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Figure 1. floor plan of my Nana's house painted on rice paper super-imposed on the
same image painted on a door with carved ancestral faces whose mouths indicate doors



INTRODUCTION

In my Nana’s house ghosts lived in the cracks between the boards
in the walls. Running my hand along tongue and groove one by sixes, |
could feel the spirits waiting in the space between the boards. My hands
skipping over those in-between spaces again and again brought me closer
to them. Often, while lying on her bed and at night as | slept, | was aware
of the spaces between where spirits of ancestors waited and whispered.

In remembrance of my grandmother’s house, | built with wood and
paper and glass my own space between. Ke Kowa the space between is
meant to recreate that ghost space, a physical space to be navigated by
the body to “see” and move through all that the memory of my Nana’s
house represented. A kowa is a crack, an opening, a crevice in time and
space and understanding. The space between of which | speak, write and
build functions as connector and divider, boundary and bond, contact and
union. These spaces between are separation, meseting, and communion.

Ke Kowa speaks of the spaces between. It addresses space

between ancestor and descendant, space between idea and institution,



between ‘au‘a’ and ‘ike?, between woman and ghost, between viewer and
viewed, between wekiu® and alo pali®, between dreaming and waking,
between art and artifact. It is about the space between colonizer and
malihini®, desire and passion, adapted and assimilated, haunting and
knowing. It refers to the space between knowing and seeing, between
mauliola® and mauli‘awa’, your breath and my breath, hurting and growing.

It is about the space between my legs.

! to withhold knowledge
Z 1. knowledge, 2. to see
? summit

4 cliff face

5 visitor

® life’s breath

7 breath of life



WHEN [ WAS A CHILD

My Nana’s house, the house my great grandfather built, is now only
a memory. Today, my mother’s house has been built where my Nana's
house used to be. | think often about living in a space that exists in the
ghost-space of another. The old house’s “ghost” pervades the new
house’s space. Living in the ghost of a house within a house fills new
lives with old stories. Access to ghost space comes in the form of stories.
Stories are triggered by details, like music, food, and aesthetics — the
rusted latch of a pane glass window, walls that move in the wind, even a
detail as small as the sound of the click of a door closing.

When | was a child, my Nana kissed me with her breath, in the old
way, taking in my breath with her breath. The space between her breath
and my breath is the generational passing down of knowledge, as
knowledge is breath. The space from mauliola {the breath of life) to
mauli‘awa (life’s last breath) is life. My life is the space between ancestor
and descendant. | separate one from the other. | connect one to the next. |

am both ancestor and descendant. Breath to breath is the way we kiss,



the way we pass knowledge, the way we greet one another. The breaths
become one, the space between becomes communion.

When | was a child, our house breathed, through the cracks in the
floor, through the crevices in the wall boards, through the spaces above
and below the doors swelling and sagging in the wet, the heat, and the
cold. As we walked through, in and out of rooms, our bodies became
aware of movement. The walls were aware of our movement. We were
aware of each other through the breath of those spaces. The walls, the
doors, the windows separated and connected us and made up the spaces
where we came together, the spaces that formed the ways we understood

ourselves and the world around us.



THE COLONIAL SEED

While the space of which | speak, write and build is the memory of
a personal ancestor, the aesthetic of the house built by my great
grandfather references the plantation era of Hawai'i, an era of colonialism.
The aesthetic of colonialism pervades Hawai'i. It is within this aesthetic
that art becomes artifact. The luxury hotel decorates with white pillars and
museum-style shadow boxes housing a Hawaiian feather cloak, a Fijian
cannibal fork, a Samoan headdress — that which to us is sacred and
beautiful and to them is an “ethnic curiosity” accentuating the separation
between them and us.

This kowa, the plantation colonial aesthetic, also connects us. Here
in Hawai‘i, the thickly painted white on white on white is part of all of our
histories. The connectivity is validated in the popularity of colonial style
home decoration from tea cups to crown molding including the “ethnic
curiosity” aesthetic where mass produced replicas of gods of various
indigenous peoples, not only Hawaiians, are purchased and sold at every

capitalist level from the ABC Store tiki to the Pier One African fertility gods.



it seems as if that popularity is fed partly by the perpetuation of colonial
ideas of ownership and amassing of property and partly by a nostalgic
sentiment. It is fed by a desire {0 connect with or replicate a romantic era
of Hawai‘i when the perceived “authenticity” of an untouched paradise was
still apparent.

Our attraction to the colonial aesthetic nostalgia contrasts,
however, with a basic Hawaiian epistemological value of ancestral
connection. Ancestral connection is empowerment, finding strength in
understanding our origins, whereas nostalgia can be a debilitating force,
blocking growth and distorting the identity of a people. In the case of the
Hawaiian people, | see nostalgia as one of the most effective colonizing
agents, as we ourselves mistake nostalgia for ancestral connection,
yearning for unchanging sepia versions of ourselves, looking at our culture
and heritage through the romantic lens of the outsider. While the colonial
aesthetic holds the tiny details that trigger memories sparking stories
reminding us of who we are by telling us of who we wers, it is important for
us to remember also the context of those stories and that aesthetic.

My great grandfather was a tool for the colonizer and embedded
deep within him was a colonial seed imparted to my grandmother and my
mother, to value ownership, to subscribe to the colonial ideas to collect
and amass, to aspire to the status of property owner. This is the space of

adaptation and assimilation, where the two converge. Awareness of this



kowa, can show us how nostalgia can be stagnant and how it
reincorporates the colonial seed. However, we can choose another door,
we can take another path. The doors and rooms of my installation
represent the alternative spaces that we can experience when we choose

to walk through them.



NOW | AM A WOMAN

Although colonial perspectives might imagine that we, women of
color, hold in the space between our legs the object of desire, land for the
taking, a fantasy paradise, exotic sexual encounters, | am the communion
of ancestor and descendant. In the space between my legs, my children
were born. The breath | give to my daughters holds the depth of all the
breaths that have been given to me. The space between my legs is the
space of birth, desire, strength, groundedness, and womanhood. We, the
descendants of Papahanaumoku® who gave birth to the islands, carry in
the space between our legs the strength of land, the connectivity of earth,
ancestor and we who live today.

As woman/artist, [ build new spaces. | built Ke Kowa the space
between to honor my personal stories from childhood to womanhood.
These stories speak of separation, meeting and communion. The spaces
| build offer opportunities to connect to as well as challenge the stories of

growth, adaptation and realization.

¥ female ancestor from whom the islands are born; earth mother
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Figure 2. entering Ke Kowa the space between with a view of its gallery context
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Figure 3. entering the hallway with a view of the spaces between the wall panels
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Figure 4. detail of manipulated paper wall panels, each three feet wide and fourteen feet
tall
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Figure 5. entering the front room with a view of the spaces around the door
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Figure 6. entering the middle room with a view to a window to the outside of the gallery



Figure 7. detail of decorated vaginal space carved on the inside of the middle-room door
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Figure 8. three doors open with a view to the space between two rooms
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Figure 9. exiting the hallway with one door open and one door closed



Figure 10. entering what used to be the parlor with a view of a window that used to face
the ocean
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Figure 11. detail of shadow from etching on parlor window

Figure 12. detail of what used to be the kitchen window
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Figure 13. view to back room from outside of gallery
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Figure 14. detail of drawn spine and painted moths on inside of back-room door
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Figure 15. view to front room through window with etched artist statement
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Figure 16. front wall with etched title and statement windows
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