
plaited pandanus mat, known by thengagana hunhunén the village of Longana
located on the nortkast corner of the island (Bolton 2003: 101). By accentuating the
properties of the textile, Touré exemplifies the physical and psychological attributes
deemed desirable in a wife. He expldink at t he Orounded shape o
the fertility of the brided while the O6str
and this signifies that a woman must be able to bring her family together during times
of disputed embeer 204w, Bh2tNov -ds transl at.
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patterning on the textile, representative of sugarcane, acts as a metaphor for marriage
given that the tip of a stem is bitter while the stalk contains the sweetness. Touré
compares the qualities of the gsao the ongoing relationship between a man and his
wi f e, noting that the o6l onger a marriage |
relationship becomesd (interview, 12 Nover
the rectangular stencilling, indittag the stomach of a shark, highlights the innate
ability of a wife to absorb daily problems that her family may encounter. As Sue Farran
(2004: 252) notes that O6in Ambae women act
wedding costume will reflecttreank t hey have achieved. 6

The woman is flanked by four male figures in traditional dress, each of whom
has contributed to her brigeice: root crops of taro and kava (lower left), a tusked boar
(lower centre) and a stack of woven mats decorated witlcatgrgeometric designs
(l ower right). Tour® notes that oduring tF
separated. The groom stays with the old men of his village while his male relatives
present the payment to t AZNowemberd26l2,and her f
authoroés transl ation). The goods act as peé
compensation for the bridedbds i mpending tr e
highly stylised motifs that comprise the body of the preemimei¢ figure within the
composition (middle right), emblematise key components of the wedding ceremony.
The i con of a rooster dominates the manos
with the head of the bird while its crest and feathers extend &lsrtorso and upper
arm. The plumes of the animal add vibrant colour to the customary masks and
headdress worn during ritual performances.
forearm, conveys the traditional means by which villagers are sumnmeedmonies
and celebrations. The pig tusk bracelet that adorns his wrist visually evokes his socio
political status within the community and indicates the specific role he must play during
the wedding. Further, the &cldenomthéstepss on tt
that the bride, groom and their respective kin will undertake during the certification of
the couplebdbs matri moni al uni on.

The emergent social contract and reciprocal latbetween the two families
arefurther highlighted by way dd turtle that sits in the middle of the canvas. The motif
pictorially recounts &astomstory from Ambaé Rat mo Tote{(The Rat and the Turtle)
i that encourages peace, friendship and harmony between divergent clans and

communities of the island. Whilevemming in the ocean, a turtle bears witness to a
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distressed rat on the verge of drowning. Although the two animals are of different
species the turtle comes to the ratods resc
the safety of land. Waiting astehowever, are residents of a local hamlet keen to

capture the two as their flesh will provide a hearty meal. The rat, with his speed and

agility, flees the impending doom, taking refuge in dense bush. The turtle, slow and
cumbersome under the weight o$ liody, is taken prisoner. As nightfall approaches

the expectant villagers prepare to cook their feast, unaware that the rat has nimbly

returned to seek out and protect his new friend. Gnawing through a rope that binds the

turtle to his place of imprisonmeg the rat frees the mammal and aids his escape to

freedom. The story acts as an apt metaphor for the relationship formed between familial
lineages upon the marriage of their offspring. By way of analogy, Touré suggests that

the sharing of wisdomandimmae ski |l l s O6makes families str
woman and man have a safe and happy I|ifebd
translation). The prosperity of the occasion is highlighted in the lower right hand corner

of the painting as guestsrda by moonlight, alongside a kava bowl and clump of

melek root Antiaris toxicaria), in celebration of the union.

STORIES

Kastomstories, in and of themselves, provide primary subject matter for many artists.

As a means of intergenerational knowledgms$mission, oral traditions are a

cornerstone of AVanuatu intangible heritage. In recognition, the VKS initiated the

Oral Arts Project, a four year programme (2A®@08) that sought to promote and

popularise the sharing &hstomlegends in verbal form&° These narratives, as

6f ormul ary devi a4} presénieiand dosnimunicate higtdridall

information, events and activities. Narratives most often encapsulate local notions of

ti me and space, serving asprapalyspeakaonlytof awut |
thosewithkibased or ot her | ocal rightsato tell,
50). Oral histories assert claims to land and identity, chiefly status and sacred rites.

Collective memory is formulated by the celebrationmdfestral spirits and

8 The Oral Arts Project culminated with the production of five publicatiBiebingo: Wan kastom stori
blong Erakor Kwarisusu: Wan kastom stori blong Amba&ashishiki wetem woman we | gat wing: Wan
kastom storblong FutunaRat mo Nambilak; Wan kastom stori blong Ambramd,Nabanga: An
Illustrated Anthology of the Oral Traditions of Vanuatu
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mythological protagonistfAs Ki r k Huf fman (2005b: 12) ex
not develop to be written down; they are part of an ancient, complex, living tradition
that I s passed down by wordicgmbpsohtheit h. 6 Gi \
archipelago the same story may exist in different versions, with slight variances of
narrative evident from area to area, and clan to clan. Yet, as Huffman (2005b: 11)
contends, Omany of these st oesbuleokéto!l | ow c e
them and deal with them in our own Vanuat
and plots presented kastomstories have informed the content of visual
representations created by local practitioners.

Eric Natuoivi, for exampleincorporates the motifs and narrativeka$tom
stories from his home island of Futuna within his-ta&od threedimensional works of
art. He expl ains, 0 Mkastdml usé thertraditi@anal storiess b a s e c
myths and legends of my rich tule in my art. We must protect and promote our
practices and beliefs, and through contemporary art we revaves t(intemdew, 1
October 2012). With this in mind, Natuoivi and other senior men from the island have,
in recent years, made concerted effad resurrect endangered aspects of lkastom
with younger generations of Futunese (see Chapter 2). As the only sculptor currently
working in the ceramic medi um, Natuoi vi 6s
visual form, thus acting as vehicles the active promotion of intangible forms of
cultural heritage. Natuoivi explains

We have very stronigastomstories that connect all the islands of my province [Tafea].
We have sacred places that are marked by stones and caves in the lantisesgaee

the things that inspire my work. My pots and prints have real meaning as they are
related to mykastomand show our belief in the spirit world (interview, 21 November
2013).

The esotericosmologie®f which Natuoivi speaks are reflected in the itiadal crafts
of the island. Aside from the production of pandanus mats and baskets created by
female weavers, Futuna is characterised by the prevalence of intangible arts including

dance, song, music and storytelling. As a consequence, material diipeesbody

% Recent debates, for exalmpbetween the governments of Vanuatu and France regarding territorial
claims to the islands of Hunter and Matthew have centred upon information contained within indigenous
kastomstories from the Tafea province.
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indigenous ancestors and spirits, such as carvings, masks, and headdresses do not
feature in the rituals or, by extension, the artistic outputs of the island. Rather, aesthetic
sensibilities are subtly expressed: the protocols associated witicdlbar presentation
of a traditional banquet or feast, for example, highlight the incorporation of visual
expression within the rhetoric of lived collective practice (Eric Natuoivi, interview, 14
December 2012) . Th e outpatsnetonly didtingtisheshis Nat uoi \
corpus from that of other artists, but also visually reiterates the nuances of abstruse
Futunese heritage.

In his imageRescue MissiofFig. 39, a woodblock print on a support of hand
crafted banana leaf paper, Natuoivi graphicedigounts a narrative in which Majijiki
a mythical spirit to whom the creation of Futuna is ascribesscues a group of
children from the clutches of a malevoleletvel(devil) named Basiesi, himself a
recurring character in Futunese mythology. Natueixi p | ai ns t hat , oO0Maj i
and bad spirit. In some legends he is a good spirit because he tries to help the people of
the island, but in other stories he is tri
November 2013). Represented in thaetoe of the image by a single eye, Majijiki is, in
this instance, a benign ally to local villagers. Acting upon knowledge that Basiesi has
kidnapped a group of children and intends to consume their bodies and souls for his
den of imprisonment. With no escape route the heroic spectre transforms the children
into seeds, implanting them in the core of a large breadfruit that hangs above an as yet
unlit fire. It is this momat that Natuoivi captures in his vibrantly coloured print: the red
spermshaped motifs that are encased in circles of black pigment represent each child
under Majijikid6s protection. Basiesi, r1ecc
his fire in adetermined act of hungry displeasure. The children, however, on the orders
of their saviour urinate on the encroaching flames to subvert their impending doom. In a
brood back to human form, ensuring that every child escapes to the safety of their
home.

Natuoivi further utilises indigenous oral narratives in his mixestiia sculpture
Bunga, Sinand their Twin Son@~ig. 40andFig. 41). Best known for his three
dimensional forms, here the artist combines clay, wood and coconut fibre to tell the
story of the first inhabitants of Futuna. A highly stylised doti#aded carving extends
from a hanekcoiled circular ceramic pot, The upper face, with its masculine feaackes
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elongated chin, represents Bunga, while the lower inverted profile depicts his wife,

Sina. The two, with Sina expecting the birth of her first child, lived on the island of

Tanna from where Bunga dived for shellfish beyond the edge of a coral reaieOn

such occasion, with Sina following behind in a canoe, an act of trickery occurs. Basiesi
(the devil discussed above) forcibly ejects Sina from the vessel, after which he assumes
her physical appearance. Unawathecanod Basi
and the two make their way home. Sina, lost at sea amid strong currents, drifts

helplessly farther from land. Alone in deep waters she desperately seeks rest and

€ ¢

reprieve. Natuoivi explains that, géosuddenl

under her feet pushing her away from the

the middle of the ocean. The rock continued to rise from the sea to become the land that

V

we now call Futunaodo (interview, et®8s Nov e mbe

from her ordeal, making a new home on the island before giving birth to not one, but
two baby boys.

Bunga, meanwhile, continues to live with Basiesi, all the while believing the
devil to be his wife. As the months pass however, he becomes suspgioaghild is

born. Unbeknown to him Sina raises the twins as they grow to become strong young

men, represented in Natuoivids scul pture

two are increasingly inquisitive as to the absence of their father.eliméem the

story of her separation from Bunga, upon which the twins immediately prepare to

depart for Tanna: they cut a canoe, harvest food and kava, craft spears and arrows and

sacrifice a pig. Guided by the smoke from a fire across the sea the smaatheir

journey. Warmly greeted by Bunga and his fellow kinsmen upon their arrival ashore,

the two are ushered inside the villagekamalwhere they reveal their true identities.

The killing of Basiesi is unanimously agreed by the men of the hamdetresans of

avenging his deceit. Bunga wastes no time, rushing to his hut whereupon he imprisons

Basiesi before setting the dwelling alight. With the death of the villainous spirit assured,

Bunga and his sons return to Futuna to be reunited with Sinaur@gpihis moment in

his mixed media form, Natuoi vi expl ains

elements shows the relationship between Bunga and Sina and their twin sons. It

symbolises a happy family relationshipo
Stories that champion family relationships are also rendered by Matthew

Abbock. Just like John, Ambong and Touré, Abbock is the only contemporary artist

from his home island of Paama. He notes
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My work tends to focus on the stories &astomfrom my isknd and my paintings talk

about the identity of people from Paama. Everything in Vanuatu is connected to the

spirits and the ancestors. In my paintings | show our belief in the traditional ways of

life. The history of my island, my village of Lehilli, amdy family inspires my art and

each of my paintings is an extension of my
2013, authoros translation)

Of importance to Abbock is the visual differentiation of his images from those
produced by other practitiorgerSince 2013 he has crafted his own canvases, using a
mixture of calico, gluand white acrylic paint (Fig. 4roviding him both an
economical working material and a point of difference within the ladalorld
Coupled with this, he incorporatkaston as subject matter in his paintings to ensure
that | ocal audiences recognise his output ¢
us to share our stories and cultuiresis a way to show the traditions of different
islands. Art has always been arpontant part of life in Vanuatu and this now includes
contemporary paintings and scul pturesod (ir
translation)Beingf r om one of the smaller islands of
heritage is catral to his artistic aesthetand ideology

In his acrylic on canvas§tori blong PaamdFig. 53, he conveys &astomstory
that celebrates indigenous wisdom. Relayed to the artist by his elders, the narrative
rationaliseghe small number of peopteom his home island. The lowsection of the
painting is dominated by the motif of a turtle, rendered in muted tones of plum, grey
and pink, the same colours that comprise and unite the elements of his overall image.
Alongside the turtle stands a translucently bodied figure. His @eer$iead, three eyes
and menacingly outstretched fingers indicate that he is the deathly spirit of a devil. The
proximity of the two icons visually conveys that the ghoul has infiltrated the body of
the marine creature and taken possession of its soutelt®nship between the
supernatural and the world of mortals is denoted by way of four men aboard a canoe,
returning to Paama after a fishing expedition during which they discovered and
captured the turtle. Abbockhametoeetebratehat &6t F
their catch. The more they catch, the | ouc

aut horoés transl| at i makamalupdretheir amrrigal ashore,ithe haul t
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men prepare a feast kaplap (pudding) using the flesh of the tigr®* The resultant
pudding however, is tainted by the poison of the devil. Portions of food are offered to
each family in the hamlet and some households are overcome by greed: rather than
being perceptive to the harmful ingredient of kg@ap, they inseéad choose to eat,
consequently succumbing to a fate of death at the hands of the devil. Abbock explains,
OWhen all the people died it was a very
people, we are wise. Our ancestors knew better than to daplieso their strength
and insight resides in our blood todayo
translation).

It is not only established artists such as Natuoivi, Busai and Abbock who take
kastomstories as subject matter. Younger, emerging practitionsvuéilise oral
histories, thus showing the intergenerational relevance of spoken word traditions. For
example, Cyrus Nivwo combines mythologies from his home island of Erromango with
the technical skills he acquired during his art studies at the VITottupe canvases

that visually interrogate local narratives and traditional stories. He explains

My work is inspired by the landscape around me, an#tabtomstories and cultures of
Vanuatu. People of my island share stories with me and | use thespiciorsfor
my drawings and paintings. My work is influenced by life on Erromango and my head

is full of kastomknowledge that | want to share. | paint and draw what | see before me

S

(

c

every day (interview, 8 January 2013, auth

Nivwo divides his time between Port Vila and Erromango so that, unlike many other
youths of his age who reside in the capital, his ties to his island home are reinforced as
is his understanding of the nuances of Ideatomparticular to his familial lineage. By

reqularly returning to his place of birth, Nivwo is exposed to a broader range of

indigenous rituals, experiences and practices than he would otherwise encounter in Port

Vila.
In his acrylic on canvaBis blong Erromang@Fig. 44, Nivwo relays a story
told to him by a village elder that details the historical attainmepisqpeace)

between factional toies of the island. His imagsmcompasses a palette of muted tones

91 Laplapis a national nivanuatu dish. Tiao or yam are ground into a paste then combined with meat and
fresh coconut cream. The pudding is wrapped in taro or spinach leaves and baked in an underground
oven.
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with pigments of brown, grey, white and black reflecting the natural environment in
which the scene is set. The background of the painting is dominated by a large cave
perched atop a cliff. The cave, standing adjacent to a reef known for its abundant supply
of shellfish, provides shelter to a murderous giant who preys upon unsuspecting loca

men as they gather foodstuff from beneath

visible at the entrance to the dwelling,
slayings. In order to protect their people, the chiefs of the island declaretéwatibal

warfare cease and, instead, that the villages of Erromango unite as a means of killing
the giant. Consequently, violent altercations such as that rendered toward the left hand

side of the image, where one man holds a spear to the head of aluvthg a moment

of conflict, are relegated to the distant

became difficult for the people of Erromango to make war with each other as they were
now bound by their duty tntervievg&kanuarp2l8t her
authorés transl ation). At the conclusi on
warriors, a strategic plan of incursion was agreed and men from disparate hamlets made
their coordinated attack on the giant. The imposingly fagice fence erected around
the perimeter of the cave proves no match for the penetrative weapons carried by the
assassins as they infiltrate the evil sanctum. After executing the giant the men mount his
body upon a cross erected among a cluster ofrésbt as depicted on the right hand
side of the canvas. A large stain of prominent black ink representing the blood of the
villainous giant monopolises the lower right hand corner of the image, acting as a visual
cue that symbolises the continued peace/éen the tribes of the island.

While it is often difficult to definitively ascertain the precise date tHatstom
story first emerged, it proves interesting to consider the metaphors contained within the
narratives discussed above. Why do artists opistaally represent some stories and not
others? What messages do their selections convey? Janet Dixon Keller and Takaronga
Kuautonga (2007: 1) make the point that,
are often unwittingly stigmatized within com@orary Vanuatu. Performed in tourist

arenas or in displays of ethnic pride, or imagined as symbols of national heritage, the

t

C

ver bal arts are seldom plumbed for textual

Natuoivi, Abbock and Nivwo reference stories witimaralising logic. The religious
overtones of each narrative pit good against evil, with the devil being either directly
mentioned or indirectly implied. This Christianisatiorkastomstories links to the

missionary project undertaken throughout thend$a beginning in the late 19th
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century. As discussed in Chapter 1, the effects of European migration to the region had
devastating effects on local communities, particularly as diseases ravaged tribes,
villages and hamlets. Might it be that the storigsicted in the images created by the
aforementioned artists demonstrate the resilience-@anuatu? Each of the narratives
centres upon the protection and longevity of the family unit and wider community, thus
enacting memories of resistance against,taathph over, foreign invaders. The
reimagining of particular historical events within decidedly local contexts extends the
rich bank of subject matter available to artists working in Port Vila. Island stories

become embedded within a matrix of narratitres circulate throughout the capital.

CONCLUSION

The many and varied depictionskafstomproduced by contemporary artists highlights

the centrality of indigenous knowledge and heritage to current creative discourses.

Given the mix of artists that comge the local artworld, town has become a pluralistic

site of production where cultural diversity is visually expressed, promoted and

celebrated. Such representations highlight a passionate longing on the part of makers

thatkastornot be lost or forgotten Port Vil ads evolution fror

empl oyment to a space of permanent resider

and social configurationd ( Mitchhelém 200 3:

taet kastom blong olegt@reserve theicustoms). Amid anxieties about the erosion of

traditional knowledge and values in the capital, the declaratikastbmmay be just as

importance as its practice. For artists, images that manifest aspects of their indigenous

heritage visually signify #ir commitment to the project of preservation. Yet, rather

than exactly replicate the features of a particular figure, ceremony or story, makers

instead enact creative licence to produce highly stylised forms. By doing so, their

outputs reflect the urbameronment of their creationa space in which the

intertwined forces okastom moder ni ty and gl obalisation

codes, values and ethicsd (Rawlings 19909:
Just as genealogical lineage, status and gender influence the prikéiseon

so too do such identifiers mediate the objects produced by different artists. As this

chapter has demonstrated, practitioners draw upon a multiplicity of lived experiences to

make works of art that convey local beliefs, values and ideals. Bg doirmakers in

the capital proudly reproduce element&astomin order to share the unique

characteristics and idiosyncratic legacies of thks The care and deliberation with
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which JearClaude Touré renders the nuances of marriage particular tadare in

equal measure evident in Juliette Pitads
the determined dedication that i nforms Jo:c
from the Shepherds is just aa&storydgenonant i n

Futuna. The innate value of an image or form is predicated on its content. A large

public mural by Jobo Lovo holds as much validity as a small acrylic by David Ambong

as each adopts embedded local categories as subject matter. In thecdiueede

context of town t o kaswmnst ,t odraarw iosrt isccaulllpyt ac
island, urban and national identity.
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CHARTER 4
KASTOM AS ICONOGRAPHY

The portrayal of indigenous traditions, customs and practices is a defining feature of
much contemporary art created by local practitioners based in Port Vila. As the
previous chapter demonstrated, artists t@dstomceremonies, rituals and knowledge

as their subject matter to share the distinct heritage of their home island with viewers.
Yet, closer analysis of many paintings, sculptures and carvings produced by these
makers reveals that the dictumskastommediate more than just themes and

narratives. The rendering of specific icons is highly codified as particular artists claim
ownershp of, and entitlement to, distinct motifs. During periods of fieldwork between
2011 and 2013 intellectual property relations were a topical matter of discussion among
practitioners as well as artisans, chiefs, cultural officers and government officiats. In
increasingly globalised marketplace authorship has become a highly prized and
indignantly contested commaodity. While Nawita and Red Wave encourage
representations ddastomamong their respective members, key questions emerge: who
holds the right to rgroduce certain symbols? Under what circumstances are
reproductions permissible? How are conflicts and disputes resolved? This chapter
examines the use of stylised imagery and, in doing so, exposes the customary and
legislative regulations under which ptiéioners in the capital work.

In recent years international attention has focused on the implementation of
formalised intellectual property regimes throughout the south Pacific region.
Organisations such as the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF), the Seatrefahie Pacific
Community (SPC), the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO), the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) and the
World Trade Organisation (WTO) have initiated agreements, model laws and treaties
for the protection of traditional knowledge, expressions of indigenous culture,
biological diversity, plant genetic resources and intangible herita@ga means of
preserving the moral and economic rights of individuals these legislative measures are

intended to safeguard against the incursions of modern technology, tourism, mass

92 Examples include the WTO Agreement on Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Prop¢R$)Tthe
UNESCO Convention on Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage and the SPC Pacific Model Law for
the Protection of Traditional Knowledge and Expressions of Culture (for detailed discussion, see Forsyth
2015).
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media and capitalist commercialisation (Farren 2009: 132). For many nations the
resultant mandates are a pluralist amalgamation of inherited colonial decrees, local
customary pnciples and adapted regional policies. Throughout Vanuatu the impact on
many villages has been negligibilsubsistence lifestyles continue to typify the daily

realities of a largely rural populace. As Ralph Regenvanu (2009: 1) notes

The traditionalecormy é refers to the way in which ol
are organised to |l ook after the concerns a
objective reality of Vanuatu today is that the traditional economy is by far the most

important and predominant@nomy in the country. Far more people participate in the

traditional economy, and to a significantly greater extent, than they do in the cash

economy.

The application of foreign legislation based on Eurocentric constructs of ownership has
largely unalteed the priorities and concerns of s&lifficient agrarian communities.

This is not to say that tribes and hamlets of the archipelago are disengaged from
such debates the truth is much the opposite. Long before international organisations
prioritised the development of intellectual property charter¥anuatu relied upon
kastonkopiraet(custom copyright) to regulate access to, and circulation of, highly
codified indigenous practices, traditional knowledge and expressions of culture. Since
independencthe development of state insignia has signified an ideological shift in
discourses relating to the public display of local iconography. The chiefly body, namele
|l eaf and circular boarés tusk are today as
collectiveice nt i t y. Prior to the introduction of
broad circulation of domestic pictorial forms was all but-eaistent. Symbols, designs
and patterns were instead intrinsically linked to particular islands with diverse socio
cultural groups determining production and dissemination. The creation of objects of
kastomsuch as carvings, mats, baskets and effigi@sng with the enactment of
intangible heritage including dances, songs and stomese, and still are, firmly
entrentied by unwritten yet highly prescriptive codes.

Thus, we can ask what this means for artists working in the capital. How do
practitioners navigate the undocumented rules that govern their entitlement to specific
icons and motifs? Under the rubricskafstom kopiraethree interconnected concepts

dominate the practice of many makeptes(place),raet (right) andrispek(respect).
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Together these terms dictate the use of local icons in contemporary art fétiesian

identity marker that signifies &tlement to particular forms of knowledge, is a socially

and spatially constructed category of indigenous personhood (see Chapter 1). As

Li ssant Bolton (200 3 a:ple$afe)cruciabtd tbesfarmulatiord e a s

fa})

of kastomin Vanuatu . . Kastomrefers to what people know and do in the archipelago,
it is itself framed by that knpeswl edge and
represents a duality that encompasses both island heritage and urban culture. The
genealogical lineage of paimge sculptors and carvers legitimises their depictions of
kastomby way of specific motifs. As Sero Kual
copyright has always existed in our minds. If something is not part of my culture then it
isnotproperformetpai nt 1 to6 (1 nter vipesiomwhithoict ober
originates preordains the roles and responsibilities, along with the rites and rituals, to
which an individual has both access and obligation.

By extension theaetto acquire and relay kmdedge is strictly controlled by
the constructs gbles Within the framework okastom kopiraethe appropriation of
certain universal symbols is an entitlement afforded to all contemporary artists. The
motifs of nationhood (see Chapter 1) are a recufeature in the outputs of a number
of practitioners, irrespective of their i:s
pig tusk and the namele | eaf are symbol s t
(interview, 17 Januar yist2nelada thesaieconshndgheid s t r ar
paintings and sculptures for one of two reasons: to visually convey state patriotism and
to metaphorically posit thepracticeswithin a definitive locale of production. Other
symbols, design and patterns however tala, their use mediated Iples For
exampl e, Andrew Tovovur notes, Ol have the
hi story of my island. |l cannot steal symbc
2012, aut hor 6s t r an s laadwitheovinich an affishgsdiastdie ng u p c
accessibility of visual content is further determined by factors such as status and gender.
From one island to the next, theetto knowledge and its reproduction, is governed by
insulated principles specific to thsite. Discussing the situation as it appliefatuna,

Eric Natuoivi explains

In some areas of Vanuatu theréabukastom but in my island there are no secrets
aboutkastomso | am free to do anything so long as | know it is part of my culture.

Some slands in Vanuatu are very restrictive abkagtom You cannot do
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contemporary art and depict something frkestomthat belongs to Ambrym or
Erromango. But in Futuna there are no restrictions. It is good because we are trying to
revivekastom Through catemporary art we revileastom(interview, 1 October

2012).

While some artists have to access extensive image banks linked to their island of
heritage, other practitioners are restricted to the borrowing of particular icons.

With this in mind, one offte fundamental characteristics of the |cadvorld,
and niVanuatu society more broadly,rispeki the showing of esteem and deference
to others and their customary practices. In a presentation focusing on the topic of
gender development in Vanuatu,l®m noted that a survey of women fieldworkers
from 46 language groups revealed that in each dialect there were at least two words for
respect (see Tor and Toka 2004: $AWhile some words literally translated to mean
the English equivalent of respecthets described a demonstrative action or behaviour.
Thus,rispekis far more than a colloquy. It is an active category of social relativity that
predicates notions of honour and reverence throughout the archipelago, including artists
based in the capitaExplaining the applicability ofispek Kuautonga states

Thekastomsof other islands only have meaning to people fromplesi akastom

from Pentecost does not have any meaning or value to me. This is why we respect each

ot h kasténs we do not kow the significance dfastonto other people. We each

have differenkastoms r om our i sl ands (interview, 17 J

translation).

As the above statement makes clear, the significance of specific symbols is directly

| i nked t oersenhoodbangdles Bhe \@ssal rgproduction of motifs from islands

ot her than the practitionerdés own i s not ¢
gesture that debases notiongispek a central component of the loeatworld

LAND DIVING
Onre of the earliest examples of contestation with regard to copyright and contemporary
art was played out in the local media in 1995. Displayed as pArt 66, one of a

series of exhibitions organised by a committee of expatriates in Port Vila, was a

% The presentation was held at ¥i&S on 23 March 2004.
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miniature reproduction of a land dive tower uselastomceremonies particular to
villages on the southern coast of Pentecost island. Entitledpirit of Manthe mixed
media form was constructed by an Australian accountant, John Simpson, from
branches,tsing and papier maché (Fig. ¥#&Known as the@agol(body) in the Sa
language of the region, the ritual is both an agrarian ceremony and male initiation rite
that holds profoundly sacred ancestral meaning for local haffilete performance, as
witnessedn the village of Lonorore in 2010, centres upon a single tower (often
measuring more than 20 metres in height) built by initiated men using tree branches,
vines and handhade rope. Positioned at varying intervals along the face of the wooden
structure areollapsible diving boards from which boys and young men leap, their
ankles bound with lianas connected to the tower as aswddmeaking their fall (Fig.
46) . Margaret Jolly (1994: 134) explains tfF
construction ad the meaning of the ritual are closely related to the cycle of yam
cultivation and to the symbolic®Bwesociatic
virility of the male body is allegorically linked to the fertility of the land. As each
participant prepas to jump, a female relative emerges from the chanting group of men
and women who stand below. She takes her position in leading the rhythmic chorus that
sings and whistles for the success of the ceremony, the yam harvest and thea@ommun
health of the viage (Fig. 47.

Global interest in theagolsurfaced in 1960 when the British Broadcasting
Corporation (BBC) screened footage of the ceremony as part of its Beeiézoples
of Paradise Filmed by television personality and naturalist, David Atteabgh, while
travelling via the New Hebrides to Tonga (by invitation from Queen Salote to attend the
Royal Kava Ceremony), the broadcaster describelasi@mmof the island as an
6ancient ritual é fast disappeardafngd (The
Pentecost 1960). A decade later in 1970, Hungdraan Kal Muller documented the
nagolas partofa2zpage feature spread entitled OLan
| sl ander s 6 National iGoographi@® §uatviritemational media coverage

of the ceremony consequently extended the financial, social and political capital of the

9 The ritual is also sometimes referred tagan 6 gamdnangol

% Thenagolis also linked to &astomstory in which a wife, determined to deny the vigorous sexual

advances of her husband, tied lianas to her ankles beforengifinpm the upper branches of a banyan

tree. Her husband, wunaware of his wifeds cunning p
death (see Jolly 1994: 134).

9% Muller was the first European to perform thagol having been invited by the mef Bunlap village

(see Muller 1970).
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ritual. As a result, the early years of the 1970s bore witness to internal conflicts between
opposing clans regarding theetto perform thenagol Two key issues, namglthe
ceremonial site and the particular months in which the dive is undertaken, informed
debates. For example, in February 1972 under pressure from British agents of the
Condominium, a performance was staged at Point Cross on the island of Espirifu Santo
to coincide with an official visit made by Queen Elizabeth Il on the Royal Yacht
Britannia. Against the advice of local chiefs from Pentecost, a group of inexperienced
men participated in the ritual during which one, John Mark Tabi, fell to his death.
Explaining the accident, Kirk Huffman (Vanuatu Daily Digest 18 May 2014) notes that
Ot he time at which the ritual s Tafwweathetone cc
over the previous months has been of the right tyae in the correctly suppind
noteasily breakable condition to tie around
tourism operators based in Port Vila have continued to demancdhitpaitperformances
be staged in other areas of the archipelago, particularly the islands camddEspiritu
Santo, which are more accessible to foreign visitors. While some local villagers (along
with development agencies and academics) argue for the financial benefits to be made
from additional performances, others denounce theqmishialist conmercial
appropriation and capitalist monetisatiorkastompractices and rituals (see Cheer,
Reeves and Laing 2013; Huffman 2014 Makin 17 May; Tabani 2010).

A case heard by Chief Justice Charl es \
of the Repubt of Vanuatu in 1992, illustrates the competing ideological, political and
financial demands placed upon thegol®” The dispute involved the export of the
ceremony to the island of Espiritu Santo by the Assal clan, otherwise known as the
Felora Associatin, a group of traditional owners to the rights of the ritual. Believing
themselves to be marginalised by commercial tour operates in Efate who, it was argued,
were colluding with other villages of the island, the Felora Association determined to
perform tienagolfor financial benefit on the island of Espiritu Santo instead. In
defiance of the Malbangbang Council of Chiefs of South Pentecost and the Bilmavanua
Council of Chiefs of Pentecost, a group of men travelled to Beleru with the intent of
performingthe nagolon the custom land of the Chief Pierre Vatu. Recalled to their

home island after being dismissed by the Council of Chiefs of Santo the group returned

9 The final ruling in the case was made on 10 July 1992 (see Civil Case No. 1A of 1992 via
www.paclii.org/vu/cases/VUSC/1992/5.himl
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to Pentecost and initiated civic legal proceedings. Mr Vincent Boulekon, acting on
behalfof Che f Assal and Chief Vatu, petitioned
constitutional rights had been breached as they were prevented from determining the
circumstances under which they had the authority to performkastionr’® Chief
Willie Bongmatu Maldo, then President of Malvatumauri, represented the defendants
(that being the Council of Chiefs of Santo and the Santo Regional Council) and
successfully argued against the applicantd
6in conf ousmiotny éwitthhe cNagol jumping shoul d
Court of the Republic of Vanuatu 1992).

Ami d such t ensi-graftedscuptureeignded debateh a n d
concerning the construction of thagoltower by uninitiated and inexperiencexn,
even if only as an object deliberately created to be viewed in the context of a visual art
exhibition. Chief Telkon Watas, a dominantly powerful leader from Banlap village of
south Pentecost, objected to the sculpture. In an article publishedMarthatu Weekly
(17 June 1995: 8) it was reported that he argued

Mr John Simpson has no right to reproduce an art piece based on ... traditional culture.

The way he used it has violated the tradit
y ear s anybanysic]eding anything based on our culture is encouraging the

damage of our cultural values. As owner of Nagol, | will never let any body from other

places to take control of it.

With the assistance of the VKS, Chief Watas centred his complgintslu  Si mpsonds
raetto reproduce traditional knowledge in thidienensional form. As an Australian

expatriate in Vanuatu, the accountant did not possess any connectioplestream

which thenagoloriginates, nor did he hold the ancestral lineage bghwvhighly

codified information is transmitted. Consequently, the grievances aired by Chief Watas
were predicated on notions épik for indigenous systems of intellectual property
rights rather t H%dtwas$e brgach dfastbrskopeaetthati c i t y .

% The petitioners claimed that their fundamental rights had been breached,asitings5(1)(g), (h), (i)

and (k) of the Constitution (that being, respectively, their freedom of expression, freedom of assembly
and association, freedom of movement and equal treatment under the law)

% Guido Carlo Pigliasco and Thorolf Lipp however, Egims of corruption and illegitimacy against

Wat as. They argue that, OHe has spread the word th
the history of his chieftaincy and turn lude into a
that, o6lt is very clear that Telkonds fAindigenous
practical and benefit orientatedé (2011: 394).
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problematised the sculpture, particularly at a time whendlgelwas subject to claims
of protection. As local communities reacted to the commaodification of the ceremony,
the ritual oscillated between indigenous celebration and tourist spectacle

In response Sero Kuautonga, as President of Nawita, published an open letter in
the following edition of th&/anuatu Weeklg24 June 1995) in which he distanced the
association fromi\rt 95and the controversy surrounding the inclusioitloé Spirit of

Man. He wrote

Nawita Assosiesen i wantem mekem i klia se ino hem i bin oganasem exhibisen ia mo tu
hemi no stap i n serAssbsiesea invgntem enekeklie sd\han i

respektem oltaem raet blong ol kastom ona mo oltaem i gat respect |@rgarng

yumi man Vanuatu. Nawita Assosiesen | mekem klarifikeisen ia from i nogud sam man

oli ting se olgeta tu oli tekpat | ong exhi

blong ol artist we wan long olgeta i no memba nating blong Nawita Assosiesen.

(The Nawita Association wants to make clear that we were not responsible for
organising the exhibition, nor did we offi
Nawita Association always respects the rightkadtomowners and chiefs in Vanuatu.
TheNawita Association wishes to clarify that we do not support the inclusion of the
sculpture A r t da@®nbt comprise artists who are members of, nor affiliated with, the

Nawita Association.)

At a time when contemporary art was viewed with some suspigidocal chiefs and
community leaders, Nawita was eager to separate itself from debates specific to
Simpsonés scul pture. Fearful of reprisals
highlights the precarious social setting in which indigenoustanpiracticed their trades.
Refl ecting upon the conflict over fifteen
important to bring the community together after independence so it was imperative that
nNo one was upset or iateview, 11 Ccloben012)wWNawita, t hey
by way of publically embracing notions $pek legitimised the outputs of its
members within the framework &hstomkopiraet thereby slowly alleviating public
concern with regard to the appropriation and reproducfitraditional icons, motifs,
themes and mythologies.

Throughout the late 1980s and well into the 1990s Nawita ensured that objects

included in its annual exhibitions were formally vetted and approved. Emmanuel Watt
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explains, O0Year s wantgdto holdan exhibiteomwe Mearewequied
to write to the appropriate government Minister and seek permission. It was not easy to

show our work. When the art was hung in the French Embassy it was then checked by

chiefs from Malvatumauri beforetheekhi t i on opened to the publ

January 2013, authorés translation). For

199 2) Minsstaydlsng Juétice, Culture mo Womans Affairs i agree blong yu some

Exhibition blong Nawita Association lompt we yuaskein ( 6 The Mi ni stry

€

(0]

Culture and Womenodos Affairs gives per missi

be held on the dates r equ e s kastams)their Whi | e
inspiration, the reproduction of cemaconography and subject matter was strictly
monitored and any artworks considered to be in breakbmfaetwere effectively
censored, the offending object removed from display and, in some instances, the artist
fined.

Kuautonga recounts that afteresearch trip to Erromango, as a member of a

VKS project team, he produced a painting that was inspired by thearbbk had

viewed inside | imestone caves while on t

infractionT it is because people do notderstand the difference between the

i nspiration and the authentic thing é A

painting and | had to pay a cash fine of

17 January 201 3,9 e dinilatieststween reciartsphttarhsiamdn ) .
the motifs applied to tapa highlight the significance of these symbols to communities on
the island, while also going someway to
The caves, used as places of refuge dunmgd of warfare, hold ancestral knowledge

in visual form. Meredith Wilson (1999: 88) suggests that women

intentionally reproduced kastom designs on the walls of the caves because they were
afraid that through their displacement during war these pistwould be lost to
future generations. Producing a relatively permanent record by concealing the art in

the caves people could return aneti@m their kastom knowledge.

While Kuautonga believed his appropriation of the designs was in keepingastthm

kopiraet these sentiments were clearly not shared by all. The subsequent financial and

100 For further information relating to the rock art of Erromango see Bedford, Spriggs, Wilson and
Regenvanu 1998; Wilson 1999, 2002.
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professional repercussions that resulted from his assumed beach of indigenous
intellectual property systems highlights the circumstances under which much

contenporary art was produced in Port Vila during the final years of the 20th century.

SAND DRAWING

While public exhibitions presented by Nawita were scrutinised by government officials
and members of Malvatumauri, other works of art created by practitiomettspiay

and sale in commercial environments were not. As such, recourse relating to the
inappropriate use dfastomwas often played out in private domains. A watercolour
created by Joseph John in 1999, entifleaditional Knowledggeprovides a case in

point (Fig 48). Atop a background of vibrant blue are overlaid decorative geometric
patterns painted in hues of aqua, yellow and pink. The centre of the picture plane is
dominated by a group of figurésa middle aged man sits among a circle comprising

nine young boys, one female and one village elder. The central male figure kneels on
the ground, his extended index finger touching the earth below. The gaze and attention
of each onlooker aréirmly centred upon the actions of the protagonist. As thedttle

the image suggests, the grougigaged in an activity by which ancestral knowledge is
transmitted from one generation to another. The central figure, while recounting a
kastomstory to his audience, draws upon the ground to illustrate the narrdtve. T

scene depicts a common practice in urban and rural settings throughout Vanuatu,
known assandroing(sand drawing), whereby clans, hamlets and families join together
to relay both matrilineal and patrilineal kinship stories, histories, values and customs
of fspring. At first glance, Johnods pictur e
scene that celebrates a dynamic form of indigenous cultural expression.

The ephemeral art sandroingis predominantly found across the central and
northern islandsf the archipelago. Estimates suggest that there are over 300 individual
designs (Zagala 2004: 33), with specific islands owning the rights to particular styles
and motifs. The complex patterns are a unique means of retaining and transmitting
traditionalindigenous knowledge. The act of creation involves the use of a single finger
as practitioners trace a continual line over a grid in sand, dust or ash to create geometric
images that exhibit praptions of ideal symmetry (Fig 490ften produced in
nakamas (meetingplaces) anshasaras(dancing grounds), the intricate graphics
visually communicate coded messages to restricted language and cultural groups.

Symbols vary from island to island, and the status of a design, public or protected,
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determines when a@nwhere a drawing may be reproduced. A single image contains
multiple layers of meaning, the disclosure of which is highly dependent upon the
context in which it is drawn: partial revelation of the story associated with a design will
be made to uninitiatednlookers, whil&kastomknowledge will be transmitted to those
of appropriate island lineage, natal affiliation and social rank. As a form of
expressionistic exchange, eaandroingacts as a temporal mnemonic device that
conveys encyclopaedic volumesioformation equal to that of any written word. The
themes of local history, kinship systems, indigenous rites and agricultural techniques
dominate many designs, thus providing a record of established rituals, practices and
mythologies.
In order to protetcand promote the longtanding traditionsandroingwas
officially inscribed on the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Heritage of
Humanity in 2008°*1 n doi ng so, the organisation not
Vanuatu identity, the drawis are often showcased as a form of decorative folklore for
tourists and other commercial purposes. If left unchecked, this tendency to appreciate
sand drawing on a purely aesthetic | evel r
symbolic significace and originas oci al functiond (United Nat
Scientific and Cultural Organisatiprin consultation with community leaders and
fieldworkers, the VKS compiled a database of 215 designs from among 80 language
groups of the Malampa, Penamal&rorba provinces for submission to the registér.
In keeping with the tropes &hstomand so as to avokbpiraetinfringement, each
selected drawing had previously appeared in the international public domain by way of
documentation and publication bgsearchers, anthropologists and ethnographers such
as JeatPierre Cabane (1994), Bernard Deacon (1934b), Alfred Haddon (1934), John
Layard (1942) and Henri Tailhade (1988)While sandroingsare produced by men,
women and children (thereby negating anystiiased on gender or age), the advent of
new technologies, globalisation and formal education has resulted in the demise of
master practitioners. Thus, the inclusion of the act on the UNESCO register evidences

concerted efforts to revive and reiteratetaéional significance of the artistic

101 The practice was originally proclaimed on the register in 2003.

102The VKS database contains 105 designs from Malekula, 46 designs from Pentecost, 25 designs from
Ambrym, 19 designs from Ambae, 9 designs from Paamasigs of unknown island origin, 4 designs
from Maewo and 1 design from Mere Lava.

103 Huffman (1996: 248) notes that Deacon collected 118 different designs from Malekula, Ambrym and
Ambae, while Layard amassed a collection of more than 100 designs frdneasttMalekula.

136



expressions. A permanent display at the National Museum of Vanuatu, where staff
share drawings with visitors and teach local children public designs, is complemented
by theNasonal Sandroing Festiv@\ational Sand Draing Festival) which has been
held on different islands of the archipelago since 2664.

So, what then of Johndéds painting? The \
safeguarding for the traditional owners of differsabhdroingdy making explicit the
four provines to which the practice belonig#lalampa, Penama, Sanma and TdfBa.
Johnds i mage, therefore, waanSpepherdae mati s ec
group of small islands situated in the Shefa province that does notkelaiom
kopiraettosandroingDi scussing his watercolour, John
transmitting knowledge of sand drawing to the children. He draws as they watch. At the
time | painted the image [in 1999] sand drawing was seen as a national symbol of
Vanuatu, so that is whydepicted it in my work even though | am from the Shepherds.
Sand drawing is not only confined to Pentecost and Ambrym, it is also found in the
Banks and on Paama. 't was considered a ne
2012). His use of identifiabléesigns protected by the UNESCO register however,
became a cause for concern andlecThmeep | ai nt [
examples fronTraditional Knowledgdighlight the claims of copyright breach made
by different community groups. Rendeiadink ink at the lower right of the image is
theNetundongOyster) desigibelonging tahe Nahava language group of Seniang
village, south west Malekula (Fig. b@t the upper centre of the composition in yellow
ink is the desigiVatangelgSacred Roclkf the Pathway of the Dead) particular to the
Sa language group, of MalttdBay, south Pentecost (Fig. Bin pink ink at the upper
left of the scene is thidevul(Moon) design owned by the Larevat language group, from
Lambumbu vilage, north west Maled#a (Fig. 53 . Despite Johnés pres
designs in the form and materiality of contemporary art, the case exemplifies the impact
of bureaucratically progressive indigenous intellectual property regimes upon ni
Vanuatu artists.

Yet, the appopriation of designs by artists with genealogical tiespteaof

sandroingis far from straightforward. Theorpusof Tony Bruceman Ambrynirom

104 The festival was first held on Malekula in 2004. More recently, Ambrym hosted it in 2008 and Epi in
2010.

105While designs from the Torba province were not included in the VKS database, community discussion
identified the islands of Espiiu Santo and Malo as holdikgstom kopiraedf the practice.
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the village of ToaKlocated insouth east of the isldhprovides an illustrative example.

Bruce utiliseghe natangora nut in his practice to create intricate ssoale carvings.

His artworks oscillate between carvings that are inspireddpakural environment

(Fig. 53, upon which he often applies Indian ink as a means of exaggettaingtails

of hispiece (Fig. 5% and those that represéwaistomstories and activities particular to
Ambrym. Of the | atter c akasogsgmbyglsaBdsande e x pl ¢
drawing designs in my work, but | only use icons that | have the right to reproduce. If

do not have the right to certain motifs | do not include such things in my work as this is

taboo and againgta s t(ammd er vi ew, 26 October 2012, au
example, his carvinlylatentakes its title from the name of teandroingrendeed on

the surfae of one side of the nut (Fig. b%Jsed to notify kinsmen of the death of a

relative orwontokBruce thus juxtaposes the graphic with a scene on the surface of the
opposite side of the nut in whitiwvo men mourn their loss (Fig. b6/Vhile one of the

figures inscribes his message onto the earth below, another sits close by, consumed with
grief. Similar narrative Wealiiasamdroingr e enact
again delicately carved upon the surface of one side of the nut) ishised to

announce an impending ceremony or celebration, such as a dance peréoompig

killing ritual (Fig. 57). Discussing the corresponding image ondpposite side of the

nut(Fig.58 , Bruce notes, O6This délswegrmaspesialdr awn
flower in his hair when he makes the drawing. Here the chief is accompanied by a

younger man who | ooks on while the drawi ng¢
2013, authordés translation).
Whil e Brucebds i sl araettolsesandrairgdesigdsethee r mi n e s

artist maintains that the materiality of his creations has been criticised by some big men
from themaghe(graded society) of north Ambry#i® He explains

Some people from my island support my work and are happy thaptadacing new

visual forms that represent Ambrym. There are others, though, who do not support my
work and they are jealous of my success. Some elders from north Ambrym see my
work as a thredt they believe | am taking money away from them and that nksvo

detract attention from their traditional carvings. Some of the men believe that | am

106 \Whether this claim is true remains unsubstantiated. Of interest for the purposes of this research
however, is Brucef6s perception of t helatorsbasdadi onshi p
on his paternal genealogy and island lineage.
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killing the kastomof our island and that | am challenging their status (interview, 26

October 2012, authordéds transl ation) .

Having been born iffoak village aplesin whichinherited carving traditiondo not

exist Bruce was not taught his technical skills by his father or paternal uncles as is
customaryRather he received instruction frdwis cousin who isnanpledrom

Fonteng village located on the north of thkaind The act of carving, however, is

strictly codified and fiercely protected by initiated men from the northern region of

Ambrym. As Chief Isaac Worwor, an expert on Ambrastomas a member of the

Malmemele Council of Chiefs of Ambrym, and as Chairmoftihe Port Vila Town

Counci l of Chiefs, elaborates, 60n Ambrym
make certain objects. You must be recognised imékamall mendés meet i ng hao
you are not a man of statu@ntetvibwe®™® you must
December 2012, &°Thus,dhe practiceé af Gamvisgl aadits o n ) .
consequent products are both intrinsically linked to notions of authority, hierarchy and

title that dominate intricate social relations and mediate individual letys, efficacy

and power.

CARVINGS

This is nowhere more evident than in the artistic corpus of Chief Johanin Bangdor,

whose carvings oscillate between those that he referditadesonal(traditional) and

those that arkontempri(contemporary) (intetiew, 5 February 2013). The former

categoryi which Bangdor holds theaetto produce given his chiefly statusncludes

large anthropomorphic creations made from wood or black palm that act as public
manifestation of his individual rank, while his mdticedtamtamscorrespond with his
standing in the graded society. Since 200C(
history of the country and his island as their central themes, thus enabling Bangdor to
visually reappropriatkastomegends and mythogies in new material form. He

explains

If you only make traditional art then you are limited in the stories that you can tell and

the ways that you can express yourself. Contemporary art is different to traditignal art

107The right to produce a carving may be bought by an uninitiated man, just as the owner of a design may
commission an artisan to produce a carving (see Geismar 2005: 443).
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it is another way that artistae express themselves. Contemporary art is original.
Contemporary art is about ideas and creativity rather than being about rights and
restrictions. Contemporary art is about making works based on the ideas in your head
you create something new by mixipgogressive thoughts with traditional heritage

(interview, 5 February 2013, authoros tran

For example, at the top of his large sculpti@nuatu et le Francérig. 59 which
stands in the grounds of the Alliance, Bangdor juxtaposes the Hiffetr alongside
the finial of anatingting kon a vertical slit gong synonymoustivthe island of
Ambrym (Fig. 6Q. Having earned theeatto produce théamtamin carved formation
as a result of his progression throughrtieghe the artist incorporategbe motif in his
commissioned work to represent the lestgnding relationship between the two
nations.

We might well question the means by which the production and circulation of
iconography andbjects from Ambrym arkegitimised and controlled. For Bre, fears
of reprisal and retribution against himself and his family in the forposén(sorcery),
inform his decisions with regard to the natangora nuts that he exhibits in Port Vila. He
recounts an incident in 2006, after which he ceased displayingedimd) hiskastom
story carvings in Port Vila (personal communication, 1 November 2013). While
attending a Nawita exhibition opening at tegpaceCulturel Francais in which he was
showing a selection of these artworks, his wife was taken ill at tbeiefand was
rushed to the | ocal hospital. Br umajik r esol
blong Ambryn{magic of Ambrym), believing that powerful men from his island had
deliberately inflicted hurt upon her as a means by which to punish isigfarthis
appropriation okastomin carved formt®® Regarded as an epicentrenodjik,
unexpected and unexplained ilinesses and deaths involving the Ambrymese are most
often suspiciously attributed sent® Through fear, intimidation and innuendo the
threat of supernatural retaliation against those deemed to be encraadhing

knowledge, acts as a compelling deterrent to uninitiated men.

108]t is impossibletos b st anti ate Bruceb6s claim. For, as Tonkin
whether sorcery was or is actually practiced is not pursued, since the social consequences of belief are

what mainly concern an outside observer. 0

109 Claims ofmaijik and poseare not only linked to the misfortune of-Wianuatu. For example, in 2008
the sudden death of Australian art dealer David Baker was attribupedea Talk in Port Vila centred
upon the fact that he had visited Ambrym shortly before his passing, durial tivhe he had been

involved in an altercation with local chiefs regarding the purchase of carvings from the island.
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TURTLES AND FISH

For other artists fronslands that arcnome to multiple practitioners, the stylistic
properties oShared iconography become markers of both individual creativity and
respect fokastom kopiraetFor example, within the visual language of Erromango two
generic motifs are widely utilised by diverse practitionersfith@ish) and thdotel

(turtle). Explaining the historicity of representation on his island, Chief Jobo Lovo, of

theLowuhen umalslan, notes

Our symbols date back many generations and can be found drawn on the walls of caves
on the island. The caves in which chiefs have been buriedveayémportant symbols

drawn inside. Each symbol carries a messathe turtle represents the woman and the

fish represents the maéirthese things are a part of the language of my island. We have
traditional copyright laws in Vanuatu that govern whatoae paint. Vanuatu has

many different customs and cultures, so we must look after our heritage and protect our

knowl edge and traditionsd (interview, 1 Oc

In his canva®Navu Im NomupLovo renders the fish and turtle, Simtertwined, to
illustrate a marital relationgh between the two sexes (Fig.)6The elongated shape of
the body of the fish and the pointed tips
Lovods working styl e, #&uwswhenrehdersgthesmarine f c o
creatures. Set against a dark background of black and blue hues, the vividly bright
orange and yellow pigments that comprise the two animals provide the central focus
point of the painting. As an established artist and aslesiged community elder, Lovo
claims the representational elements of his canvas both as an artistic trope and a marker
of his island heritage. He argues, O6Vanuat
we all must look after our own heritage and pcotaur knowledge and traditions. My
work is about my identity as a-Manuatu man from Erromangol mix my heritage
with my contemporary identitydéd (interview,
enacting his claim tplesLovo assimilates his knowdige,raetand status within his
practice
Similar sentiments are echoed by Juliette Pita, sister of Lovo and fellow member
of theLowuhen umalslan. Throughout hezorpus Pita appropriates the motifs of

kastomas a means of representing her island hg#it&he notes
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Sometimes | create designs wiihistormpatterns. | only use symbols from my island.

The use of these symbols is governedkégtomcopyright and | respect this system. |
must not mix mykastomsymbols with those from other islands. | usesiwmbols from
Erromango in my art as they are an expression of my identity. My work is informed by
kastomas it is a part of life here in Vanuatu. The painting controls my hand and

determines the symbols that | dransla@ion) i nter v

Consequently, the fish and turtle are recurring themes in her paintings. A large triptych,
Ol Man blong Erromangomakes use of both motifs as the artist celebrates the people
and customs of her island (Fig. 62 he figure of a chief, remded in hues of rich
brown, yellow, and red, dominates the centre panel of the canvas. He is flanked by the
two motifs that represent the population of the island, each painted in strikingly bright
colours of green, blue, yellow and red, to his right ésttirtle, and to his left the fish.
Pita reinforces the gendered affiliations of her icons, and their relationship to one
another, through her use of colour, form and composition. Contained within the body of
the turtle is the shape of a fish that is boedeby a paiof highly stylised eyesThe
accentuated eyelashes emphasise the feminine attributes of the motif, as do the thin,
elongated figures that are posed at either side of the panel. The green tint of the fins that
delineate the shape of the tulidaepeated in the outline of the fish that fills thed
panel of the workHere, the space inside the fish is decorated with two sets of circles
that are separated by a horizontal block of green pigrAéop.the dividing line are
represented the matlestes, while below are rendered the female breasts: again, the
interconnectedness of the two genders being made apparent through the use of codified
symbols specific to Pitads i1island heritage
As kin, Lovo and Pita enjoy a collaborative artistic relagiop that ensures
their mutual use of similar symbols without dispute. The same however, cannot be said
for younger artists who hold patrilineal affiliation with one of the other tribes of
Erromango. As discussed in Chapter 2, periods of historical tebstaveen interlinked
clans are, to this day, antagonistically enacted as a means of reinforcing individual and
collective power relations. For examplzavid William, a member dibuhen lobg has
at times been actively discouraged from incorporating shaltend iconography within

his paintings. He explains
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Juliette and Jobo make art that is inspiredkdstomspecific to the area of Erromango

from which they are descendants. They say that | do not have the right to make work
that is in anyway similar ttheir paintings. Although we are from the same island they
have laid claim to particuld@stomstories and motifs from Erromango. As they are

older artists, and Jobo is a chief, | must respect this and produce art that is visually very
different to theis. There are universal symbols that belong to the island of Erroriango
the fish and the turtle that | am entitled to use, but Juliette and Jobo insist that my

work look different to theirs. We have a special system of copyright that is dictated by
kastan. Our knowledge is based on many things including our age and gender. What
you can paint is based on your knowledge, if | do not know the meaning of a symbol
and | do not have the right to that knowledge then | must not reproduce the symbol.
This led me® experiment with different styles of representation. | had to find a new

vi sual |l anguage to depict the same motifs
aut hordéds translation).

An acrylic on canvas exemplifies the stylistic properties that differeiatd | i a moé s
work from that of Lovo and Pita. Ifotel mo FigFig. 63 the motifs of each marine
creature fill the picture plane. The left of the image is dominated by a turtle, her fins,
head and body intricately detailed by juxtaposing hues of dark btLelaite.
Corresponding patterns in a matching palette delineate the body and fins of her
companion, the fish, who monopolises the right of the composition. Limiting his colour
scheme to four complimentary pigments, the two central icons are contrastest agai
violet background intersected with thin bands of pirkrecurringvisualdevice that

William uses throughout hisorpusto define the borders of his paintings. The highly
graphic mode of his representation incorporates precisavinie and finelyexecuted
brushstrokes which subsequently act as visual markers of authorship. By distinguishing
his corpus from that of other artists from Erromango, William circumvents any breach
of kastom kopiraetvhile also showingispekfor the power structures thgovern social

relations particular to the island.

COPYRIGHT AND RELATED RIGHTS ACT 2000

In the year 2000 the Government, under the leadership of Prime Minister Barak Sope
and the Melanesian Progressive Party, began implementing reforms to codibptse tr
of kastomkopiraet A prerequisite of the country joining the WTO, to which it was

admitted on 24 August 2012, was the passing of a range of intellectual property right
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Acts of Parliament, including theéopyright and Related Rights Act 20@@reaftethe

Copyright Act), that came into effect after being published in the Government Gazette
dated 8 February 2024°Based in part upon th@opyright, Designs and Patents Act

1988o0f the United Kingdom, th€opyright Act 196®f Australia and, th€opyright

Act 1994of New Zealand, the legislation in Vanuatu makes provision for economic and
moral rights relating to a range of art forms including dramatic works, literary works

and musical works. For the purposes of this thesis the definition of a contemporary

work of artisimportant Secti on 1(1) of the Copyright

wor ko i s:

(a) a painting, sculpture, drawing, engraving, lithography, tapestry, photograph and
other work of fine art whether of artistic quality or not; or

(b) a building @ a model of a building, whether the building or model is of artistic
quality or not; or

(c) anillustration, map, plan, sketch and a thdeeensional work relating to
geography, topography, architecture or science; or

(d) a work of applied art.

Althoughthechmact eri sati on of an dédartistic wor k¢
definition nonetheless provides broad representation for local artists. As a result their
outputs are incorporated within the bureaucratic framework of protection offered by the
state.
Of greater significance is the fact that the Copyright Act dictates special
resolutions for the protection of expressions of indigenous culture, thus making the
policy one of the most progressive in the region. Asigenerislaw, the legislation is
6ofown skind, that is, it is a unique | aw c
and existing | aws are inadequatedadfidnder sc
Model Law for the Protection of Traditional Knowledge and Expressions of Culture
thatwas developed by the SPC in consultation with UNESCO and Pacific Island Forum

member countries and territories, the edict provides a legal framework that extends

110The Copyright and Related Rights Agais part of a suite of legislation introduced by the Government.
The other laws passed include theographic Indications ActheDesign ActthePatents Actthe
TrademarkAct, theCircuits Layout Actand theTrade Secret Act
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beyond conventional intellectual property paradighhdhe mandate responds to the
increasing rploitation and inappropriate commercialisation of traditional knowledge

and expressions of indigenous culture, tht

(a) created, acquired or inspired for traditional economic, spiritual, ritual, narratives,
decorative orecreational purposes; and

(b) whose nature or use of which has been transmitted from generation to generation;
and

(c) that is regarded as pertaining to a particular indigenous person or people in

Vanuatu.

In doing so, the Copyright Act redresses threats impoped indigenous knowledge
systems by the legacies of colonialism and globalisation. By offering an alternative
approach to the hegemonic laws of the West, the bill prevents the further loss,
misappropriation and inappropriate public releaselofikastomknowledge. The legal
plurality of the bill, whereby o6two or mor
fieldd (Merry 1988: 870), ensures that bot
are repositories of regulatory power in Vanuatu.

Complex indgenouspracticesare also afforded protection under the statute. In
acknowledgement of the multiple facetskaktom the Copyright Act makes specific
mention of O6éexpressions of indigenous cul't

material and intangibleorms that manifest local knowledge, including

(a) all material objects; and

(b) names, stories, histories and songs in oral narratives; and

(c) dances, ceremonies and ritual performances or practices; and

(d) the delineated forms, parts and details of designs and eisugositions; and

(e) specialised and technical knowledge and the skills required to implement that
knowledge, including knowledge and skills about biological resources, biological

resource use and systems of classification.

111 Member states and territories of the Pacific Islands Forum are: Australia; Cook Islands; Federated
States of Micronesia; iKbati; Marshall Islands; Nauru; New Zealand; Niue; Palau; Papua New Guinea;
Samoa; Solomon Islands; Tonga; Tuvalu; Vanuatu.
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As a contextually localised stag, the Copyright Act recognises that the value of
indigenous knowledge is inversely related to the number of people with access to it.
The social, political and economic capitdlinherited forms of wisdom aiatrinsically
linked to networks of accessid entitliement. Lamont Lindstrom (1990: 251) makes the
point that, o6The power of knowers depen
control the production and exchange of
transmission the inhererdetto knowedge is recognised in the statute, as are the
diverse means of distribution within the public domain.

Although definitions of an artistic work, indigenous knowledge and expressions of
indigenous culture are kept deliberately broad to allow for multipleesentations of
kastom the penalties for breach of copyright are made explicit. Section 35(2) of the
Copyright Act states that O&6A person who
infringes a right protected under this Act is guilty of an offenagighable on
conviction by a fine not exceeding 2,000,000 vatu or imprisonment for not more than 2
year s, or bSedtidn4Xl), Bealimg wittanesbnymercial violations,
specifies that should an individual reproduce a carving without permi$sron

example, and the person

(a) is not one of the custom owners of the expressions; or
(b) has not been sanctioned or authorised by the custom owners to do the act in relation to
the expression; or

(c) has not done the act in accordance with the rules of custom.

then Ot he person is guilty of an offence
exceeding 1,000,000 vatu or a term of i
In either circumstance the Supreme Court holds jurisdiction with regard to criminal and
civil matters arising under the Act. The legislation, by allowing for the provision of
collective ownership, recognises the legitimacy, entitlements and authority of local
communities, thereby bestowing intellectual property rights to a plurality of persons.
Thus, tribes, hamlets, clans, and families are vested with exclusive rights to control the
circulation of knowledge as a means of ensuring cultural autonomy, representation and
self-determination.

While individual and collectivikastomowners are empoweréd bring legal

action against defendants for breach of copyright, so too are afflicted parties offered the
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option of having the Vanuatu National Cultural Council, or the Malvatumaumnact
their behalf Similarly, both institutions are g&ed with the power to initiate court

proceedinggSection 42(4))

If it is not possible to identify the custom owners or there is a dispute about ownership,
the National Cultural Council or the National Council of Chiefs may institute
proceedings under section 34 ai iflere the owner of the copyright or other right. Any
damages awarded to the National Cultural Council or the National Council of Chiefs

must be used for the purposes of indigenous cultural development

By endowing the two bodies with tleapacity for legal recourse, the legislation
reinforces the indigenous authority of each agency with regard to the protectien of ni
Vanuatu culture and heritage. Given that customary laws continually evolve, the
Copyright Act acknowledges and encouragegaing dialogue mediated by community
leaders whereblgastomis recognised and reinforced by traditional structures. As Haidy
Gei smar (2005: 439) notes, Othe Copyright
acknowledged traditional entittementwitann i nt er nati onal |l y r ecoc
Rather than concerning itself with prescriptive framewdtkstomlaw is licenced to
dynamically respond to events and disputes on a needs driven basis.

Under the auspices of a Ministerial Order issued in Ma@di2 2the Vanuatu
Intellectual Property Office was established, with lawyer Merilyn Leona Temakon
appointed to the position of Registrar. With a limited operating budget and no provision
for further staff until the following year, the Ministry of Trade, Tism and Industry
charged Temakon with two tasks: to organise a central administrative space and to draft
afveyear action plan for the effective i mpl
property reforms. Discussing the fundamental directive of b&itipn, Temakon notes
that, Ot he o0 ngo kastgnang Wesiem aw is acomphaxedndl i n g
chall enging taskdéd (interview, 7 December =z
conceptualised the foremost aim of the newly established office in Poriwileh was
to promote and protect artistic talent anc
since independence, we now have an umbrell
(personal communication 2 February 2013). With the allocation atfi@aial
government funding in 2013, the human and material resources, office infrastructure,

and enforcement capabilities of the department were strengthened. Alongside Temakon,
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a legal officer and two trademark officers gained employment, each of wham hav
engaged in community consultations with regard to issues including dispute settlement,
complianceand clauses of ownership. Consequently, the Vanuatu Intellectual Property
Office represents a bilateral polity in which both statelasiominstitutions guch as

the Vanuatu National Cultural Council and Malvatumauri) equally share legislative

governance of the public domain.

MOUNT BENLOW, AMBRYM

To date the Copyright Act has not been used in any official capacity, nor have any
claims of breach been subieill to the Supreme Court for hearing. This is not to say
however, that the legislation has not been cited at a community level in disputes
regardingkastom kopiraetin the case of contemporary art, the cancellation of a
proposed exhibition provides aruiditrative example. For several months Chief
Johnanin Bangdor had been planning a display that was to be opened in December 2013
at the Espace Culturel Francgais, to commemorate the centenary of the Mount Benlow
volcanic eruption that destroyed the villadgeDip Point, Ambrym!!2 Bangdor invited
artists from both Nawita and Red Wave to create works of art that took the volcano as
their central subject matter. He assured each association that he had discussed the
display with other chiefs from his island, amét permission had been granted for

artists from different provinces of the archipelago to visually engage with the tragic
natural disaster. As the date of the exhibition approached however, tensions began to
surface, among both artists in Port Vila angkthin north Ambrym. As with many
historical events in Vanuatu kastomstory attached to the incident gave cause for
concern. The eruption was intuitively linked to thal of the district: a mythological

protagonist believed to hold benevolent powRis. (2002: 138) explains that

In themage[maghé hierarchy of sacred fires, the life of the highest mannptakwas

led in isolation because of the strong power that he embodied. Through many grade
initiations and pig sacrifices and his ascetic lifessthe had embodied so much secret
knowledge and manly power that he in many instances now represented the very
principle ofabio[magic], having power and influence over all people and creations

within his district.

112The eruption, which lasted two days, began on 6 December 1913. Along with property loss, the
explosion claimed the lives of Zieople.
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Local legend holds that thealwho cantrolled Mount Benlow had incited the
vol canobés force as a means of conveying hi
disrespect for, his land. At the time of the devastation, the base of the volcano was the
site of a Presbyterian mission statibattincluded a hospital under the direction of Dr
Bowie, a church and two residential dwellings (Sydney Morning Herald 1929), all of
which were annihilated in the explosion by molten lava, fire, powdered rock, ash and
acidic rain.

With this in mind, specakion and trepidation came to inform chiefly
di scussi ons conc er nTokbok(tallB/gosgipd amond smbeymdse b i t i
in the capital suggested that the men ofrtiaghewere disinclined to again tempt the
wrath of themal, even if only by the diplay of paintings and sculptures that depicted
the might of the volcano. By extension many artists were weary of upsetting the chiefs,
both in Port Vila and on the islands. By analogising local entitlement with notions of
national copyright, the chiefsatmed exclusive ownership of the volcano, its actions
and its history. During an informal meetir
bars, the viability of the exhibition was discussed and deB&téuattendance were a
range of engaged partiggluding local and expatriate artists, staff from both VKS and
the Alliance Francaise and a representative of the yet to be ofanadndBastien
Foundation. The vested interests of members of the assembled group were many and
varied. Practitioners sougto alleviate collectivéraet (fright / concern) regarding the
potential repercussions of creating images that depicted the volcano, while Alliance
Francaise employees were eager to confirm the display schedule of their exhibition
space. Meanwhile cultar agents from VKS recognised that the meeting was an
opportunity to mediate conflicting interpretationskastom kopiraeand the Copyright
Act.

Conversation centred upon the rigidity of ownership claims to Mount Benlow
asserted by the chiefs of AmbryiVhile Bangdor had not received any direct
complaints or formal letters (a common means of communicating displeasure
throughout Vanuatu) that opposed the exhibition he was aware of disquiet among some
of his peers. The problem, as the chief saw it, watbld: the volcano was their land,
mal was their ancestral spirit and the eruption was their history. This last point of
contention, that a historical event could be arrogated from the rest of the country, was

113The meeting was held 15 November 2013.
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particularly vexing for those at the meetiif@ne attendee commente&idijeta oli no gat

raet long onem histiithey do not have the right to own history). The indigenisation of

an environmental disaster led some to speculate that the distinction between history and
kastomwas being deliberately bited by the chiefs as a means of securing financial
compensation from exhibition organisers and participants. Were they, in fact, evasively
arguing that they should be paid for allowing representations of the volcano to be

displayed? Although never resolvetis question highlights the financial capital

attached to different forms &hstom By alleging copyright of Mount Benlow and the
mountainds subsequent volcanic activity tfF
their temporal engagement witrettandscape.

For Bangdor and the artists he had invited to participate in the exhibition, this
situation proved problematic. Some practitioners agreed with the chiefs that only those
from Ambrym should visually depict the volcano. Whether these semitsmesre
expressed as an actredfpekor a fear oposenis difficult to ascertain. Other
practitioners however, argued that Mount Benlow was kastomsymbol and
therefore negated the tropeskopiraet Rather than being intrinsically linked to a
paticular island the events of 1913 were regarded as national history. As one artist
noted,hemi duti blong me long pentem histri long kantri blong yitns my duty to
paint the history of our country). In the days following the meeting, concerted efforts
were made to reach a compromise. Bangdor initiated further dialogue with the chiefs,
practitioners discussed the exhibition among themselves and the VKS implemented
strategies to alleviate tensions (including the drafting of a letter of public supptnt for
display, a radio segment to explain the benefits of the exhibition and a list of potential
VIP guests to be invited to the official opening ceremony). Despite these initiatives a
resolution proved elusive and the exhibition at the Alliance was ugtlyneancelled!*

Incidents such as that described above have led scholars and commentators to
debate the effectivenesssafi generidaws. Miranda Forsyth (2012: 14) argues that,

OAn optimal regulatory framewor Hesgread cul t L
access to traditional knowledge by all community members, rather than allowing
aspects of it to be cordoned off in perpetuity by certain segments of the population as

woul d be done in the sui generi s tresegi sl ati

114 An exhibition focusing on volcanoes more generally in Vanuatu was subsequently staged at the
Suzanne Bastien Foundation.
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upon the exclusionary nature of presumed rights and the extended financial capital

afforded to presupposed copyright owners. Yet the Eurocentric expectation of a

decentralised AVanuatu knowledge market negates the nuanced complexities of

kastom kopaet The unauthorised use of certain traditional cultural expressions,

particularly those that atabuy, violates the very sanctity provided by initiation rites and

rituals. In support o$uigenerid egi sl ati on Jane Anderson ( 2(
indigenous knowledge is to be respected and protected then attention needs to be given

to the manifold indigenous laws and governing structures that historically and
contemporarily exist for regulated knowl ec
legislaion consolidates customary entitlement by formalising indigenous agency,

political economy and social status. As a result, the Copyright Act, as a locally

conceptualised framework, encourages restorative processes of conflict management.

CONCLUSION
The bngterm benefits or otherwise of the Copyright Act for contemporary artists in
Port Vila is yet to be seen. Arguing the merits of the legislation, Ralph Regenvanu

asserts

We added the section on expressions of indigenous culture. If the law has ahgreffec
contemporary art it is going to make contemporary artists have to have more

consideration for the sources they draw from in traditional culture. An artist from the
Banks wondt be abl e t tamtandaeeireanyofhmawagkel of an
think this is a good thing. It will make artists have to go into their own heritage and find

their own designs from their own heritage to use in their art work (interview, 28

December 2012).

As an enforceable bill under the remit of the Vanuatu Intellectugdd?ty Office the
mechanisms of the Copyright Act seek to empower artists and creators by protecting
indigenous cultural property rights. Yet, the rigidity of implemented regulations fails to
adequately recognise the many and varied nuances of localgesiiameworks. The
predilection of international organisations to measure the success of legislation against
a standardised Eurocentric checklist denies local flexibility. In a society that has long

relied upon oral histories and spoken word traditidms jinplementation of formalised
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statutes signifies a shift in sogmlitical discourses relating to claims of ownership,
including those relating to contemporary art.

Those which remain central to the loastiworld however, are the ongoing
traditions ofkastom kopiraetBefore the introduction of legislative intellectual property
regimes, contemporary artists assented to the unwritten yet binding tropes of indigenous
entitl ement. As Jobo Lovo notes, OArtists
everyone is abiding by thikastomlaws. Vanuatu has many differecgstomsand
cultures so we all must look after our own heritage and protect our knowledge and
traditionsé (interview, 2 October 2012, al
betwee individual artistic integrity and the constructgptés raet andrispek among
practitioners and the community at large, highlights the unmitigated dominance of
i ndi genous ways of being. As Emmanuel Watt
copyright that idoased irkastom The value of culture in Vanuatu does not need to be
written down or made into a | awbd (intervie
Through their use of specific iconography practitioners visually affirm their heritage,
differentiatetheir outputs from those of other makers and posit their creations within

the trajectory of rAManuatu cultural heritage.
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CHAPTER 5
AESTHETIC EXPERIENCES

Today in Port Vila the circulation of contemporary art that incorporates aspects of
kastomis acommon occurrence. The portrayal of indigenous culture, tradition and
heritagel whether by way of subject matter or iconography a defining feature of
the outputs of many artists based in the capital. There is no question that these works of
art are nade to be seen. What we might ask, however, is how different aesthetic
experiencemfluence local readings of such objects. As has been demonstrated in
previous chapters, practitioners create forms that explore identity relations, indigenous
cosmologiesnd customary practices. While the pictorial means by which makers
communicate their messages are analysed and explained, more often than not public
reception of these paintings, sculptures, drawings and carvings goes undocumented.
With this in mind, a nevine of enquiry rightly emerges: is contemporary art
recognised, understood and appreciated by the very audiences it purports to represent?
Are particular objects considered more appealing than others? Do viewers acknowledge
such visual expressions as menskof indigeneity? In seeking answers to these
guestions this chapter moves beyond the cc
evaluate local reactions to the display of contemporary art. Taking as a case study the
inaugural exhibition witnessed @ite National Library and Archives of Vanuatu
(NLAV) during fieldwork in 2013, this chapter examines the correlation between
artistic intent and viewer response to contextualise particular objects wittianoatu
aesthetic discourses.

The conceptual apighkbility of aesthetic regimes in néfvestern societies has
been debated by scholars since the late 1970s. During this time the Kantian model of
disinterested connoisseurship (see Bourdieu 1984; Kant 2007) was replaced by
approaches that privileged the pbenenological basis of value judgements. In his
seminal text on the topic Jacques Maquet (
comprises a broad spectrum of values of what may be considered a single type of
relation to a subject with the world. Itisatsta of awar eness of the ¢
cognitive process of qualitative evaluation, aesthetic systems were deemed social
constructs that bridged 6the chasm betweer

objects and the nerational, subjective worldof gxe r i ence i n its intuli
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(Sharman 1997: 183). Commentators champior
anal ysed in the context of the society the
expanding the criteria by which works of art weralaated. Key local factors such as
symbolic significance, historical importance, cultural uniqueness and social relevance
were brought to the fore. With this in mind, Howard Morphy (1998: 208) asserts that
OANn aesthetic r espon stevaluedhie prepertiesof forme h u man
i ndependently of any particular function. ¢
autochthonous value systems, such a theoretical framework moves beyond the
restrictive criteria of Eurocentric aestheticism to privilege indigedousa y s of seei r
(Berger 1972).

How does this relate to the display of contemporary art at the NLAV? Foremost,
a nkFVanuatu perceptual system by which aesthetic criteria are assessed reveals the
cultural capital afforded to these objects. Morphy (2007:92n ot es t hat o0 Cont
influences perception, and cultural cont ex
socialized into aesthetic systems just as they are into other aspects of culture. Relativity
lies in the interpretation but also in the emotional affectkat ar e engender ed
Responses to the exhibited paintings, sculptures and carvings thus highlight two factors
that contribute to the outputs of practitioners. On the one hand, audience agency
articulates collective moral values that stimulate visual sgorations. As Jeremy
Coote (1992: 266) observes, Owhat i s mor al
aesthetic qualities, and what displays valued aesthetic qualities is expected to be
morally good. 6 On the ot her leasockpolitigpu bl i ¢ ¢
constructs that influence artistic production, particularly those that may not be
immediately apparent to the uninitiated onlooker. The aesthetic value attributed to
different works of art presented at the NLAV thus provides insighttiveoentralityof

deeply entrenched locptactices, beliefs and values

NATIONAL LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES OF VANUATU

The Port Vila Public Library first opened in 1962, under the auspices of the Vanuatu
Cultural Centre. As discussed in Chapter 1, the osgdéion was formed to
commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Angl@nch Condominium. Upon its
relocation to purposbuilt facilities in 1995, the resources of the library were divided in
two. General collections open for public access remained atitheal site on the main

street of Port Vila, while reference material and documents of national significance
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were transferred to the new site. Resultantly, in 2004, the National Library of Vanuatu
was officially established as an autonomous departmigimivthe VKS. The remit of

the library was threefold: to specifically maintain and develop collections pertaining to
Vanuatu and the Pacific region more generally; to act as a legal depository for items

published in and about Vanuatu; and, to provideareseand reference services for

local and international students, scholars and members of the general public (see Naupa

and Norman 2008).
With a collection comprising more than 22,000 books, pamphlets and

documents relating to Vanuatu (Cullwick: 2013) sleeial capital of the National

Library attests to the means by which the organisation harnesses nationalistic sentiment

among not only patrons, but the community at large. Focusing on chronicles relating to
the postcolonial contact period, the NationatAc hi ves ensures for

papers, documents, or records of any kind whatsoever officially made or received by

proc

any Government office € including register

photographs, cinematogr aphennmentéfthe, and
Republic of Vanuatu 1992: Part 1.1). In 2010 the National Library and the National
Archives became two separate institutions, with the latter focusing solely upon the
acquisition, inventory and preservation of rdassified state dossiersy years or
older) pertinent to the history of the nation. As a repository for the memories of the
nation, the National Archives bridges the divide between the past, the present and the
future.

To celebrate the occasion of 30 years of independence thenBGwrd of
Australia gifted funds to the Government of the Republic of Vanuatu for the purpose of
erecting a building specifically to house the collections of the National Library and
Archives of Vanuatu (Fig. 64T.he official opening of the building, hetsth 23 August
2013, was attended by over 600 individuals including Ministers and Members of
Parliament, church leaders, chiefs, diplomats, cultural officers and the general public.
Speeches made by VKS Director Marcelin Abong and the Minister for Int&fiadls
Patrick Crowby Manarewo during the ceremony are here worth noting, as they

emphasis the role d&fstonmthroughout the archipelagé® Abong, first to take to the

S 0L

podium, provided an overview of the work ¢

115 Speeches were also made by Prime Minister Moana Carcasses Kalosil and theaAudigali
Commissioner to Vanuatu Jeremey Bruer.
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achiee ment s of Vanuatu today are steeped in
a nation the National Library and Archives will remain a strong institution for the
country é We wil/ ensur e t lkestomcalwresaedhi | dr er
tadi ti ons of Vanuatu. o6 His comments furthert
has come to define both institutions. Mo st
1970s the Vanuatu Cul tur al Centre was a We
Today we play a leading role in the cultural development and cultural preservation of
Vanuatu €& The Vanuatu National Cultural Cc
establish connections between poaslonial modern structures and traditional

governance sysms that promote and protdé@tstom 6 Fol | owi ng on fr om
short address by Crowby, during which the Minister extolled the role of art, language

and literature in the future development of the country. He told the assembled crowd

t hat OWi tihdeurtt iotuy we are nothing in the wo
coll ections of the NLAV were 6a bounty for
contemporary arts €é and are fundament al T
emphasising the link betweéistory, nationhood and identity in their speeches, Abong

and Crowby positioned the NLAV as a site in which the legacies of tradition and

modernity are explored, mediated and contested.

INAUGURAL EXHIBITION

To commemorate the opening of the new NLBMIding, an exhibition of indigenous
contemporary art was held in the reception area immediately adjoim@rentrance to
the space (Fig. §5A call to artists from both Nawita and Red Wave was issued by
NLAYV staff for the temporary loan of paintingguptures and carvings to be included
in the display. In all, the exhibition contained 13 works of art by ten practitioners: one
pairting each by Joseph John (Fig. 66), Alvaro Kuautonga (Fig. 67), Nikiyatu
Kuautonga (Fig. 68 Taitu Kuautonga (Fig. 69), liette Pita (Fig. 70), and Andrew
Tovovur (Fig. 7); two painting each by Matthew Abbock (Fig. 72 and Fig. 73) and
Sero Kuautonga (Fig. 74 and Fig.)76ne salpture by Eric Natuoivi (Fig. 76 and,

two carings by Emmanuel Watt (Fig. 77 and Fig).7I8LAV staff relied upon the

national art collection along with professional reputations, local seniority and industry
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experience when sourcing objects for inclusithA range of artists were consulted:

Sero Kuautonga given his previous position of employrasr@urator at the National
Museum of Vanuatu and as current President of Nawita; Eric Natuoivi and Joseph John
given their roles at the Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education; and, Juliette Pita and
Andrew Tovovur given the commercial enterprises respagtimanaged by each at the
seafront and in town. As a result, the display was not representative of every artist
participant in the locadrtworldbut, rather, highlighted the outputs of colleagues closely
connected to key practitioners whose advice haa lseught.

The very fact that an exhibition of contemporary art was selected to inaugurate
the new NLAV building attests to the national significance of the objects contained
therein. The display, in a publically accessible space under service to thergent
legitimated multiple visions of indigenous identity. With no thematic accordance
requested by the NLAV the subject matter of each painting, sculpture and carving
varied widely. Topics such as dance, legends and chiefs featured in some objeets, whil
others focused on the environment and local history. Rather than present homogenous
artefacts belonging to a particular cultural group of the archipelago (such as totems
from Ambrym or headdresses from the Banks Islands) the diversity of forms included
in the exhibition negated hegemonic discourses. Just as contemporary art was
intrinsically linked to the new nation state at the time of independence, here again it
provided an arena for ongoing negotiations relating to the political rhetoric of national
unity. Emmanuel Watt makes the point that,
nation. We have had independence in Vanuatu for over 30 years now and this has
brought wus closer 8 ollanuaraydi 20 o3,s 6a Y ti md re
The dscernible link between nationhood, contemporary art and collective identity thus

acted as the impetus for a broad survey dlloesponses to the exhibition.

116 The exhibition included one object from the National Museum of Vanuatu collection, that being Sero
Kuaut on g aiuja. The painting<aljoral Heritage blong Lapitdby Matthew Abbock was gifted

to the NLAV by the Australian High Commission in Vanuatu to commemorate the opening of the
building. A dedicated | abel explaining the bequest
agreement of Mrs Chrissy Strickland using funds from the Roger StricKiarstl account. Roger

Strickland died in 1991 whél serving as an Australian diplomat in Vanuatu. He was 27 years old. Roger
strongly supported the protection and promotion of
three permanent murals painted by Juliette Pita.
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SURVEY METHODOLOGY

It was originally intended that questionnaires would be completed iwikwisitors

to the NLAV. However, this proved difficult given the small number of people
accessing the building. Over the course of four days the NLAV display received only
five viewers. The reasons for this are tfotd: the relatively recent opening thfe

building and the operations of the site. Although the NLAYV is built in an architectural
style similar to that of the VKS, the organisational functions of the institution are not
clearly understood by the local community. There has been little comationic

relating to the publically accessible facilities and resources provided by both the library
and archives. During periods of fieldwork it was not uncommon to see individuals
accessing the VKS building with the primary focus of browsing a newspapepkiin

the library. After the relocation, however, requests for all collection material must be
lodged with a librarian and this, it seems, has deterred borrowers. Similarly, while the
exhibition space of the National Museum of Vanuatu is frequented byant

children, in particular, who congregate to watch indigenous documentaries, socialise,
and discuss relevant issues of the day, the NLAV is yet to acquire the status of
communal meeting place (and, of course, it must be acknowledged that the library
ercourages silent study). Although the building is recognised as a national structure that
houses documents of relevance t&/anuatu, the NLAV is presently regarded as a site
specific locale that is only visited for the particular purposes of undertadsegnch

and enquiry.

In order to acquire adequate data to evaluate local reactions toward the works of
art included in the exhibition it was necessary to move beyond the bounds of the
building. Consequently, each object included in the display was phpltegtdo allow
for engagement with questionnaire participants who had not visited the NLAV. Such an
approach entailed both benefits and drawbacks as, while a greater number of responses
were captured than might otherwise have been obtained, a photograph can
adequately replicate an original painting or sculpture. As Walter Benjamin (1968: 220)
argues, O0Even the most perfect reproductic
its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place whpreiethas t o be.
The size, craftsmanship, form and colour may be obscured in a facsimile, while the
emergent visual and narrative relationships established between material forms in the
exhibition space are made obsolete. Despite such limitations, the nepeaafuctions

proved an effective methodology. Questionnaires were enthusiastically completed by
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participants in a range of |l ocales incl
NLAV, the seafront market, Transparency International, Vanuatu Financiat&e
Commission, Vanuatu Institute of Teacher Education, VKS and Youth Challenge
Vanuatu, all organisations and institutions in which individuals had expressed an
interest in the aims of the survey.

As a means of contextualising the images presentgdrtipants a label,
composed in Bislama to engage both Anglophone and Francoph@aeaumtu, was
attached to the back of each photograph. The decision to include discursive
supplementary data was predicated on th
painting [or sculpture] is inside the f
information contained therein detailed the name of the artist and their island of heritage,
while also providing a brief explanation of the work of art which was drafted
consultation with, then approved by, each practitioner. Discussions with artists about
these labels varied. While some were content with a general summary of their imagery,
others emphasised specific details that should be brought to the attentiewerfsvi
Taitu Kuautonga, for example, felt it ample that audiences understood that his painting
depicted a dance from Futuna. Eric Natuoivi, meanwhile, believed it necessary that
specific information about his sculpture be relayed to viewers (includingatine of
the dance and the reason for its performance). In order to encourage survey participants
to move beyond reactive semiotic readings the provision of auxiliary information
provided insight into the ideological motivations of each maker. Morphy (2@5:
asserts that when encountering an art e
background of the works enhances the vi
from five different islands (Ambae, Erromango, Futuna, Paama and the 8ig)phe
participated in the exhibition, the nuanced renditionsagtomexpressed within each
representation invited explanation.

With this in mind, the descriptions of each object provided to survey

participants read:

Matthew Abbock (Paamdilding Pis tru Kalja

Penting ia hemi stap reprisentem valiu blong ol kantri blong Melanesia: pis mo yuniti.
Penting i soem kastom tinging blong ol kaiitmat, pig mo tusk, selmane, kava.
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Matthew Abbock (Paamduilding Peace through Culture

This painting repesents the values of the countries of Melanesia: peace and unity. The
painting shows kastom objects from each countmats, pigs and tusks, shell money,

and kava.

Matthew Abbock (Paamddaljoral Heritage blong Lapita

Penting ia hemi gat sam simbol btphapita. Lef saed i reprisentem past blong
Vanuatu, medel i reprisentem taem naoia, mo raet saed | reprisentem fiuja blong
Vanuatu.

Matthew Abbock (Paama)apita Cultural Heritage

This painting shows Lapita symbols. The left side of the painting repsethenhistory
of Lapita in Vanuatu, the middle represents Lapita today, and the right side represents

future Lapita artefacts that may be found in Vanuatu.

Joseph John (Shepher&tprian
Penting ia hemi stap reprisentem wan apu we hemi stap talem kststorhong ol

pikinini. Afta ol pikinini olgeta save respekem kalja blong Vanuatu.
Joseph John (Shepher&prytelling
This painting shows an elder telling kastom stories to children. Learning these stories

helps teach the children respect for the cutwieVanuatu.

Alvaro Kuautonga (Futunaix Provins blong Vanuatu

Penting ia hemi stap reprisentem six province blong Vanuatu. Evri province hemi gat
fulup kalja, afta penting hemi gat fulup kala i stap ins&éd

Alvaro Kuautonga (Futuna&ix Provinces o¥anuatu

This painting represents the six provinces of Vanuatu. Each province has very strong

cultural traditions and this is reflected by the different colours used in the painting.

raon long ol aelan blong Pasifik.

117The Bislama wordkalacan meanbtt 6 col our 6 and o6designd. 1t is
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the Pacific.

Sero Kuatutonga (Futun&ycle long Laef

Penting ia hemi stap reprisentem laef blong man. Lef saed long penting i soem bet,
medel i soem laef, mo raet saed i reprisentem taem we leaf hemi finis.

Sero Kuautonga (Futun&ycle of Life

This painting represents the cycle of life. The lefestiows birth, the middle shows

life and the right side of the painting shows death.

Sero Kuautonga (Futun&juja

Penting ia hemi wan toktok bitwin past mo fiuja. Lef saed long penting hemi gat
futprint, afta raet saed hemi gat trak blong sus. Namaladiflaet blong doa
reprisentem peace long fiuja.

Sero Kuautonga (Futun&uture

This painting shows the relationship between the past and the future. The left side of the
painting shows a footprint, while the right side shows a shoeprint. The namedadeaf

the light shining through the open door represent a peaceful future.

Taitu Kuautonga (Futund@)anis blong Futuna

Penting ia hemi soem sam woman we oli mekem danis blong Futuna.

Taitu Kuautonga (Futundance from Futuna

This painting shows a dancerfe@med by women from the island of Futuna.

Eric Natuoivi (FutunaNamawia Danis

Sculpture ia hemi stap reprisentem Namawia danis blong Futuna. Hemi wan danis we
man mo woman i mek lo taem we olgeta i klosem kastom selebresen.

Eric Natuoivi (FutunaNanmawia Dance

This sculpture represents the Namawia dance from Futuna. The dance is performed by

men and women at the closing of kastom celebrations.
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Juliette Pita (Erromangdjf blong Erromango

Penting ia hemi gat simbol blong jif blong Erromango, wesanbol blong man blong
Erromango. Penting hemi wan selebresen laef mo pipol blong Erromango.
Juliette Pita (Erromangd@hiefs of Erromango

This painting shows the symbols for chiefs and men, used on Erromango. The painting

is a celebration of the peoplétbe island.

Andrew Tovovur (Erromanqgd)ntitled

Penting ia hemi stap reprisentem taem blong bifo mo fujia blong Vanuatu. Botom hemi
gat oknaet we hemi simbol blong darkness, medel i soem rij fujia, mo tu pig tusk long
top i reprisentem otoriti blong gif blong Vanuatu.

Andrew Tovovur (Erromangd)ntitled

This painting represents the past and future of Vanuatu. At the bottom of the painting is
an owl that symbolises the darkness we lived in before Christianity. The middle section
of the pictureshowsou r i ch future. The pigoaityofusks
the chiefs of Vanuatu.

Emmanuel Watt (Ambad)uti

Kaving ia hemi stap reprisentem duti blong ol man, woman, mo pikinini. Olgeta i mus
makem gud laef mo fujia blong evriwan long Vanuatu.
Emmanuel Watt (Ambad)uty

This carving represents the duties and responsibilities of all men, women and children.

We must each live a good life to ensure the future of Vanuatu.

Emmanuel Watt (Ambad)las blong Solwata

Kaving ia hemi stap reprisentem wangting blong solwata. Bourao wud blong kaving
hemi bin karem long solwata blong Port Vila.
Emmanuel Watt (Ambad)lask of the Ocean

This carving represents the creatures of the ocean. The burao wood used to make the

carving was found washed ashore on acben Port Vila.

DATA SET
In all, 148 questionnaires were voluntarily completed with the guarantee of anonymity.

Participants were asked to specify their island of heritage, age and gender, which are all
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common group identifiers used in Vanuatu. The psepof the survey was explained to

each respondent, as were the questions to which answers were sought. Participants

ranged in age from 18 to 65, with the median age of respondents equalling 27 years.

This figure is reflective of general demographic treinds

t he

country

people, defined using a broad age grouping df 20 years, account for about two

five peopl e

( 39 %)

of

Vanuat uos

tot al

2012: 8). More specifically, the average age oifdessts in Port Vila stands at 22.8

gi ver

popul

years (Vanuatu National Statistics Office 2010b: iv) thus closely corresponding with the

outcome of the survey. A total of 65 men and 83 women completed questionnaires. All

six provinces of the archipelago were represtimidhe collected data by way of 17

different islands:

Province Respondents
Malampa 37
Penama 38
Sanma 15
Shefa 31
Tafea 22
Torba 5

Table 1: Questionnaire participants by province

Island Respondents
Ambae 8
Ambrym 12
Aneityum 2
Banks S
Efate 9
Erromango 2
Futuna 2
Maewo 4
Malekula 23
Paama 2
Pentecost 26
Santo 15
Shepherds 22
Tanna 16

Table 2: Questionnaire participants by island

QUESTIONNAIRE AND RESPONSES

The questionnaire, compiled in Bislama, comprised four questions:

163



1. Yula&kem wan / sam samting we hemi stap insaed long exibision? Yu save telem
why yu laekem?

Is there one / some works of art in the exhibition that you like? Why?

2. Yu no laekem wan / sam samting we hemi stap insaed long exibision? Yu save
telem why yu no leak#?

Is there one / some works of art in the exhibition that you dislike? Why?

3. Yutingting se ol samting we olgeta stap insead long exibision olgeta impoten
samting blong Vanuatu?
Do you think the works of art included in the exhibition are important to

Vanuatu?

4. Yu save putum eni nara tingting blong yu?

Do you have any other comments?

Each question was designed to encourage participants to engage in discussions that
would illuminate pertinent trends regarding the aesthetic reception of contemporary art.
By asking respondents to complete an anonymous questionnaire the survey aimed to
extract opinions that may not have been offered in a more formal or public setting.

The first question of the survey asked participants to select a work (or works) of
art to which they were most attracted. The intent of this question wasftiiceavas
there a particular work of art included in the exhibition that most appealed to
respondents? Do gender, age or island of heritage impact upon individual preferences?
How resonat are the visual, narrative, or ideological properties of a work of art upon

local audiences? The table below highlights the objects most commonly cited:

Artist Title Number of responses
No preference 49
Joseph John Storian 33
Eric Natuoivi Namawia Dais 9

Table 3: Positive responses to works of art

As can be seen from the results above, a significant proportion of respondents

did not prefer a specific work of art but opted instead to comment generally on positive
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aspects of the exhibition as a wloEeveral participants, for example, noted that each

object communicated different tropeskastomand were therefore comparably valid:

AVii laekem evry somting insaed ia. From hemi reflectem wanem we hemi kastom mo

picter oli picterem plante ol legentibsy mo credibility blong ol artis blong Vanuafu.

61 |l ike everything in the e kabtonand tllithe n . Ever
pictures show the | egends and stories of V

- Male, Ambrym, 34 years afge

@I ekshibisen ia hemi impoten blong rivivem ol kalja blong yumi we i stap lus bigwan

long aelan blong yumi long evri proving®

6The exhibition is important because it is
every island of every province. 6

- Female, Malekula, 41 years of age

Vi laekem everi samting we hemi stap inside long exibision. From se oli representem
custom, culture mo identity blong yumi ol man Vanuatu. Oli remindem yumi about way

blong laef blong yurn.

61 | i ke e v ehibiidnhEach gorkirepresertiseéhe eugtoms, cultures and
identity of the people of Vanuatu. The art
- Female, Efate, 28 years of age

We might well probe the reasons for this trend. Why were participants disith¢b

favourably nominate a particular object? The answers to this question reveal communal

traits that inform indigenous aesthetic systems. The continuing legacy of Melanesian
Socialism presupposes the equality of diverse expressiondigenous cultte. Given

that any particulakastomdance, story or ritdas just as significant as any othdre
egal i tarian acceptance of regional di ffere
emphasis in deciding what aspects of culture are selected for pteseorgpromotion,

whet her the aim is to preserve aspects of
foster or revive particular skills and art
of contemporary art included in the NLAV exhibition me@®mmensurable recognition

attests to the dominance of libertarian ideologies that bind different communities within

Port Vila.
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Similarly, the constitutional edict the
and cul tural diofteRepubliyodVafuaio AEr Preareble)t
undoubtedly informed the perceptions of other survey participants. Since the late 1970s
national political rhetoric in Vanuatu has constructed notions of collective identity
within the rubrics of sociaultural keterogeneity. The great diversity that characterises
kastonmthroughout the country is posited as a unifying feature inherent of indigenous
personhood. The subsequent view that the NLAV exhibition be appreciated as a

reflection of national heritage was egpsed by a number of respondents:

AMi laekem plante samting insaed long exibision ia from se plante lo wok | kat |

promotem true identity, custom mo culture for yumi ol man Vanuatu

6l like many things i n the edrehdertity,t i on beca
customs and culture of the people of Vanua
- Female, Ambae, 24 years of age

&Exibision ia hemi givim big advantages long ol people we oli lusum custom mo culture

blong olgeta tede. So tingting blo mi, mi ting se hemi ol main saméngmi mas

save from hemi play big rol insaed long country blong yumi. Yumi mas tekem seriously

bifor yumi lusum every valu blong yuéni.

6The exhibition has big advantages for peo
today. | think we must value thiele that art has for the country. We must think about

these things seriously before we | ose the

- Male, Pentecost, 19 years of age

Vi laekem ol picture from se oli representem right blong wan wan citizen insaed long
country. No@t any stranger i save kam controlem country blong yumi from se yumi
independent. Ol picture ia oli stret gud nomo mo oli se yumi evriwan i équal.

6l Iike all the pictures because they repr
Outsiders cannatontrol Vanuatu because we are independent. The pictures show that
everyone here is equal . o

- Female, Malekula, 24 years of age

@l eksibisen olsem i gud tumas blong putum aot sam wok mo creativity blong ol man
ples blong yumi save luk mo praod long dtue blong yumi we oli depicted long ol

pictures yad
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6The exhibition is a good thing as it show
must be proud of our cultures that are dep

- Male, Ambae, 30 years of age

Whileitmigt have been expected that island gen
perceptions and opinions, the opposite is seen to be true. Rather than identifying with
objects produced by artists of provincial affiliation or geographic familiarity,
respondents insaéel praised the overall miscellany of subject matter apparent in the
exhibition. The dutiful sense of patriotism embedded within the majority of objects
either by way of explicit representation or implicit iconographic allusieas
acknowledged by views as a means by which to assert national difference in a world
of global polities. Therefore, the differential properties of each painting, sculpture and
carving were seen by survey participants as representing the very essence of collective
unity that ha come to define the pestdependence state.
Where respondents did provide feedback relating to a specific work of art there
was an overwhel mingly posi t $tuign Thehightyon s e t c
figurative style of representation adopt®dthe artist appealed to survey participants,
as did the decidedly local subject matter of the image. John depicts a male village elder
recitingkastomstories to a group of eight children. Each figure wears a loincloth and
sits in a circle around a bung wood fire. The black background in the centre of the
image is offset by patterning and symbols, rendered in lighter hues, which decorate the
edges of the canvas. Each icon represekést@mstory originating from a different
province or island of tharchipelago. Several survey responses centred upon the
cultural relativism of the canvas and, more particularly, the intergenerational sharing of

indigenous knowledge:

dPainting ia hemi stap showem wan olfela i stap storian lo ol pikinini. Hemia hemi wan

samting we i stap lus nao ia lo society blong yumi long Vanuatu.

6The painting shows an old man telling a s
we are | osing today in Vanuatu. 0

- Male, Paama, 47 years of age

Hemi stap representem wan apu wenhstap talem kastom stori long ol pikinini.
Hemi representem ol values blong yumi long Vanuatu long saet blong kastom, mo from

hemi save helpem ol pikinini blong oli save respectem kalja blong Vaduatu.
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6The painti ng ikastoostorytm the ahildrdre This tedsdnts theg a
values of the people of Vanuatu and the pladeasfom This helps children learn to
respect the culture of Vanuatu. o

- Male, Santo, 22 years of age

dHemi soem se apu i stap stori long ol pikinini mo sem taem tetemfsam

information blong ol value olsem respect towards ol pikinidi

06The old man tells a story to the children
teach them respect. 0

- Female, Pentecost, 33 years of age

AMi lakem penting blong Joseph Jolwe i shoem wan apu we i stap talem kastom stori
blong ol pikinini. Kastom stori hemi wan importen samting long laef blong wan wan
man Vanuatu. Tudei spos yu no save kastom stori blong yu, bae yu neva save wanem

ples yu kam mo bae yu neva save stret lusgoyu mo wanem histri blong $u.

7

61l like the painting by Josephy John that
children. Kastom stories are an important part of life in Vanuatu. Today, if you do not

know your kastom stories, you can never undeisthe place from which you descend

or know your roots and history. o

- Female, Malekula, 24 years of age

The depiction of children undoubtedly stre
survey respondents. The educational overtones of the in@mybjred with the
traditional setting of the scene, encouraged positive readings of the painting. In the
urban context of Port Vila fears of cultural dislocation and erosion centre upon the
homogenising influence of formal schooling, encroaching new teaiesl, youth
displacement and inappropriate traditional knowledge transmission. As the comments
above highlight, such concerns transcend age and gender barriers as both men and
women alike, of varying ages, implicitly identified with the underlying message
contained within Johnds i mage.

For other respondents the iconographic
important. As discussed in Chapter 4, the use of specific symbols by artists in Port Vila
visually references preconceived local knowledge. Two sypaeticipants made

specific comments about the motifs that fill the perimeter of the canvas:
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&enting ia hemi soem kastom long pikinini. Ol samting blong en oli gud fasin long

reprisen ol kastom stori blong Vanudiu.

6The painting s énoTheicoksarsundtim edge arecatgood way to
represent the kastom stories of Vanuatu. o

- Male, Shepherds, 42 years of age

Vi laeckem hemia blong Joseph John from i simpol mo i klia. Mi laekem tu from i tok

abaot kalja we ol pikinini oli nid blong savem i importantd

6l like the painting by Joseph John becaus
tal ks about culture and teaches children t
- Male, Paama, 26 years of age

The rat and octopus that occupe tbwer right of the scene, for example, reference a
kastomstory from Ifiria, a small island adjacent to Efate, in the Shefa province. The

narrative, widely recited in and around Port Vila, encapsulates local imaginings of the
surrounding natural envirorennt . A r at wal king along the v
group of birds preparing to cross the ocean that separates Ifira and Efate islands. The

flock are hard at work fashioning a canoe from a large banana leaf that will provide

them a safe journey. That, excited by the prospect of joining the adventure, seeks the
birdsé approval to accompany the party. H e
morning the group will set sail and that he, like the rest of the pod, must bring his own

lunch to cosume during the pilgrimage. The rat hurries home in eager anticipation of

his forthcoming expedition. The next day the rat and the birds set off, rowing

enthusiastically toward their destination. After some time the group stop to eat. As the

canoe floats @rift at sea the rat and the birds eagerly digest their snacks. However, a

bird pecks at the floor of the vessel to retrieve crumbs of food and, in doing so, causes a
large hole through which water begins to seep. As the canoe sinks the birds fly away,

leaving the rat to fend for himself. With large waves crashing around him the rat
hopelessly tries to navigate his way. An c
toward the smal.l mammal . The rat c¢climbs or
continue towed the safety of land. Reaching their destination, the rat springs ashore
whereupon he mocks the awkward swimming style of the marine creature. The octopus,

in a fit of rage, angrily whips one of his tentacles in the direction of the rat and strikes
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theam mal 6 s behind, thus accounting for the
(Mezzalira 2005: 20209).

Whil e survey respondents identified wit
canvas, it was the portrayal of practidedtomactivities in the sdpture Namawia
Daniscreated by Eric Natuoivi that appealed to other participants. In his fmireda
creation Natuoivi depicts a celebratory dance specific to the island of Futuna in which
men and women perform together. Six carved wooden figutegemale and three
femalei stand on top of a burnished circular ceramic pot. The group dance in unison,
each with their right arm outstretched, to convey the physical gestures of the routine.
Questionnaire responses centrepesentalignan t he &

his threedimensional form references an acknowledged indigenous dance:

&Gamting we mi laekem long exhibition is hemi way we man ia i kafem. Hemi wan

traditional art and crafts blong ol pipol blong Futuida.

7

61 | i ke t hhleasoarsed tha figuees. dhre sdulgture shows the traditional arts
and crafts of the people of Futuna. 6

- Male, Pentecost, 23 years of age

&culpture ia hemi very creative mo hemi really reflectem culture blong ol man Futuna.

Mi laikem how ol stickman oteally showem glad heart blong olgeta mo how oli really
expressem olgeta long ol actions blongol.

6The sculpture is very creative and really
like that the figures really show that the people have a happy dued that their

movement i s expressed. 0

- Male, Pentecost, 38 years of age

By differentiating his representation from other images that generically depict dances
performed in Vanuatu, Natuoivi firmlyositionshis sculpture within the cultural
traditions of the island of Futuna. The notion that his creation holds an essential truth
a tangible link tdkastompractices that contemporarily define indigenous identity and
agencyi demonstrates the authoritative status conferred upon the object by survey
paticipants. The belief that the value of a work of art is embedded in the depiction of
actualised categories késtomknowledge or practice highlights the relativity of
established indigenous norms and codes to the perception, and acceptance, of

contempoary visual forms.
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The symbiotic relationship that Natuoivi depicts between the sexes particularly
appealed to female respondents. Abby McLeod (2005: 2) observes that throughout
Mel anesia 6édsegregation of the sextase i s rel
to maintain fairly strictly defined gender
kastontituals the spatial positioning of men and women is, more often than not,
sacralised. The achievement of contiguous sanctity relies upon the partitien of th
masculine and feminine domains. However, )
traditional constructs to highlight the interconnectedness of men and women during
particular ceremonial occasions. Survey participants noted the embodied equilibrium of

gender riations present iNamawia Danis

AVii laekem sculpture we hemi stap reprisentem Namawai danis blong Futuna. From

hemi wan danis we man mo women long taem we olgeta i klosem selébresen.

6l like the scul pture that Bhdamcethatrhee Na ma w
and women perform together to close a cele

- Female, Tanna, 28 years of age

A&Mi laekem sculpture blong Namawia danis because hemi representem wan traditional

danse blong Vanuatu. Hemi wan identity we i representem country Yemuatu too.

Mi laekem presentensen blong hem from yu luk se hemi representem cooperation too

blong ol people long countiy.

6l like the sculpture of the Namawai dance
Vanuatu. It shows the identity of the cury. | also like that when you look at the

scul pture you see the cooperation between

- Female, Santo, 30 years of age

Bol t on ( 20 0 3 kastdnd¥)Vannatuturtilsthe eahnlyal®90s re&ferred to male

practice. The politicatlisputes of the 1970s were predominantly a male affair, and the
practices instantiated &astomand performed on the radio and at the arts festival were
primarily male. 6 Where once customary Kknoyv
were consideredtrex cl usi ve dominion of men, the co
have kastom too6é (Bolton 20@8Bturalgpwe) si gni f
structures of |l ocal communities. Natuoi vi ¢
inclusivity of men and women imé formation and celebration késtom island

heritage and communal identity.
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Just as the previous question sought to capture positive responses to works of art
included in the exhibition staged at the NLAV, the second question of the survey asked
respoments to comment upon objects to which they had a negative reaction. The table
below summarises the key findings of the questionnaire:

Artist Title Number of responses
No preference 73
Emmanuel Watt Mas blong Solwota 8
Sero Kuautonga Cycle long Laef 7

Table 4: Negative responses to works of art

The statistics cited above highlight that a significant proportion of survey participants
did not negatively nominate a particular work of art. Much like responses to Question 1,
the individuality and diffezntial properties of each object were privileged by local

audiences. As two participants noted:

@Vii ting se evri samting insaed long eksibisen bae yumi no save talem se yumi no

laekem wan from wan wan artist i gat way blo hem blo representem wan sémting

O6We cannot say that we do | i ke something
own style of representation. o

- Female, Tanna, 33 years of age

&vri wok i representem creativity blong wan wan man mo yumi no save judgem idea

blo wan man from haia nao hemi percievim samtingda.

6Every work represents the creativity of
of others. o

- Male, Ambrym, 30 years of age

Just as the conventions of Melanesian socialism, and the celebration of indigenous
diversity, informed opinions about the positive qualities and attributes of objects
included in the NLAV display, so too did such sepilitical convictions influence

adverse evaluations. The fact that no one particular work of art was overtly criticised by
survey participants supports the claims of artistic integrity made by practitioners based
in the capital. By adhering to collective aesthetic codes artists intuitively negotiate

representations of tradition in contemporary formats.

172



Although the number ofegative responses was negligible, a convergence of
sentiment did emerge on one key point, that being the narrative clarity of each object.
General criticisms levelled against the paintings, sculptures and carvings included in the
exhibition focused upon ¢hillegibility of eschewed meanings and messages. The
inherent aesthetic value of contemporary art for many survey respondents centred upon
the comprehensibility of ideological themes and visual content. Objects that
incorporated abstruse concepts or arstmodes of representation found disfavour
among participants:

A&Mi no understandem olgeta mo mi no luk save hemi minim wanem long laef blong mi,

hemia nao mi no laike.

6l do not wunderstand some of t hlée,sart and i
these are the things I do not | ike.

- Female, Ambrym, 28 years of age

AVl no andastandim mo mi no laekem exibision wea ikat skill blong man lo hem ia from

mi no save wokem aot wanem nao stori blong hem. Emi meaningless lo mi.

61 do nand or likentldngs irsthie exhibition where the artist has skill but the
story he is telling is not clear. This is

- Male, Efate, 33 years of age

&am design oli no some gud or oli hard tumas blong kasem wanem oli stap deécribem.
6Some the designs are hard to understand a
- Male, Meawo, 23 years of age

AV no laikem sam from mi no understandem olgeta mo mi no luk save se hemi minim

wanem long laef blong nai.

61l do not | i ke art teheddtannbtreata thennteaningitordye r st an
l'ife. o

- Female, Ambae, 25 years of age

As discussed in previous chapters, the prominence of contemporary art in Port Vila has
steadily increased over the years. However, when compared with customary artefacts
the vigual content and subsequent narrative function of some paintings and sculptures

eluded local audiences. Identification and recognitiokastomobjects pervade
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dominant understandings of indigenous material culture. The ritualistic uses and values
of carvings and mats, for example, are bound by notiomdesfraet andtabu Claims
of ownership to particular physical forms by specific language groups, tribes and
moieties denies broad accessibility and engageimehile one might know that a
tamtamoriginaes from the island of Ambrymspekprevent further knowledge being
sought by individuals lacking sufficient entitlement. By contrast, works of
contemporary art were supposed by survey participants to negate categories of
customary classification. The assibility of subject matter to a broad viewership was
considered essential when ascribing value to the NLAV exhibition.

The carvingMas blong Solwatay Emmanuel Watt provides a case in point.
Crafted from bourao wood found washed ashore on the cmasfliPort Vila, Watt
takes the natural form of the large branch as his inspiration. Each element of the
sculpture represents an aspect of the marine environment of Vanuatu. A large face,
reminiscent of an octopus, features dominantiye large circulaeyes of the creature
exaggerated by way of pearl shell inlays. On top of the prominent head floats a turtle,
holding a piece of coral in its right fin. The dense lower section of the sculpture details
the rich habitat of the ocean environment. At the ottight of the carving sits alfis
(eel), behind which is bichlamar(sea cucumber). Watt utilises the natural concave of
the wood at the bottom centre to depict an underwater cave, the legs and flippers of a
diver visible as he moves into the abyssdmely The forms of &s (fish) and gupu
(triton shell) take shape at the bottom left of the carving. In combination the
iconography highlights the relationship between humans and nature, the fragility of
marine ecosystems and the centrality of the seadoyday life in Vanuatu (as a source
of food, a place of exploration or a site of leisurely pursuit). For some survey
respondents, however, the carving lacked appeal given its imprecise narrative and

absence of reference kastom

@Ve no likenpicture ya from mi no understandem wanem noa picture ya sta talem. Be
lo way we man ya i kavem hemi nice mo creative. Hemi showem ol difren animal blo
solwota be me no save wanem noa meaning blongphem.

61l do not 1|ike the c adwhatiiigtryingtesay Bhewalyit d o
is carved is nice and creative. It shows different animals of the ocean but | do not
understand its meaning. 6

- Female, Pentecost, 21 years of age
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A&Mi no laekem tumas, from kaving ia, hem i nogat wan (tru) stréhgibiong hend

6l do not Il ike this carving because it doe
- Female, Shepherds, 20 years of age

AMii no laekem sam samting inside lo eksibisen olsem Emmanuel Watt. Hemi hard blong
understandem mas blong solwota from hemi no reatisg o

| do not like the work in the exhibition that is by Emmanuel Watt. It is hard to
understand what a mask of the ocean is bec
- Female, Ambrym, 25 years of age

Although survey respondents, in some instances, recognised lpantnaiifs present
within the carving, the artistic intent of the maker was not regarded as easily
identifiable or relatable. As a result, the object was repudiated by viewers based upon
its perceived detachment from the realities of lived indigenous iexjger
For other survey participants a misconc
negative feedback. Respondents commented upon the obscure visual properties of the
carving, particularly the face of the octopus. The motif was mistaken by soze f
oknaet(owl) and, as a result, the object was perceived as problematic:

AHemi look like wan oak naet. Hem scary too taem mi look mi no save too wanem kaen
tingting blo solwota kafing ia i representdém.

6l't | ooks | i kes anlookatitl.canhot see tlingssfronathey and wh
ocean represented in the carving. o

- Female, Shepherds, 23 years of age

@M no likem kaving from hem sign blong ol demon mo witch éraft.
6l do not Il ike the carving bectaberaft has

- Female, Pentecost, 21 years of age

AVii no laekem wan picture insaed long exibisen ia from hemi representem wan simple
burao we hemi flot lo solwata. Emi nogat wan importance about culture blong
Vanuatu. Mo tu because hemi scary taem mankido®&. Hemi no relate wetem

kastomd
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6l do not |l ike the carving because it is s
the ocean. The carving does not have any importance to the culture of Vanuatu. It is
also scary to look at. It does not relat&astom 6

- Female, Malekula, 24 years of age

A kastomstory that references Maewo and Pentecost islands illuminates the reasons for
resistance to Wattods misconceived I magery.
small village on Pentecost, while her l@avith whom she shares a loving bond, lives
on the island of Maewo. The girl misses her uncle, just as he misses his niece. Each
evening he traverses the ocean that separates the two. However, rather than travel by
boat or canoe the uncle makes uskastommagic to transform himself into an owl, a
mysterious creature of the night. Flying under the cover of darkness he must be careful
to navigate his route so as to circumvent any churches on the land below, for fear of
being struck by invisible shards efergy. Upon safe arrival at his destination, the uncle
perches upon the branch of a breadfruit tree outside the bedroom window of his niece,
from where his distinctively melodic hooting comforts the girl as she falls into peaceful
slumber (Montgomery 20D 65).

While the premise of the story clearly demonstrates the importance of kin
relations and family bonds, we might ask why churches are mentioned. What relevance
does religion have to the narrative? How are these conceptions linked to the perceived
iconography of Wattés scul pture? As discuss:
missionisation in Vanuatu has resulted in traditional stories incorporating gospel
rhetoric. The owl symbolises both the powekastommagic and the demonstrative
darknes®f particular religious tenants. Biblical references to the nocturnal creature
analogise the silent and swift hunting skills of the bird with the evil powers of Satan. As
Isaiah (1422 3) , quoting the Lord in the Ol d Tes
Babyl onds name and survivors, her offspring
pl ace for owls and into swampl and; I owi ||
The prominence of Christian theology in the narrative highlights the influence of
religious beliefsupon the reconceptualisation of indigenous mythologies. Where once,
perhaps, the owl symbolised wisdom and stealth the bird now conjures feelings of
abject fright and fear. The misappropriati
many andvaried factors that contribute to the reception of contemporary art by local

audiences. In some instances the ascendancy of both churkasamaimay mitigate
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responses just as one viewer will liken the face of the creature to that of an octopus,
anotrer will attribute the features of the carving to that of an evil spirit.
Similar conceptions pervadedCydedoagct i ons
Laef Three stick figures fill the middle ground of the painting, each representing a
different stage olife. For some survey participants the depiction of death, as illustrated

by the inverted human form at the centre right of the image, induced concern:

Mi no | aekem wan nomo we in title fiCycle |
ded. Taem mi luk infilim se mi fraet

6l do not |l ike the painting titled ACycl e
When | | ook at the picture | feel frighten

- Female, Ambae, 22 years of age

A&Mi no laekem penting ixom se hemi mekem man i fraet from oblallo hem i some

danger or tet

6l do not Il ike the painting because it <cau
threat. 0

- Female, Malekula, 23 years of age

The stylistic qualities of the picture were also analysed by respondents. As noted in the
comments above, the colours that dominate the sicéoes of bright orange, muted

yellow and various shades of broimvere chided, particularly when associated with
representations of the afterlife. The mortal passing of a loved one in Vanuatu brings
with it the observance of funerary rituals specific toplesof the deceased. As
experienced during periods of residency and fieldwork in Port Vila, communal public
mourning entails the presentation of food (rice, yam and taro) and goods (mats and
calico) tothe family of the departed. While kinswomen sit in a circle aroundede

bodi (dead body) and wail for their loss, men take their place at the perimeter of the
gathered congregation. As gifts are exchanged and condolences paid, time is spent in
silent @ntemplation as a mark of respect. After burial some days later, during which
kastomand Christian rites are amalgamated, communities obey an extended period of
bereavement (often |l asting some 100 days).
representation, tiefore, rendered a situation of grief and loss that, for some survey

participants, conjured negative emotional responses.
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The third question of the survey asked participants if the works of art included
in the exhibition were important to the nation. Teeponses were resoundingly
affirmative. In addition to responses to Question 1 and Question 2, that identified
representations ddastom culture and tradition as key features that contributed to the
inherent value of the paintings, sculptures and carythgsvisual scope of objects
presented in the display also warranted praise. The depiction of similar subject matter
by way of distinctivevisualstyles particular to individual artists was seen to reflect the
amalgamation of regional difference withiretrubrics of nationhood. As two

respondents noted:

@l art work ya i representem livelihood, custom and beliefs blonvanuatu. Hemi

important blong yumi kat ol kaen work olsem blong putum some myths into a form of

realistic being. Ol man blong nara k#i i save kat wan picture long Vanuatu even

sapos oli luksam long ol art work a.

6The art represents the anuad ltidimporthst, cust o
that we have all kinds of art that can translate our myths into a form of reladistg:

People from other countries can | earn abou

- Male, Ambrym, 30 years of age

@l art long exibision ia oli soem ol kalja blong Vanuatu. Som penting oli representem

sam sumting (danis) be oli luk deferen. Pentingnplélvaro Kuautonga mo Taitu

Kuautong oli soem danis be oli gat deferen siyle.

60The art in the exhibition shows the cultu
the same thing, like dance, but they look different to each other. The paintings by

Alvaro Kuautonga and Taitu Kuautonga are both about dance but they are different in
style. 6

- Female, Tongoa, 43 years of age

The fact that contemporary artists reject visual standardisation encourages aesthetic
diversity. As discussed in Chapterkéstom kopaet governs both the themes and
modes of representation adopted by different practitioners. The internal logic that
demands each artist negotiate a pictorial style by which to differentiate his or her
practice from that of others reinforces the signiimaof individual creative agency
within the functions of the artworldy extension, recognition by local audiences of the

visual diversification that has come to define the outputs of makers based in Port Vila
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attests to the multiple aesthetic viewpointsught to bear by patrons of contemporary
art.

As mentioned in the comment above, the paintings by Alvaro Kuautonga and
Taitu Kuautonga, for example, provide a case in point. The former, in his ¢@irvas
Provins blong Vanuatuwitilises the motif of thelancing figure to represent the distinct
customs and traditions of the six provinces of the nation. The many colours adopted by
the artist here correlate to the varied expressions of indigeneity thatkgpttym
throughout the archipelago. He explains

Thekastomof Vanuatu is unique. Our culture is what differentiates us from others.

Every island of Vanuatu hamstomand this is what forms our identity. My art

promotes Vanuatu. | do not focus on one island or province but represent the country as
a whde so people from outside can see our many cultures (interview 28 November

2013, authorodos translation).

By way of comparison, the latter cananis blong Futunatakes as its subject matter
the Tanitatau dance, a routine performed exclusively by widbwemen from the
southern island (Taitu Kuautonga, interview 28 November 2013). The four female
figures that comprise the canvas have each observed a period of mourning. With the
arrival of the new seasond6s yamcldaasny es't
during which they bathe in the ocean and apply coconut oil to their body and hair.
Having symbolically washed away their sorrow the women, as rendered in the painting,
enact the dance with their breasts exposed to convey their newly confetredonial
availability to other eligible men of the village. The juxtaposition of island and country
as portrayed in the two pictures attests to the dual paradigms under which artists in Port
Vila locate their works of art. Taken together, the inclusioimages in the NLAV
exhibition that explored both local and national aspects of contemporsanniatu
identity appealed to survey participants for two reasons: on the one hand viewers were
exposed to the traditions of islands other than their own, whilbe other hand
constructs of state sovereignty were publically conveyed.

The reliance of artists upon a bank of localised themes and imagery also
encouraged audiences to regard the paintings, sculptures and carvings in the NLAV

exhibition as an exteran of indigenous material culture. Contemporary art was not
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seen as a derivative of imported Western practice but, rather, internalised as an

expression of national heritage. As survey participants noted:

@l next generation blong yumi bai oli mo inflserlong ol European kalja mo

forgetem kalja blong yumi, be i tru long ol eksibisen ia nao bai i stap rimindem olgeta
about kalja mo fasin blong yurdi.

6The next g\anuatuisheinginflueacéd byEuropean culture and they
are forgetting our trdage, but the exhibition reminds them about our culture and way

of |l i fe. o

- Female, Tanna, 33 years of age

@&Gometimes yumi forgetem abaotem sam long ol customs, mo culture mo way of living

blong yumi from Western influence hemi kam antap tumas. Beytaentuk ol samting

inside long exibision ia hemi remindem yumi about ol roots blong §umi.

6Someti mes people forget about some of our
Western influences are increasing. Looking at the art included in the exhileitnomds

us of our roots. 0

- Female, Efate, 28 years of age

AMi ting se naoi a sam long ol man Vanuatu oli turn to forget custom, so oli mas olem

tait kalja blong olgeta. Oli stap adoptem Western life shael.

61 think peopl e i n custamssa@avweunusaproeectbuoaulret t i ng
and not adopt a Western |ifestyle. 6

- Male, Tongoa, 24 years of age

I n the case of MakKaljoraléleritagelblong cakit@he depietionv a s
of historical forms legitimised the authority of the image.ifliing his painting into

three interconnected visual planes Abbock represents the past, current and potential
future relationships between Lapita culture ananuatu identity. Since the early

1970s ancient archaeological sites dating to 900 BC havedmmvered throughout

the archipelago. Beginning with the excavation of a large settlement found on the
northern island of Malo (Hedrick 1971), the discovery of Lapita has informed post
independence constructs of ancestry, tradition and nationhood. Merglyein 2004,

a Lapita cemetery was formally identified at Teouma, on the south east coast of Efate
(see Bedford, Spriggs and Regenvanu 2006). The presentation of remnant pottery from
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these sites, by way of a permanent display at the National Musedamoétu and
temporary exhibitions at international institutions (suchagsta: Oceanic Ancestolst
the Museé du quai Branly, Paris, in 2010) highlights the centrality of Lapita to national
identity constructd’®®Abbockds i ncor por asignoandpatternsanci en't
thus exemplifies the means by which cont er
a consequence, find favour amongviainuatu audiences.

Comments specifically about the painting affirm the aesthetic appeal of
Abbockds canvas:

AMi laekem ol symbol blong Lapita we i stap represetem past mo taem naoia mo fiuja

blong Vanuatu. From hemi stap kivim long yumi sam design we hemi relate long

custom blong yumi long ol past years mo taem naoia mo stap kivim picture long yumi

how nao yumi sz live fiuja taen@

6l like the symbols of the Lapita painting
the future of Vanuatu. The designs relate to our customs from the past, show our lives
today and teach us how we wil!/| l'ive in the
- Male, Tanna, 22 years of age

AMi likem penting blong Matthew Abbock, from lo penting ia i kat ol diffren colour mo

hemi alem out life inside lo Vanuathow ol diffren colour oli representem ol samting

long Vanuatd

61 | i ke the paint cansgituses diffteent toloersio shdwhbifein k b e
Vanuatu. The different colours used in the painting represent things that belong to

Vanuatu. 0

- Female, Malekula, 20 years of age

avii | aekem fAKal j or adfronHhemisoem ideatitytblbngmugianL a pi t a
Vanuatu. Mo tu ol colour mo message blong penting ia hemi gud fumas.

61 Iike fAnKal j or a becddsitshows theidehtity ofithg pebptepfi t a 0
Vanuatu. Al so, the colours and message of

- Male, Santo, 25 yas of age

118 The exhibition (11 September 2014 September 2011) was jointly curated by Christophe Sand from
the New Caledonia Institute for Archaeology and Stuart Bedford from the Australia Nationalditgiver
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By rendering motifs specific to the country Abbock firmly posits his painting within the
collective consciousness of the wider Port Vila community. The temporal link he
establishes between the past, present and future clearly appealed ts,\pevteularly

when expressed using the motifs of traditional material culture. DiscussvWfanoatu
conceptions of historical consciousness,
not static, but demonstrate emergent and regenerative processesting ideas of

pl ace and time through biological i di oms
Abbockds | uxt ap osantposcolonialfcontact empbadised by his pr e
transition of colour from a pallet of brown to blue, testifies torésilience of

indigenous heritage both before and after the project of Christian missionisation. The

enduring legacies of Lapita upon contemporary manifestations of indigeneity, as

C

evidenced by the comments made abdngdf Abboc

local aesthetic systems.

Responses to the final question of the survey reinforced the positive reception
afforded to contemporary art by survey participants. Again, the objects displayed in the
NLAV exhibition were confirmed as authentic expieas of indigenous culture, and as
vehicles for the promotion of tradition, heritage &adtom The legitimacy of the
paintings, sculptures and carvings was further validated by serval respondents, each of
whom commented upon the structures necessanypuost the continued development
of the localartworld

@l artis blong Vanuatu oli nid encouragemet mo sapot. Gavman mus giv mone long ol

artis lo helpem ol man.

60Our artists must be encouraged and suppor

neededtoHep our artists. 6

- Male, Mataso, 30 years of age

d mo gud se bai yumi mas kat wan bilding we bai yumi save putum ol olfala eksibisen
blong yumi lem blong kipim gud blong ol next generation blong gumi.

6l't would be good i f owexhiktidnsandto keeplthe arn g |
safe for the next generation. 6

- Female, Tanna, 33 years of age

MHemi identity blong yumi so yumi mas supportem mo encouragem ol artis blong

country i develo@

182

n



60Art shows our identity Bkeartistsdo helputteticourdsryy ppor t

A

devel op. 6

- Female, Pentecost, 22 years of age

@i ting se i shud kat plante exhibition blong ol local painters mo ol man blong carving

long Vanuatu. Mo Gavman | shud lukluk blong exportem olgeta painting ia

internationally®

6l think we should have many exhibitions o
Government should invest in exporting the

- Male, Ambae, 30 years of age

Calls for a dedicated gallery space and ongoing fiscal governongmbis echo the
sentiments expressed by artists based in the capital, as discussed in Chapter 2. The
notion that works of contemporary art must be permanently displayed, preserved and
protected highlights the prominence and permanence of such objeds to th
communities of Port Vila. Recognition of the category of art by local audiences thus
separates such visual creations from the artefacts and relics that have commanded
significant museological attention over the years. Public consensus that contemporary
art be presented in a sigpecific locale testifies to the soaaltural perception that
paintings, sculptures and drawings materially embody indigenous identity and,

subsequently, ought be viewed not in a museum or library setting, but in a public

gallery.

CONCLUSION

The interrogation of aesthetic experiences in Port Vila reveals much about the
relationship between socmultural values and collective visual perception. No longer
sceptically regarded as a colonial import, contemporary art is today esdtradocal
audiences as being of, and for, the country. As this chapter has demonstrated, several
factors contribute to the public legitimacy afforded to objects included in the NLAV
display. Foremost, representationkastonresonated with viewers. Juss

practitioners assert an acute sensibility that their outputs relay the heritage of their home
i sl ands, audi ences correspondingly favour e
Storianand Er i ¢ Nat Nanawia Dardisvese esteenpet foreheexplicit
portrayal of traditions from a particulptes In town, where the mandate to protect and
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promote indigenous heritage is regarded as a collective responsibility, these ascriptions

of value exemplify the commitment of artists and viewers akeh sentiments also

extended to depictions that adopted national identity as subject matter. References to
shared practices and hi st oSixprovinglslong n Al var c
Vanuatuor Mat t hew A Kdjavat Hebtage bioaglLapiaahighlight the

means by which artists convey messages of unification and solidarity.

Within this framework, however, island difference influenced readings of
particular forms. On the basis of inherited knowledge certain viewers ominously
evaluated Emmareul Wat t ®as blorg Sohiath gkastomstory from oneples
influencing perceptions of an object presented in another. The preference for clarity and
cohesion resulted in the favouring of figurative imagery. This too was the case with
Sero Kuautongas a b st r a Cycle leng mefflosnsany@udience members
easily identifiable imagery was regarded a more authentic embodiment of indigeneity.
The adoption of internalised content such as the chiefly body, dance, storytelling and
marriage contextuiges objects of contemporary art within a schema recognised and
acknowledged by AVanuatu. As a consequence, when evaluated in its entirety, the
NLAV exhibition was overwhelmingly praised as an exemplar of the diversity of

cultures and customs that congerthe nation.
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CONCLUSION

As has been shown throughout this thesis, the relationship between contemporary art
andkastomin Port Vila is one of fluidity and negotiation. The outputs of artists are
regarded as material embodiments of the distinatadteristics that exemplify
indigenous identity. While a number of artists paint with acrylics, inks and
watercolours, others sculpt with clay or found materials and some weave with wool.
Supports vary from canvas, banana leaf paper and wood to mesb acalitapa.
Palettes comprise colourfully rich hues, sombre earthly tones and monochromatic tints.
There is no single style of representation that binds artists to one andtyactions
oscillate between the figurative, abstract and allegorical. Subjgtter ranges from
mythology to modernity as artists confront issues such as urban and village life, gender
roles and responsibilities, customary traditions, colonial history, the global economy,
technology and the environment.

Key historical and socialircumstances were crucial to the emergence of this
vi brant visual | anguage. Vanuatuds achi eve
political background against which innovative forms of indigenous expression were
championed and celebrated. After dezsadf indecisive colonial rule under the
Condominium, the new nation state encouraged the renaissance and revival of local
practices and traditions. Unlike other countries in the region, the attainment of
sovereignty was no easy feat for\ranuatu. Vesteérench interest in the archipelago
induced local divides and conflicitis he ar med standoff at the '\
headquarters in 1977 being but one example of the fractious tensions. Yet, by way of
Melanesian Socialism, the incumbent government and Rviimister Walter Lini
created a national space in which regional difference was equally recognised and
validated. Political doctrine held that both Christianity &astomwere essential
elements of an inclusive national identity. As Lini (1980: 62) hifmeetaphorically
not ed, OWe are moving into a period of rarg
of rough water: God and custom must be the sailandthe stgeend d | e of our ¢
The promotion okastomas unifying rhetoric brought togethéetculturally diverse
islands of the archipelago. With time, cantankerous divides based upon island lineage,
colonial affiliation and religious denomination were replaced by a mood of enthusiastic

patriotism that continues to this day.
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Amid the embraament of this hard won freedom, Port Vila was a hub of
excited activityi the mood one of optimism. For engaged youngsters in the capital the
opportunity to train as artists presented an unprecedented opportunity. Aside from the
exhibition staged by Emmanue Watt at Devil 6s Point in 19
contemporary art had been a decidedly expatriate affair. Access to materials and
training had been all but naxistent for emerging local practitioners. However, the
founding of the art department at tinstitut National de Technologie du Vanuatu in
1979 was to have a profound impact on indigenous modes of representation. Under the
guidance of Jacqui Bourdain and Henri Thailade students including Joseph John,
Juliette Pita and Fidel Yoringmal became tingt fof many to develop their talents.
Alongside new national symbols such as the chiefly bodmalel e af and boar 0s
that adorned the countryds flag and coat ¢
motifs to the visual landscape of town. Witlkth s upport of the Vanuab
political figures including Sethy Regenvanu, their outputs were synonymised with the
emergent nation state. The First National Arts Festival provided an occasion for the
students to create a wide range of desigr@nHetterheads and banners to the large
mural that adorns the exterior of the former parliament building, the work of these
young artists was central to imaginings of collectiv&wanuatu identity.

Over the years, however, the priorities of the governmigifted. Funding that
had once been allocated to the arts was redistributed. Investment in areas such as
infrastructure, roads and sanitation became a pressing concern for political leaders. As a
result, teaching of the course at INTV ceased. Artists \efirevith no professional
training, little financial support, few public commissions and limited exhibition
opportunities. Yet, the absence of an educational institution and gallery space did not
deter practitioners. Recognising their precarious situaéidists came together to form
the Nawita Contemporary Arts Association in 1989. Makers including Sylvester Bulesa,
Michael Busai, Sero Kuautonga and Jobo Lovo joined John, Pita, Watt and Yoringmal
as founding members of the organisation. Nawita becarmaportant vehicle by
which artists legitimated their careers and received critical attention, in both local and
international contexts. As the contemporary artworld expanded so too did the number of
artists working in Port Vila. The founding of the Redw&/anuatu Contemporary
Arts Association by Jea@laude Touré in 2005 attests to the growing preoccupations of
artists. Red Wave came to be seen as an alternative means of group affiliation that

artists could use to promote their work. Makers such as Blat&bbock, David
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Ambong, Tony Bruce and Eric Natuoivi rescinded their Nawita memberships in favour

of Red Wave and, in doing so, established the organisation as a locally embedded

entity. The presence of two associations has not only spurred competifiggadioy,

but also confirmed Beckerdés (1982: 39) ass:s
themselves as a world explicitly justified by making objects or events defined as art,

they need sufficient political and economi

With thisin mind, a direct correlation exists today between the often concealed
costs of making art and the so@oonomic status of current practitioners. Makers must
have the funds to purchase materials, stage exhibitions and embark on travel at their
own expens while simultaneously managing the very real financial pressures of life in
town. Rent and loan repayments, utilities and school fees are but a few recurrent
monetary obligations. Much to their frustration, most practitioners thus hold positions
of wagedemployment rather than devoting their time fully to the production of art. For
emerging artists seeking formal training the situation is much the same. Admittance to
either the Vanuatu Institute of Technology or the Vanuatu Institute of Teacher
Education $ highly competitive. Along with stringent entry requirements, tuition rates
of between 62,000 vatu and 127,500 vatu are beyond the reach of m\aryuaitu
families. These trends suggest that a local middle class is emerging in PdraVila
demographic ategory to which the majority of artists may be ascribed. The subsistence
lifestyle of the islands is here replaced by processes of conspicuous consumption. To
have a job and an income, live in a secure house with basic amenities and engage in the
cash economy highlight the relatively privileged domestic conditions of a growing
number of niVanuatu.

The rapidly accelerating circumstances of life in town gives rise to fears that
kastomwill be forgotten.The advent of new technologies, modes of communicainal
capitalist markets has profoundly altered
configurationd (Mitcheldl 2003: 359). When
space in which indigenous agents were tolerated rather than welcomed, today it is home
to an ever increasing numberof\ianuat u. Yet, town ples rarel )
Instead, island lineage is overtly expressed as a mark of identity. Marb®aamabr
woman Tannds to maintain connections to ancestral land, rites and knowledge. A
result, inherent practices and cultural differences are vehemently protected and
promotedKastomis not being lost or eroded but, rather, adapted to the withstand the

demands of the urban environment. The inescapable forces of globalisation are
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stratgjically amalgamated with traditional ways of being. As a fluid category of
constant negotiation Ocustom has al ways ct
continue to do so6 (Lini 1980: 62). Rather
resisted or refged, communities innovatively assert claim&astomwithin the plural
matrix of town.

This is nowhere more evident than in the objects produced by contemporary
artists. A central preoccupation of both Nawita and Red Wave members is that their
outputs erhody a sense of indigenous identity. As a result, representations that adopt
kastomas subject matter are a common feature of the artworld. Makers take great pride
in presenting aspects of their distinct cultural heritage to viewers. The agency of such
depctions is twefold: on one hand these images and forms testify to the rich and varied
traditions of the nation; on the other hand, they are a means by which artists
differentiate their creations from others working with similar materials. As Becker
(1982249) notes, OArtistic innovators frequen
excessive formalism, sterility and hermeticism of their medium by exploiting the
actions and objects of everyday | ife. 0 Pai
encapsulateVied realities. From the role of chiefs throughout the archipelago to the
specifics of marriage on certain islands, practitioners provide a visual record of diverse
practices, values and beliefs. The choice of thematic content is no accident. Dances and
staries that are rendered in paint, ink or clay highlight the very real significance of
customary performances and narratives to the nation as a whole. Whether from Futuna
or Malekula, Erromango or Ambae, the inherent worth an artist ascribes to a particular
object is a reflection of its spiritual truth. The rendering of activities, ceremonies and
rituals that have avoided appropriation as tourist spectacle speaks to the highly self
referential nature of much contemporary art.

It must be noted, however, thae imagery and iconography that artists adopted
is mediated by strict intellectual property reginkeastom kopiraeits bound to highly
regulated codes of indigenous ownership, authority and entitlement. While emblems
associated with the state are opeatdppted by artists, other symbols and patterns are
vehemently protected by traditional owners. Taetto knowledge, and by extension
its reproduction, is bound to the concepplas Island lineage, natal affiliation and
customary status each influertbe motifs that artists incorporate within their visual
vocabularies. As the artworld has expanded so too have the responsibilities of makers.

When once Joseph John included sand drawing designs in his paintings and
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watercolours today his identity asanShepherdgrevents his rendering of such
representations. By way of naoAmprgntonfer® n, Tor
his use of these stylistic elements in his natangora nut carvings. Yet, other forms from
his island are the exclusive domain ofietiéd men. The appropriation @mtamsand
namageghat characterises the practice of Johnanin Bangdor is, for example, sanctified
by his standing within thenaghe The title of chief bestows certain privileges upon
individual artists. Whether earned aherited the eminence attached to the role enables
makers to assert their dominance. In the case of Erromango, where the turtle and fish
are shared icons among different clans, Jc
demand that other practitioners frone island stylistically differentiate their outputs
from his own. Taken together, the complex wekagtom kopiraeis predicated on the
notion ofrispeki a crucial aspect of A¥anuatu society more broadly.

Such community values are reflected baywof response to the inaugural
exhibition held at the National Library and Archives of Vanuatu in 2013. Of the 13
objects included in the display public sentiment favoured those that embodied different
aspects of indigenous identity. Representatiorkastbm as practice and as ideology,
resounded with viewers. Becker (1982: 46)
known to all wellsocialized members of a society make possible some of the most
basic and important forms of cooperation charactedtan art world. Most important,
they allow members who have little or no formal acquaintance with or training in the
arts to participat e-VansatuanuPdrt Vidantree symhiaienb er s . 06
relationship between image aplésaffirmed the relavity of particular works of art.
Subject matter that was easily comprehended was most appreciated as viewers ascribed
greater validity to encapsulated representations of lived experiences. Depictions of
cultural heritage particular to both the islands tiranation were held as visual decrees
of unity andrispek The traditions of dance, the conventions of storytelling and the
legacies of Lapita were but some of the themes privileged by local audiences.

So, what does all this mean? The findings of tresaech suggest that the
customary capital of contemporary art in Port Vila is evolving. Data collected during
fieldwork by way of participant observation, interviews and surveys attests to the fact
that the outputs of makers are in a state of transitione@egarded as foreign imports
associated with wealthy colonial administrators and expatriate hobbyists, today
artworks are locally embraced as representations of local history, identity and culture.

In town tradition and modernity, island and urban, aitotgive rise to new ways of
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being. While local agents have not labelled paintings and sculptures as objects of
kastonthere is a distinct intimation that, with time, such a shift may occur. The efficacy
of contemporary art is undeniable. It is promingathd proudly displayed in town:

murals adorn public buildings; paintings welcome visitors to Parliament House and the
offices of the Melanesian Spearhead Group; the walls of the Reserve Bank are
decorated by the work of local artists; and, the Natiortaddry and Archives displayed
these very objects in celebration of its official opening. Makers are prominent
community leaders: Michael Busai and Ralph Regenvanu hold positions of employment
with the government; Johanin Bangdor and Jobo Lovo are chiefsSarno Kuautonga

and Eric Natuoivi lead the Futuna Cultural Association. Artists act as representatives of
the nation: they attend both the Melanesian Arts Festival and the Pacific Arts Festival as
official delegates; their outputs are exhibited inteoratlly; and, they are

commi ssioned to produce imagery for the

Paintings, drawings and sculptures are today acknowledged as powerful
expressions of indigeneity by political and traditional institutions. Like others forms of
kastomcontemporary art is formally protected by the terms ofabpyright and
Related Rights Act 200This recognition, however, also means that images and forms
are open to the same scrutiny as customary material culture. The proposed exhibition to
commemorate the Mount Benlow volcanic eruption provides a case in point. Chiefs
from Ambrym objected to the display on the grounds that artists did not hanaethe
render representations of the mountain. Of pressing concern was the possibility that the
mad of the area may show his displeasure by way of another natural disaster. This
example lends itself to the conclusion that the status of contemporary art is currently in
flux. If the outputs of practitioners were not regarded as vehiclkastdmthen tle
chiefs might well have approved the display. During fieldwork it was often heard that
kontempri art olgeta gat kastom we i stap insaédere iskastominside contemporary
art. Such assertions highlight the fluiditykafstomas a conceptual categoryh& urban
environment provides makers with a setting in which to extend the currency of their
creations.

The methodological approach adopted during this research may act as a guide
for other studies of contemporary art in Melanesia. At present, artists inadeniara,
Solomon Islands, have yet to receive scholarly attention. Having successfully hosted the
11" Festival of Pacific Arts in 2012, during which 22 countries and territories from the

region showcased their cuérationakpsofileawasl her i
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indisputably elevated. A vibrant art scene has existed for many years and makers based
in the capital produce paintings and sculptures that attest to the rich traditions of the
nation. Artists such as Brian Feni, Casper Hairiu arkeldouglas Rae provide but a
few examples of practitioners whose outputs are ripe for exploration. Alongside the
National Museum and Cultural Centre there also operates the Solomon Islands Arts
Alliance and the Artists Association of Solomon Islands, falVliich are vehicles for

the promotion of local contemporary art. Most recently, theprofit community hub

Art Haus provided a space for makers to collaborate in a participatory environment of
knowledge and skill exchange. As an experimentahbath poject, Arts Haus opened

in July 2014. During its year of operation the organisation initiated programmes,
activities and projects designed to develop the creative industries of the country and
provide meaningful employment for artists. Such developmeghdigint the ample
organisations, institutions and artists that might form the basis of potential academic
investigations.

Similarly, contemporary art production in Papua New Guinea has not received
sustained academic attention in recent years. While Siselrane and Pamela Rosi
undertook seminal studies relating to artists based in Port Moresby during the 1980s
and 1990s, the situation today is far different from that which is presented in the
literature. Many of the practitioners with whom the two worlseth as Timothy Akis,
Jakupa Ako and Mathias Kauage have since passed away and a new generation of
painters and sculptors has emerged. In Port Moresby and Goroko (the capital of the
Eastern Highlands Province) artists are exploring issues as divenskgenous
identity, political corruption and urban modernisation. The practices of makers such as
Jeffry Feeger, Pax Jakupa, Albert Joseph and Nelsen Lae Tsosi are evidence of the rich
array of possible scholarly enquiries. Although the circumstancesigartto Vanuatu,
the Solomon Islands and PNG differ there are compelling reasons for a comparative
study of the region as a whole.

This thesis has sought to privilege indigenous voices, experiences and realities.
With this in mind it seems fitting to hequote the late Grace Mera Molisa, a revered
ni-Vanuatu politician, writer and female rights activist. In her pdém Role of the
Artist Mol i sads timeless words capture the

and prosperous future of contemporarists in Port Vila:

191



The Artist is responsible
to his or her conscience.
The Spirit of Creativity
Which moves him or her
to express what his or her
mi ndés eye sees.
The Artist has the responsibility
to highlight
the integrally intrinsic
features of tb Community.
The Artist is a Thinker.
The Artist is a Medium
The Artist is a Channel
The Atrtist is a Vehicle
The Artist is a Catalyst
The Artist is an Actor.
The Artist is an Activist.
The Artist is an Instrument.
The Artist embodies the Spirit
And Soul ofthe Community

Whose Essence he expresses.

(Molisa 1994: 30)
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Fig. 1 Map of Vanuatu (Bonnemaison 1996:9)
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Fig. 3 Coat of Arms of Vanuatu, as displayed in Parliament House

(Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 4 Workshop of the late Nicolai Michoutouchkine and Aloi Pilioko
(Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 6 Exhibition of the art of Emmanuel Watt, 1978 (Photograph: E. Watt)
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Fig. 8 Joseph John, Man with Pipe, acrylic on board, 1979 (Photograph: L.. McDonald)
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Fig. 10 Independence club, 1979 (Photograph: L. McDonald)

Fig. 11 Independence club (detail), 1979 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 12 Logo of the Nawita Contemporary Arts Association
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Fig. 15 Andrew Ulus, Turtle, kava on paper, 2011 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 16 Logo of the Red Wave Vanuatu Contemporary Arts Association
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Fig. 18 Andrew Tovovur, mural in restaurant (detail) (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 20 Francois Yoringmal, Malekula Treasure 1, acrylic on canvas, 2012

(Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 22 Philimon Natato, Graphic 2, acrylic on canvas, 2012 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 23 Vatahe Ian, Mosaic Flowers, tiles on board, 2012 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 24 Joseph John, The Village Forum: The Chief and His People, oil on canvas, 1993
(Photograph: L. McDonald)

Fig. 25 Jobo Lovo. public mural, date unknown (Photograph: L. McDonald)

213



St

IR O
o | PR T
SRS

Ehmmmmame ‘/
: LS T |

-

Fig. 26 Juliette Pita, Mothers, acrylic on paper. 2012 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 27 Juliette Pita, Untitled, acrylic on canvas, 2012
(Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 29 Amelia Lovo, Napennapen, acrylic on paper, 2013
(Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 30 Amelia Lovo, Toka, acrylic on paper. 2013
(Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 31 Toka dance, Tanna, 2010 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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Fig. 32 Toka dance, Tanna, 2010 (Photograph: L. McDonald)
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