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Ka Wa Ma Mua, Ka Wa Ma Hope

Hawaiian navigators oriented themselves without instruments by using

a system based upon knowing where they came from and by having faith in

the words of their ancestors. As a Hawaiian artist, I am embarking on a

journey in which I orient myself in much the same way. When translated from

our language, "ka wet rna rnua" literally means "the time in front." However, in

Hawaiian thinking, it describes the time that came before this time in which we

live. In the same vein, "ka wet rna hope" literally means lithe time in back" or

from a Hawaiian perspective, the time which follows this time in which we

live. "It is as if the Hawaiian stands firmly in the present, with his back to the

future, and his eyes fixed upon the past, seeking historical answers for present

day dilemmas." (Kame'eleihiwa, 1992) We Hawaiians view the world looking

to that time that came before us because it is rich in knowledge. Looking to my

ancestors and knowing the history of our people strongly influences how I

view the world and contributes greatly to the forming of my relationship with

it. I look to the past also to learn more about my Hawaiian identity. As a

Hawaiian in today's world, I realize that part of the process requires that I



engage in the task of decolonizing my mind. My thesis exhibition is an

attempt to express through imagery one aspect of this decolonization. It is only

one part of the process and one avenue of many through which an artist can

express resistance to further erosion of our life ways. Looking to the past,

recognizing that I was raised as a colonized person is one step towards better

understanding the importance of my Hawaiian identity. Awareness of this

part of my past is another step in the process of decolonization.

Decolonization

Colonialism, as history has shown, is a process that systematically

destroys the culture, history, religion, language, and forms of government of

the colonized. Colonization has done this to Hawaiians as well as many

indigenous cultures throughout the world. In Oceania, the search for riches

brought the Spanish, the British, the French and the Americans. Europeans

sought goods in the Pacific and Polynesia throughout the 1700s. The British

took control of Aotearoa, the French took control of Tahiti, Tuamotu, and Va

Pou, and the Spanish controlled Rapa Nui. An indication of the effect of this

colonization is that the indigenous names of those places have been replaced
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with their colonial names, New Zealand, French Polynesia, and Easter Island.

This history of colonization has been well documented and commented upon

by scholars, both indigenous and otherwise, in the intervening years. Severe

degradation and erosion of traditional knowledge, of language, of unique

spiritual, social and environmental relationships are only some of the ways that

colonialism has affected us. By the end of the 19th century, Hawaiians were

politically and economically powerless in our own homeland. In the latter part

of the 20th century, however, there was a change that refocused and recharged

Hawaiians in their attitudes about themselves.

Although most historical representation of our people privileges western

thought, as most Hawaiian history was written from a western point of view,

things have begun to change. Previously, standard texts that are still used in

most public schools today were written in this manner. In Gavan Daws' Shoal

ofTime: A History of the Hawaiian Islands, chapter one is entitled, "Captain Cook

1778 -1779." I am both saddened and angry to see that according to Daws,

Hawaiians didn't have a history before Captain Cook's arrival and that

Hawaiians who lived and cared for the land for 800 generations meant nothing

to these colonial historians. Ralph S. Kuykendall's 300 plus page book called,
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The Hawaiian Kingdom, has only 11 pages on the section entitled, 'Before the

"haole" came.' According to Kuykendall, like many 19th century western

writers, Captain Cook is the "discoverer" of the Hawaiian Islands; he portrays

Cook as the "hero" that saved the "primitive, savage" Hawaiians who had lives

that were "not at all hard on a land open and free."

While the impact of colonialism on the Native people of Hawai'i was of

minor importance to western writers, Hawaiian scholars today are telling our

story from an indigenous point of view. As a result, a new light has been shed

upon Hawaii's history and its people. The strength of these new writings

comes in part from the increased ability of our people to access the knowledge

and collective wisdom of our ancestors by way of our Native language, the

everyday practices of our living kupuna and a deeper understanding of the

material artifacts of our culture.

The learning and use of Hawaiian language is a powerful asset in the

process of decolonization. According to Ngugi Wa Thiong'o, a Kenyan

novelist and activist, "Language, any language, has a dual character; it is both a

means of communication and a carrier of culture." As is often the case that

eliminating the indigenous language is a strategic part of completing the
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colonial process, in 1896, the colonizers of Hawai'i banned Hawaiian language

in schools in order to elevate English and control the Native population. In

fact, many Hawaiians were punished for speaking Hawaiian in schools during

the 1900s, and because those who spoke Hawaiian were looked upon as not

intelligent, Hawaiian parents encouraged their children not to speak Hawaiian

even at home. This marked the beginning of a certain way of thinking that in

order to get ahead, Hawaiians must assimilate to this new culture. The result

was that many from our grandparent's generation were made to feel ashamed

of being Hawaiian. Currently there are many initiatives that work towards

empowering the people through language that have contributed to reversing

that way of thinking. Despite the fact that many Hawaiians today grow up

without speaking our Native language and that the number of elderly Native

speakers are dwindling, there are more opportunities to learn and practice the

Hawaiian language than have been available in the last 75 years.

Reclaiming Hawaiian Identity

Many Hawaiians of my generation, who did not grow up within a

Hawaiian cultural context or learn our mother tongue, are now recognizing the
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effects of this void in our life. We feel intensely the loss of our land, our

country, the erosion of our culture, and ways of life. We feel that our identity

as Native Hawaiians is endangered. My personal journey of self-discovery has

taken many roads. I have had to think about what it is about being Hawaiian

that is important to me. As part of the process of reclaiming my Hawaiian

identity, I have had to recognize how colonization has affected me.

Looking to leaders of the past, those who have committed themselves to

restoring Hawaiian identity, pride, and self-respect, contributes to

understanding better who I am. The Hawaiian renaissance of the 1970s

redefined and reestablished Hawaiian cultural practices such as language, hula,

sports, art, and music through such endeavors as the building of the Hokule'a

and the creation of the Protect Kaho'olawe 'Ohana. These initiatives

established new ways to reinforce Hawaiian values handed down from

previous generations.

However, despite these contributions, some Hawaiians have become so

affected by colonization that they have become skeptical about the importance

of our Native legacy. They do not see the value of our past or how it applies to

our lives today. An example is that my father who, under the impression that
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learning about my Hawaiian identity would somehow threaten my economic

security and ability to pursue a meaningful career, urged me to learn the

Japanese language and study business.

The denial of access to cultural knowledge has made many Hawaiians in

my generation feel uncomfortable, even intimidated and inadequate in cultural

settings. For example, I took a Hawaiian language course taught by a non

Hawaiian instructor, and every now and then he would express the expectation

that we should already know this stuff. It was an awful feeling for me; it

prompted a real feeling of shame at not knowing my own culture. It was

almost as if he were "more Hawaiian" than me. The very idea that "Hawaiian

ness" can be measured is something that is also a by-product of colonialism.

Physical appearance, blood quantum, and proficiency in cultural skills are all

elements that are used as a measure for defining "Hawaiian-ness." Some

believe that one is "more Hawaiian" if s/he speaks Hawaiian, dances hula,

dives, fishes, surfs, or if s/he has studied the culture and history. Haunani

Trask, a University of Hawai'i professor and Hawaiian rights' activist,

comments on the government's attempts to use blood quantum as a tool for

defining Hawaiians, "Colonizers have tried to steal our identity and define us
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out of existence."

Often I am confronted by the questions, "Who is Hawaiian? What

makes a Hawaiian? What does it mean to be Hawaiian at heart? Does one have

to have Hawaiian blood, or does the knowledge of a culture determine

identity?" Lilikala Kame'eleihiwa, the director of the Kamakakuokalani Center

for Hawaiian Studies at the University of Hawai'i at Manoa, addresses some of

these issues in Native Land and Foreign Desires:

"Our genealogy defines our identity and our relatedness. Our genealogy
unites and strengthens us against those foreigners who would debase our
culture and despise our race. Some of us carry many bloods and do not look as
our ancestors did. Nonetheless, our indomitable ancestors live in us; we are
descendants of those who survived the disease and the degradation of the
West. Our genealogy gives us mana."

In my personal exploration, I have come to understand the importance

of and to reassert my genealogy as a connection to my ancestors. I have come

to understand that all we do and all we are brings honor to our ancestors. My

ancestors and lineage are what makes me Hawaiian; they fill my past with

history and knowledge so that in looking back, I have the faith to move

forward. It is by strengthening this connection that I can seek answers to

questions regarding my Hawaiian identity.

I have been inspired in my recent interactions with other Polynesians
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who share a common genealogy with the Hawaiian people. During my stay in

Aotearoa, I was moved by the manner in which the Maori people, who

previously were strangers to me, welcomed me and set an example of a people

who have not allowed colonization to sever their connection to their ancestors.

It was in their presence that I realized that genealogically, spiritually, and even

physically, we are the same people. We had similar stories of our past, of our

gods, and even of our colonizers, and we were able to share these without need

for any explanation. Their words and actions, made very clear that it was this

strong connection to their ancestors that strengthened their sense of identity

conflict and was very different from the confusion of identity that many

Hawaiians experience today. They reinforced in me the desire to learn and

experience more about the rich source of strength and knowledge that could be

explored through this connection with ancestors.

I was very impressed and inspired by the familiarity displayed by the

Maori I met with knowledge concerning ancestors, land, cultural protocol, and

politics. I was inspired to see Native Polynesians speaking out with confidence

as a people who knew exactly where they had been and where they wanted to

go. The Maori struggle for self-determination has led them down many paths
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that are similar to those that we Hawaiians are journeying upon. Their firm

beliefs, commitment to resistance and perseverance in the ways of their

ancestors validated the hope for self-determination held by Hawaiians. A

strong cultural identity is an important element necessary for surviving the

colonizing process. "Resistance is what makes the most impact in the

decolonization process." (Ngugi, 1986)

Included in the process of resistance and the struggle toward self

determination is finding strength in our value of 'ohana, which includes not

only my immediate family, but also all of those who share the same

genealogical connections to Hawaiian ancestors. I have come to realize that I

have certain responsibilities to apply my knowledge and utilize my gifts in a

manner that will benefit my 'ohana. Native initiatives in politics, language,

voyaging and navigation, hula, oli, and music inform my own endeavors in art.

My role in the community as an artist is to provide another voice

acknowledging our ancestors, and contribute to the efforts made towards

reclaiming and restoring their legacy.
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Understanding and Sharing Cultural Knowledge

Knowledge is power. Within indigenous societies as in many societies,

there are responsibilities that come with power. The Hawaiian protocols of

sharing knowledge involve long-term commitment, respect, humility, and

investment of time. The wisdom in the saying, "'A'ole pau ka 'ike i ka halau

ho'okahi (All knowledge is not contained in a single schoo!)," makes it

important that many levels of entry be arranged so that personal and

community relationships can be developed and nurtured through that seeking

of knowledge. Often accessing knowledge means that one develop personal

relationships, that one makes careful observations to know what behavior is

appropriate in a given situation and through these actions be granted entry into

the different repositories of knowledge.

Oli contains a large portion of the knowledge of our past. The use of oli

as a part of greeting each other and asking permission to enter is an important

traditional protocol for connecting with people and being granted access into

their world. In Aotearoa, cultural protocol required that we share in the

tradition of asking permission for entrance into sacred spaces and bring our

ancestors with us through the chanting of oli. A most memorable experience
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was my own chanting of the Oli Kllhea, one of our traditional entrance chants,

during a Maori welcoming ceremony. My participation in this protocol

brought a new appreciation for the power of the voice as expressed through ali

and its effectiveness in demonstrating our connection to ancestors. As I

chanted the ali, I could feel generations of strength flowing through my voice,

and I learned firsthand, by way of this active participation, how these

traditional protocols reaffirm indigenous identity, values, and respect. This

experience was the most formal of my participation in cultural protocol and

indigenous knowledge.

However, I was also introduced to traditional learning structures in a

more informal and intimate context through my relationship with Hawaiian

tattoo artist, Keone Nunes. After respectfully gaining Keone's permission to

observe the kakau process, I was able to work alongside and learn from him

about the richness of ancestral knowledge contained in the motifs and images

of Hawaiian tattoo. As a holder of what he considers to be sacred knowledge,

Keone decides not only who is to receive an uhi, he also sets the conditions that

or which that person will have to satisfy in order to have the images placed

upon his/her body. Although he allowed me to document his process
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photographically, much of the knowledge imparted about Hawaiian

genealogy, land, history, and iconography was imparted orally. The building

and nurturing of personal relationships characteristic to Hawaiian learning

structures, resulted in a mentorship and friendship that lasts till today.

Both oli and kakau convey important cultural information by way of

word, image, and process. The sharing of our cultural knowledge reaffirms

who we are as Hawaiians and contributes towards restoring that which is

important to our people. ali and kakau are both links to our ancestral legacy as

well as expressions of our cultural identity today.

Looking Back and Moving Forward

ilContemporary art reaches toward the past and translates our traditions

into language of today, an expression of one's condition as a Hawaiian in

contemporary times." (Dudoit, 1998) I have visually portrayed the reclaiming

of my Hawaiian identity through my art installation entitled, Kitkau. Learning

my history, Hawaiian traditions, and culture has helped me understand who I

am as a Hawaiian living today. With my artwork, I hope to bring Hawaiian

concepts and values alive. Each element of the installation was made
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deliberately and for specific cultural and personal reasons.

As an essential element of my thesis exhibition, I wanted to perpetuate

the Hawaiian protocol of asking permission before entering a place of

knowledge. This act gave respect to my ancestors, and reaffirmed my

Hawaiian identity and values. Before entering and viewing my exhibit,

viewers were required to chant the Oli Klihea, whose words and English

translation are below. The translation of this chant gives only a literal

definition, while the origins and intent lie deeper within the Hawaiian words

and contain multiple layers of meaning. This chant expresses the Hawaiian

tradition of showing respect for the people, place, and culture to which one

doesn't have access. One who calls this chant is seeking permission to learn.

Kunihi ka mauna i ka la'i e
'0 Wai'ale'ale lil, i Wailua
Huki a'ela i ka lani
Ka papa'auwai aKawaikini
Alai 'ia a'ela eNounou
Nalo ka Ipuha'a
Ka laula, mauka aKapa'ae
Mai pa'a i ka leo
He ole ktlhea mai e

Steep stands the mountain in the calm,
Profile of Wai'ale'ale at Wailua,
Pulled up to the heavens
The streaming flanks of Waikini
Stolen by Nounou,
Shut off the view of the hill, Ipuha'a
Toward the upland flanks of Kapa'a
Give voice and make answer
Dead silence, no voice reply

Using this entrance chant as a requirement to view my exhibition was

considered unusual for a western institution, and some professors were worried
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that it would cause misunderstandings and confrontations. However,

confrontations were what I expected and anticipated. Although I held

workshops for those interested in learning the Oli Ktlhea to participate in the

entrance protocol, part of my concept was to create a forum for resistance - both

resistance toward those unwilling to learn the entrance protocol as well as

resistance for those unwilling to continue allowing colonial paradigms to dictate

indigenous interactions. For too long, Hawaiians have been denied access to our

land, culture, and identity, and the use of protocol in my exhibition symbolized

the numerous struggles that we, as a people, have encountered since western

contact. Our resistance promotes self-determination. An influential African

psychiatrist, Franz Fanon, says that, "resistance frees the native from his

inferiority complex and from his despair and inaction; it makes him fearless and

restores his self-respect."

A positive outcome of the experience, despite questioning from both sides,

occurred in the workshops where I shared the knowledge and voices of my

ancestors forming new relationships and connecting with new faces on an

intimate level. I was protecting and maintaining the needed respect and integrity

for the Hawaiian culture, while reclaiming ownership and control of my
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Hawaiian identity through my artistic expression.

As holder of the knowledge for the Kllkau exhibition, it was my

responsibility to decide who would have access to that knowledge, and I

welcomed those who offered the ali Kllhea by responding with the ali Komo,

which allowed them to enter my thoughts and see through my eyes. As in the

words of the ali Komo, written and translated below, I fed them knowledge of

my culture, process, and experience "until their mouths could not eat anymore."

E hea eke kanaka
E komo ma loko
Ehanai ai a hewa ka waha
Eia no ka uku III ' 0 kou leo
A he leo wale no e

Call the person
Enter / Come inside

To eat until your mouth cannot eat anymore
Here is the offering / reward, the voice
Simply the voice

Kakau means to tattoo and also means to mark and write. I have "written"

the words to our famous protection chant, the ali Pale.

Noho ana ke akua i ka nllhelehele,
I alai 'ia eke kt'ohu'ohu, eka ua koko,
E nll kino malu i ka lani, malu ehoe,
E ho'oulu mai ana '0 Laka i kona mau kahu,
'0 makou, '0 makou no a

The gods dwell in the forest
Hidden by the mists, by the low lying rainbow
Beings sheltered by the heavens, clear the paths
Laka inspires me, her devotee
Me, me indeed

The words of this chant were repeated continuously and encircled the space of

my Kllkau exhibition at the level of my pika, a symbol that connects me to my

ancestral bloodline. Since the gallery space has glass walls where any viewer
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could look in, I painted the glass black to divide the inside and outside spaces,

leaving words of the protection chant transparent enough to see through (Figure

1). Those who did not know the protocol were left to view the exhibition from

the outside through the unreadable backwards words of the chant (Figure 2).

Outside viewers had to look through the Hawaiian language to view and

understand what was inside.
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Figure 1. Exterior view - Detail of glass wall with protection chant

Figure 2. Exterior view - Detail looking through the protection chant
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For those who chanted the Oli Kahea, they were able to enter the installation

space as I called them in with the Oli Komo. The people that entered were able to

fully experience the entire installation and "mark" themselves (Figure 3,4). I fed

them my artistic expression.
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Figure 3. Interior view - Detail of glass wall with protection chant

Figure 4. Interior view - Detail of glass wall with protection chant
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As each person entered the exhibition space, I greeted them,

acknowledging that this was my artistic expression, my story, and my culture

and that I was sharing knowledge with them. The red interior walls represented

the blood of my ancestors that runs through me. It was the backdrop that gave

focus to the wall pieces. The darkness of the space referenced the beginning, the

KWJlulipo, a Hawaiian creation chant. Light was born through the wall pieces.

The triangular wall pieces were displayed at a height that made viewers look up

from the lowest points on the triangular forms installed at the level of my pika

po'0, symbolizing the knowledge which has entered and empowered me. Each

triangular form referenced the tips of the needles that are used in kakau as well as

the geometric patterns in many traditional Hawaiian designs (Figure 5,6). The

forms contained a light source near the tip of these triangular forms representing

the mana, knowledge, and enlightenment which redefines one's sell, culture, and

people. This light source persisted upwards repeating itself continuously

towards the heavens, reinforcing my ancestral connections.
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Kllkau is used as a metaphor for identity in my exhibition. I've included

intimate images taken from the tattooing process performed by Koone Nunes.

The tapping sound of the kllkau tools resounded throughout the installation

giving viewers a strong sense of this transformation process. The amount of

dedication, energy, and stamina from this collective kakau process became more

and more apparent as the tapping sounds were embedded in the viewers' mind.

The front of each triangular form displayed a black and white photograph

depicting the moment the moll penetrated the skin. The lengthy application of

kllkau, where the design is made up of numerous punctures to the skin, is

replicated in the hand-pierced holes in the photographs made with a needle

mimicking this repetitive action.

The ali Kahea acknowledges the waterways of Wai'ale'ale, the wettest

place in the world, which is depicted as an additional overlay on these

photographic kilkau images. From a Hawaiian perspective, wai is not only water

that nourishes and replenishes the land and our bodies, but also a symbol of

knowledge and wealth. I used images of the waterways of Wai'ale'ale to suggest

the knowledge and mana that envelope the receiver of the uhi (Figure 7,8).
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Figure 7. Wall piece
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Figure 8. Wall piece
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The vein-like river patterns are made up of punctures in the photographs

fonning openings that transport light through the image symbolizing a rite of

passage and enlightenment in the darkness. These punctured marks form

words of oU, stories, history, and personal journal entries about contemporary

Hawaiian issues and discussions (Figure 9,10,11). These waterways are the ways

of knowledge that are sent to me from my ancestors.
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Figure 9. Detail of wall pieces
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Figure 10. Detail of wall piece

29



Figure 11. Detail of wall piece - punctured marks
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The sides of each triangular form contain multiple layers of text taken

from Hawaiian oli, mele, and Hawaiian newspaper stories of the mid 19th century.

Source publications induded Ka Leo 0 Ka Lahui, Ke Aloha Aina Oiaio, and Ka Loea

Kalaiaina, etc.{Figures 12,13,14). The newspaper texts refer to a time when

Hawaiian language was prevalent, which speaks of strength in cultural

knowledge. During this time, the use of diacritical marks was not common or

necessary because native speakers did not require such markings for

comprehension. For the sake of continuity, this reference was taken into

consideration in the application of the protection chant that encircled the

exhibition space.

As a Hawaiian artist today, this exhibition is one of my many steps

toward better understanding the importance of my Hawaiian identity and self

determination. This is another step towards decolonization.
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Figure 12. Detail of wall piece - side view of tip
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Figure 13. Detail of wall piece - side view
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GLOSSARY

Hula -The hula, a hula dancer; to dance the hula. (p.6,7,10)

Kakau -1. To write. 2. To tattoo; tattooing. (p.12,13,16,21,24)

Kumulipo -Origin, genesis, source of life, mystery; name of the Hawaiian
creation chant. (p.2l)

Kupuna - Grandparent, ancestor, relative or close friend of the grandparent's
generation, grandaunt, granduncle. (pA)

Mana - Supernatural or divine power, miraculous power. (p.8,21,24)

Mele -Song, anthem, or chant of any kind; poem, poetry; to sing, chant. (p.3l)

Moli -Bone made into a tattooing needle, hence a tattooing needle. (p.24)

'Ohana - Family, relative, kin group; related. (p.l0)

Oli - Chant that was not danced to, especially with prolonged phrases chanted in
one breath, often with a trill at the end of each phrase. (p.l0,11,12,13,27,3l)

Piko - Navel, navel string, umbilical cord. (p.16,21)

Po'o - Head, summit. (p.2l)

Uhi - the tattoo mark. (p.12,24)

Wai - Water, liquid of any kind other than seawater. (p.24)
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