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The art of Oceania is
spiritual in nature
because it is made in
response to a waorld
view that the universe
is determined by
invisible farces that
influence the events of
life. These farces are
everywhere present,
creating a mystical
relationship between
people and elements,
and reflecting this
sacred union.

The Spiritual Language of
QOceanic Art: Part |

Van James, Honolulu, Hawai'i

“Belief that the spirit world pervaded every aspect
of life and niche in the environment motivated artists
1o suggest its presence in articles of everyday as well as
ceremonial use.”—Allen Wardswell

Just as Africa is said to be the Heart of the
Earth, Oceania or the Pacific region is said to be
the Womb of the World, for tradition relates
that the moon was born from this part of the
globe. This watery realm of tidal thythms
covers one third of the earth’s surface and is
dotted with the islands of Micronesia,
Melanesia, and Polynesia.

The art of Oceania is spiritual in nature
because it is made in response to a world view
that the universe is determined by invisible
forces that influence the events of life. These
forces are everywhere present, creating a
‘mystical relationship between people and
elements, and reflecting this sacred union. As
was the case with other primal peoples, it was
generally held that the soul could leave the body
and exist independently—usually during
dreams, trance states, and death. At death the
soul returned once more to the spirit world, but
still maintained influence among the living.
Complicated ceremonies with extraordinary
costumes, masks, body decoration, implements,
music, dance, chant, drama, painting, sculpture,
and architecture were “offered” in order to win
the influence of ancestor spirits and gods. This
ritual art was often used to stimulate memory
concerning events, traditional myths, and beliefs.
If art objects had undergone the proper titual
observances, they could serve as temporary
dwellings for spirits. It was understood that
these powerful spiti forces could not akways be
controlled, but if they were properly honored
they might benefit the individual, family, and
community in some way.

Unlike Africa, the Pacific Islands have no
large land mammals. It is therefore noteworthy
that much of Oceanic art is based on the
human form, although some animals and
composite figures do appear. Exaggerated body
parts, such as large heads, gaping mouths,
hunched shoulders, flexed legs and big feet,
indicate the supersensorial at work and the
presence of a spirit entity. The less natralisti-
cally a form is depicted, the more certain that it
is the embodiment of unseen spiritual forces.

Entirely abstract, geometric and linear forms
represent the unrepresentable powers of nature
and the supernatural world. Such ardistic canons
are not unique to Oceania, for the tribal art of
westand central Africa reflects many of the
same characteristics. But the “calculated
formlessness” of Pacific island art surely has in
part to do with the soul constitution of a people
that live within a world of vast water forces and
dynamic, flowing life-currents. This is Oceania.

Polynesia
“There is Life in the Stone”
— Ancient Hawaiian saying

The Maori of New Zealand believe that all
knowledge is a gift of the great god Kane, who
gave humanity three baskets containing
accounts of creation, instruction in magic, and
all other knowledge of the world. The arts and
crafts were also spiritual in origin, being secured
cither from the heavens or from the under-
world. Man-made arts and crafts were inte-
grated in form and function and, like all things,
had a life spirit or mana. Art objects were
regarded not as lifeless but as maintaining a vital
inner force that could be strengthened through
appropriate rituals or drained away by improper
contacts. Mana was protected by certain rules
and prohibitions called #boo (Tongan, apu in
Maori, &gpw in Hawaiian). Ceremonial art
objects were imbued with great zana and were
protected by severe taboo.

Throughout Oceania spiritual experiences
ae portrayed in artistic forms, carved in wood
and sculpted in stone. Some of the themes
depict anthropozoomorphic images represent-
ing ancestors, gods, and spirits—sometimes
taking the shape of Birdmen, Pigmen, Eel and
Lizard-beings. One of the most widespread of
these images is the Birdman, an avian-human
figure. Pictograms, petroglyphs, and wood
carvings of Birdmen ate found in New
Zealand, Hawai, and Faster Islind—the three
corners of the Polynesian triangle—and are
believed to be guardian figures and ancestral
spirits. Birds served as givers of omens, vehicles
of the spiits, and guardians of the threshold
between worlds. Their movements in the sky
were carefully observed and their cries were
listened to with the utmost attention and
reverence. Their feathers were worn throughout
Oceania as a sign of initiation and rank as they
were in other parts of the wodld. The feather
was a sacred symbol of the god-spirit and was
often attached to a wood or stone image,
symbolic of earthly man, with fiber cordage,
expressive of the umbilical cord or spirit-line
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between god and man. Characteristics of the
avian motif are large, round, lidless eyes, beaked
‘mouth, flexed knees, and taloned hands and
feet. Striking similarities occur in the bas relief
petroglyph found on O'ahu, in the Hawaiian
archipelago (fig.1a), and those located at
Orongo, on Easter Island, where ritual ceremo-
nies, in the form of contests, were performed
around the annual migratory return of the
sooty tern to offshore islets (fig1b). Compare
these Polynesian petroglyphs with Birdman
images from the island of Puna, off the
northern coast of Peru in South America

(fig- 1c)." Their back-to-back, squatting position
and raised arms suggest a prayerful gesture or
ritual dance movement. Eliade observes that:
“..certain prehistoric rock carvings seem to
show supematural beings enacting parts of their
histories, now obscure to us: a magical gesture, a
dance, a ritual, or some act essential for
prolonging life””? At Easter Island, where four
hundred ninety-nine Birdman images occus, it is
thought by Georgia Lee and Edward Stasack,
«.that the petroglyphs were carved by experts
who chanted and prayed for the success of the
contest and who lived at the site during the
competition. The designs relate to power and
status, prayer and offering™ Birdmen do not
only occur in the Pacific, for the association of
the soul with the bird image is so universal that
it is found in numerous traditional arts world-
wide and is commonly related to shamanic
spirit-flight (fig1d).

The flexed-knee ot bent-leg position
appears throughout the prehistoric world and is
one of the most common postures in pre-
contact Polynesian as well as African and
ancient American sculpture. The flexed-knee
stnce in ancient Hawaiian dance (buls) is
intended to center the dancer, bringing him or
her into a closer relation with the earth. This
low-to-the-ground style of dance associated
with the eruptive power of vulcanism is linked
to the goddess Pele. Also a fandamental
position in martial arts, it is called Hun-Yuan
Kungin Chinese Tai Chi, and allows energy to
sink to one’s center below the navel. In Hatha
Yoga the flexed-knee position is called Tudasana
or the Mountain Pose and is said to help draw
energy from the feet up to the head, ensuring.
steadiness, endurance, and contentment.* Such a
stance is considered to carry great mana with it
and is expressive of powerful will and potent
spirit (fig. 2).

Another characteristic feature of Hawaiian
temple sculpture is the elaborate, tiered headdress
and crested helmet found on god images. Some

Fig.1a. A Birdman petroghph
in bigh relief from the island of
O'abu, Hani'i, shows
similarities to other Birdman
images throughout the Pacific.
The Birdman petroghphs at
Orongo on Rapa Nui (Easter
Island) are conmected with the
annual ceremonies celebrating the
return of the migratory sooty
tern. (fig-14). Birdmen images
are found on western South
American islands (fig.1¢) and in
Western Oceania as far as New
Guinea (fig.1d).
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Fig. 2. The war god, Ku
demonstrates a willful bent-knee
position and displays the tiered
beaddress. Such tiered and
crested beaddresses worn by
Haniian deites as well as
bigh-born chiefs may be
connected with celestial
Phenomena such as comets,
shooting stars, and the
ultitered firmament. It may
also represent progressite
generations of elie lineage.

of these crowning features, with dynamic
repetitive forms, are associated with celestial
phenomena such as comet tails, shooting stars,
and the multileveled firmament. At the same
time, they are associated with successive lineage,
the lattice and ladder of ancestral genealogy. The
round, crested helmet is not featured solely on
the heads of deities but is worn also by chiefs as
an expression of their divine origin. Usually
fashioned in brilliant red, yellow and black bird
feathers on a sennet wicker frame, the crescent
shape is likened to the rainbow, another symbol
of divine royaly—token of the threshold
between worlds. This crest form points to the
visionary power and authority possessed by its
wearer (fig 3). These royal helmets bear a striking
likeness to the sacred headgear of other cultures,
such as the crested ceremonial hat of Tibet and
the Phrygian cap of Persia.

A related form is the Hawaiian 4 niho palaca
(fig 4), a hook-like omament of whale ivory
suspended from the neck by two coils of
braided human hair. Itis a sacred badge of rank
worn only by nobility and is an abstraction of
the tongue, symbolizing the power of royalty to

“ speak on behalf of the gods. Images of tongue,
titouth, and breath are sacred forms connected

**With the source of life, as can also be seen in the

korn, a Maori design element with curved scroll
form and a bulb-like, rounded end (fig 5).
Usually seen as an unfolding tree fern frond and
associated with plant forms, the ko is more
accurately a picture of the growth forces and
the vital energy that produces plant forms in the
first place. The ko motif appears as catving on
wood and stone, as tattoo designs, and painted
on the rafter beams of Maori meeting houses It
is directly related to the spiral and is found not
only in Maori art but also in the art work of
ancient southeast Asia and southern China. Itis
related to design elements from the opposite
sides of the earth: Islamic arabesques and Celtic
linear designs. Stone and wood carvings, as well
as manuscript illuminations demonstrate similar
forms, which, like the 4o, are true mystery
images in the spiritual language of art.

Notes:
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3.Lee, G. and E. Stasack. Spirit of Place:
Petraghphs of Havai, p. 167.
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“Shamanism, Transformation and Olmec
Are”p. 72

% Fig. 3. The crested
beaddress is a sign of
divine nobility and
indicates the visionary
capacity and ancestral
charge of its wearer. This
Hawaiian deity, fashioned
in sennet with feathers and
dog teeth, sports a crested
belmet similar to that
worn by Hawaiian chief.

Fig. 4. The Hawaiian lci
niho palaoa, @ book-lke
neck ornament carved from
whale ivory, is a ymbol of
the divine right 1o speae as
the official representative of
the gods on eanth, It was
worn around the neck,
fastened with two thick
braids of human hair

Fig. 5. The Maori kora
is thought to have its origin
in the form of the fern.
However, it is more likely
that the koru is based on
the Maori peragption of
the vital, formative forces
which shape the forn. It is
aform that indicates the
speech of the gods.





