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Leilani Kake (b.1977) is of Māori (Ngāpuhi,
Tainui) Cook Islands Māori (Rakahanga,
Manihiki) heritage and is a multi-media artist,
curator and educator. She has exhibited
throughout New Zealand and internationally
with exhibitions in Australia, the Cook Islands,
Fiji, France, Taiwan, USA and Morocco. Her
art practice is largely video installation which
draws on autoethnographic experiences and
indigenous narratives to articulate issues facing
Māori and Pacific Island communities. Here her
work explores states of transition, ritual and
whakapapa (genealogy), which are informed
by indigenous knowledge systems. Leilani Kake
holds a Master of Fine Arts degree from the
University of Auckland and lives and works in
Ōtara, South Auckland.
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Raymond Sagapolutele (b.1971) is an Aotearoaborn and raised Samoan visual artist. His ties
to Samoa come through my parents with family
ties to the villages of Fatuvalu in Savai’i and
Saluafata in Upolu. His main art practice is
lens-based photography with early editorials
in the publications Back to Basics and Rip
It Up as a staff photographer followed by
work for The New Zealand Herald and Metro
Magazine. Sagapolutele graduated with a
Masters in Visual Arts with First Class Honours
and received the Deans Award for Excellence
in Postgraduate study from the Auckland
University of Technology (AUT) in 2019. The
camera has become a vital part of the artist’s
ability to reconnect with cultural ties to Pacific
history, the land, and Ocean. Speaking through
images gives this visual language a voice – the
method that forms his oratory and connects to
the Samoan tradition of Fagogo (storytelling).
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Ema Tavola (b.1982) is a Fijian-Pākehā artistcurator currently based in South Auckland,
Aotearoa New Zealand. Having established her
painting practice in Suva, Fiji at the Oceania
Centre for Arts, Culture and Pacific Studies
at the University of the South Pacific, Tavola
went on to study Sculpture at Manukau School
of Visual Arts and later Arts Management at
AUT University. In 2019, she established an
independent gallery and consultancy called
Vunilagi Vou which continues to shapeshift
in the pandemic climate. Whilst curating
is an external, social practice for Tavola,
artmaking and painting particularly is Tavola’s
internal process of intellectual enquiry and
creative meditation.
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Moonwalking backwards into the future.
Moonwalkerz presents recent works by artists Ema Tavola (Fiji), Leilani Kake
(Māori, Cook Islands) and Raymond Sagapolutele (Samoa). For each artist,
artmaking has helped them reconnect and find balance and order through the
often-chaotic times of the pandemic. Their work speaks to this experience
and how their art practice offered a form of rongoā-healing while reaffirming
the symbols, visual language and stories of their cultural heritage.
Moonwalkerz takes its title from the contemporary dance move of
‘moonwalking’ where the illusion of gliding backwards seems to defy gravity.
The artists employ this idea to talk about walking backwards into the future;
about the illusion of time itself and how time has been experienced differently
in the stay-at-home directive of the pandemic. Collectively they offer a
cathartic way of making sense of this moment where prioritising our health
and wellbeing has become central. Individually their art reveals personal
stories in how that journey has been experienced. Through a range of digital
works, they are articulating how Moana-Oceania identities are developing in
the time-space of Tāmaki Makaurau and in the age of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Ema Tavola’s works Grounded, Flux and Faith, 2021 are informed by her
interest in tarot card reading. In a classic tarot card spread you are presented
with three cards that represent your past, present and future. Its purpose is to
offer guidance, instruction and wisdom in one’s journey in life. For the artist,
tarot reading has offered a way to hone her intuition and reconnect with a
sense of her spiritual self. It has provided an opportunity to feel grounded at
a time when it is easy to feel lost, vulnerable and isolated. Tavola’s readings
of past, present and future are literally described in the works Grounded,
Flux and Faith. In digital collages, her compositions reference the symbolism
of traditional tarot card imagery, but are derived as personalized and sitespecific, culturally rooted in her identity systems as a Fijian woman living in
Aotearoa. The titles carry the themes. Her grounded connection to the family
home that she lived in, until recently, the challenge of trying to maintain an
art gallery during the pandemic, through to finding a sense of inner calm in
manifesting a future pathway for herself.
Raymond Sagapolutele presents three images that dance with Sina; the
moon as she is understood in Samoan culture. As a child Sagapolutele was
unsure of the moon. It was an ominous being that loomed in the nights sky
that he couldn’t quite comprehend or understand. The moon was something
that he feared. In Sina and Me, 2022 we see him in conversation with Sina,
negotiating almost, and building a bond with the moon. His works Sina and
Me I and II, 2022 and Nightlights, 2022 talk about that journey of overcoming
and seeing our relationship to adversity in new, more empowering ways. It can
be said that the thing which we fear can become our source of strength once
we embrace it. The artist’s images here are symbolic that journey but also our
health and wellbeing at this moment in time.

Leilani Kake presents new art works created from video stills that capture
moments which are explored as time-scapes. The artist is interested in
how faith, religion, spirituality and doctrine can be woven together as an
expression of a higher power; of a greater being. Within Māori culture that
supreme being is often called IO. Her work IO Ipukarea, 2022 speaks to our
relationship to a greater power and in finding a spiritual home where we can
find peace and guidance. Other works such as Putiputi, 2022 considers our
relationship to the natural environment as a spiritual place of the everyday.
These works employ the vibrancy of colour as an expression of life and carry
an energy uniquely their own. This aesthetic also echoes the dynamic use of
colour and contrast found in the practice of Cook Islands tivaevae. Colour is
about life and vibrancy and Kake’s works reflect that energy and reverberate
that power. Kake incorporates the visual language of Cook Islands tivaevae
as part of her own heritage and cultural identity.
Moonwalkerz plays on the idea of defying gravity and logic (as expressed
in the dance itself) but the dance here is about finding balance with one’s
health and wellbeing through art making while living-through the localised
nature of a global pandemic. The work of these artists was made in the
climate of lockdowns forcing them to recalibrate their relationship with
time. Ema Tavola considers time in relation to the past, present and future.
For Raymond Sagapolutele, he references time as a daily process of day
and night, and the cycle of the moon – the lunar cycle. For Leilani Kake we
could read her reference to spirituality as time measured over a lifetime,
where our spirituality evolves throughout our life. They traverse stories that
intersect their personal reality of time, and their art practice has allowed them
to maneuver backwards into the future.
Nigel Borell
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