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ColleCtive person, ConneCted gift: 
some preliminary thoughts on taonga, whakapapa, 

and ‘the gift’ in maori art

ryan o’Byrne

abstract

In this paper I use interviews with one Maori artist to provide some pre-
liminary thoughts on the ways Maori art can be used to understand Maori 
personhood. Art work is defined as taonga-whakairo and artistic talent as 
taonga-tuku-iho. Maori conceive both artistic talent and artistic production 
as taonga and I argue that the relationships between art, taonga, whakapapa 
and tipuna encompass networks of connections between persons, objects, and 
ideas simultaneously. I suggest a structural linkage between art, taonga, and 
exchange which form distributed social relationships. Underlying this is the 
proposition that artistic talent comes from the ancestors and involves particu-
lar responsibilities. Major points of argument are that: in Maori art, taonga 
and whakapapa interact to allow the possibility of things being persons and 
persons being things; taonga are fundamental to Maori concepts of tipuna and 
whakapapa; taonga and Maussian exchange relations are co-constituting; art-
as-taonga is a productive means of understanding a Maori worldview; and 
that further study should be conducted into Gell’s (1998) ‘distributed person’ 
through analysis of taonga and Maori art.

‘You know, you really need to think about the Maori world view, the 
way everything is so connected, and interconnected, and interrelated’ 

– Howard, a Maori artist.

introduction

Anthropology has long been conscious that many of the groups studied con-
ceptualise individuals and communities in relation to descent from the people, 
spirits, and places which together define their individual and collective pasts. 
The Association of social Anthropologists of Aotearoa new Zealand (asaanZ) 
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suggests that ‘such inheritances from the past, whether conscious or not, are 
embedded, consciously or not, in a very wide range of contemporary social 
practices … [which] also condition particular ways of being in the present’ 
(asaanZ, 2010). in this paper i provide some preliminary thoughts on the 
ways in which these inheritances are embodied in contemporary Maori art 
practices and worldviews. specifically i use Maori art as a lens through which 
to view Maori conceptualisations of individuals and collectivities, and espe-
cially how these categories are often defined through and collapsed within 
each other.

following Henare, Holbraad and Wastell’s (2007: 2) provocative radical es-
sentialism, it is not my purpose here to describe an objective empirical reality 
about Maori art or its historical interactions with local, regional, or global 
phenomena. rather, it is an exploration of that reality as experienced by one 
specific Maori artist. given the quantitative limitations of this study,1 i cannot 
make definitive statements but instead provide suggestions for future research 
into the relationships between Maori art and cosmology. This position echoes 
that of patterson (1992: 11) who, whilst not positing a singular Maori existence, 
argued that pakeha researchers must endeavour to understand Maori values 
and worldviews within their own terms.

in the following sections, i examine one Maori artist’s articulation of how art 
and various Maori concepts constitute a mutually-referencing Maori world of 
collective persons and connected gifts. i used a gellian approach to investigate 
Maori art based largely upon the fact that public knowledge of the artist and 
his work meant i could not focus on the aesthetic or symbolic dimensions 
without breaching ethical requirements of anonymity. instead, following gell 
(1998) and the specific way Howard himself spoke about his work, i analyse 
art as if it were a person engaging in relationships of a specifically social kind. 
As a result, and to paraphrase gell, this paper is not so much about art per se 
as it is about a social being that just happens to be similar to art. By providing 
extensive quotes from the artist interviewed, i hope to do two things: first, to 
allow the artist ‘to speak’ for himself about his work and world; and secondly, 
to give the reader enough data that they can come to their own determinations 
about the validity of the argument i present and the conclusions i draw. The 
major argument is of an ontological rather than of an epistemological nature; 
it is about how art can be used to gain an insight into a Maori reality rather 
than an attempt to understand art itself.

i use the terms ‘taonga’, ‘taonga-whakairo’, and ‘taonga-tuku-iho’ throughout 
this paper following the definitions laid out by Mead (1997b: 183–184). The 
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term ‘taonga-whakairo’ refers to ‘the process of transforming something natu-
ral into something cultural…the qualifying term enable[ing] us to try to dif-
ferentiate between the taonga which is art and the taonga which is not’ and 
taonga-tuku-iho describes those things which ‘are passed down like heirlooms 
from one generation to the next’ as ‘heirloom objects’ (Mead, 1997b: 184; cf. 
Metge, 1995: 49–50). Mead’s definitions are particularly useful because, just as 
Mead was led to discuss the nature of art when describing taonga, so i have 
been led to discuss taonga when investigating art. Therefore, in this paper 
taonga-whakairo is the taonga which is culturally produced, the art product, 
whilst taonga-tuku-iho is that which is passed down, the artistic talent which 
produces that object.

The basis of my argument is that both artistic talent (as taonga-tuku-iho) and 
artistic production (as taonga-whakairo) can be understood as taonga within 
a Maori conceptual framework, and that these are linked with Maori under-
standings of whakapapa (genealogy or descent-line, cf. Metge (1964: 52)). from 
this, i propose that the relationships between art, taonga, whakapapa and ti-
puna (ancestors) should not be understood simplistically as material in na-
ture or unilinear in direction but instead as encompassing multiple networks 
of social connections between persons, objects, and ideas simultaneously. in 
other words, i suggest that in Maori art, taonga and whakapapa interact to 
allow the possibility of things being persons and persons being things. i fur-
ther suggest that taonga are fundamental to Maori concepts both of tipuna 
and of whakapapa; that taonga and the relations involved in Maussian-based 
theories of exchange can be understood as co-constituting; and especially that 
art-as-taonga is a particularly productive means of understanding the Maori 
cosmological system. My recommendation is that these particular aspects of 
Maori art, and taonga in general, are subjected to further, more intensive study, 
particularly along lines of inquiry which prioritise gell’s (1998) ‘distributed 
person’ reformulation of strathern’s (1988, 1991) ‘dividual’.

methodology: the artist and the artwork

As mentioned briefly in the introduction, the analysis given is grounded in a 
series of unstructured interviews between myself and one Maori artist. This 
artist, who i will call Howard, is of international renown and well respected 
within the new Zealand art community. in the interviews, Howard was asked 
to give his own interpretations of art in Maori society; what follows is largely 
based on his articulation of art’s socio-cultural importance within Maori cos-
mology. reviewers of an earlier draft of this paper recommended that, rather 
than claiming too much based on data from only one artist, this article should 
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be written as a suggestive piece, offering ideas that others can take up for more 
extensive study. This i have endeavoured to do.

Howard has a number of prominent and important public or iwi-affiliated 
artworks situated around new Zealand. These have been funded by donors 
and some have been displayed in national and international museums and 
galleries, including Museum of new Zealand te papa tongarewa. He is widely 
regarded by both his iwi and his hapuu2 as one of the more important and 
talented kaitiaki (guardian) of the stories and motifs of their tipuna, and he 
is the artist responsible for some of the more important artworks within his 
iwi. He has also held a variety of roles in which he has been able to fulfil the 
teaching or mentoring aspects of his kaitiaki responsibilities.3

due to the unstructured character of the interviews, Howard was encouraged 
to talk about whatever seemed relevant to him about art, being Maori, or even 
life in general. in the process of explaining his work, Howard talked at length 
about Maori cosmology, the position of art in relation to this, and the compli-
cated ways art, taonga, and Maori social relations are intimately interconnected. 
The art work which Howard spent most time discussing is part of an archi-
tectural installation and consists of: ‘a big glass facade… A glass balustrade… 
[And] some lights that the architect thought would be good if they were able 
of tell a part of that story as well. so there were three aspects that i worked on’.4 
Within these different sections are several interconnected narratives telling the 
legend of one of the tipuna of the artist’s iwi:

There are several stories in the building and they are interpretations. 
And the interpretation is of the ancestor... A local woman... it’s a 
whole story about her… she is the centre of that, and a lot of the 
work that i did is about her exploits. so i am filling in the gaps, i sup-
pose, filling in and broadening and using some of those key points 
as the starting points to express her exploits.

The purpose of this artwork was to make his iwi’s stories public, and the phys-
ical expression of these stories belongs both to the artist and the iwi.5 for 
Howard, the motifs and symbols of his work ‘come from somewhere that you 
explain as being spiritual… a place where concepts emerge from… And so it’s 
working with that, the language of the ancestors, the stuff that your ancestors 
laid down’. He is explicit in recognising that the motifs running throughout his 
work have arisen from the realm of the atua (spirits/gods) and are laid down 
in the idiom of the tipuna.
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the interconnections of taonga and whakapapa in maori 
cosmology and art

in Howard’s work, ‘everything is based upon the past’, which is seen as a vital 
characteristic of being Maori and foundational to his understanding of Maori 
artistic expression.6 According to Howard, the fundamental knowledge needed 
for expression as a Maori artist is knowledge of to whom and what one is 
connected, and he articulated that the production of art is an expression of 
whakapapa connections. The way in which Howard explained these connec-
tions led me to conclude that thinking through personal issues of connection 
positions a Maori artist within specific whakapapa relationships with other 
entities and facilitates an appreciation of the full extent of the overlapping and 
interconnected social relationships in which they are embedded (cf. Barlow, 
1991: 173; Metge, 1964: 52). This in turn allows self-identification and artistic 
expression to be framed in the idiom of ancestral predecessors. Howard agreed, 
and explained that:

You become aware what are the things that make you who you are 
and what you identify with…your history and stuff. in my terms, it’s 
what your whakapapa is…And fortuitous that it’s there, that taonga, 
to make reference to. it is the word of our ancestors, it is the music, 
it is the sounds.7

Here Howard is speaking about his own feelings of personal connection to 
some ancient rock carvings, where the stories and physical remains of those 
ancestors are both language of inspiration and material to treasure; they are 
concrete examples of both physical (taonga-whakairo) and ancestral (taonga-
tuku-iho) treasures.

taonga is a concept with multiple connotations.8 When asked to describe his 
art works, their inspiration, and to position them within a wider context, How-
ard explained how the process of artistic creation is one which uses taonga in 
multiple ways:

The way you do something, the technique you use, can be taonga, 
because it is the art of. toi is the word that is used, toi is taonga, toi is 
the arts. Meaning as much how the arts are carried out, but also what 
is being expressed is taonga as well, because often the expression is 
about how the individual or the collective is thinking about some-
thing. so it becomes quite complex when you are thinking about the 
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ways in which we refer to it… However, what is recognised in that 
is what that represents, what it expresses culturally, what it is about.

The technique used to create an artwork is taonga, as is the material product 
of that technique, the artwork itself. Beyond these relatively simple physical 
definitions, the underlying conceptual themes and genealogical connections 
being expressed in the artwork are also taonga, as is the very act of expression 
itself and the ways in which artistic inspiration is related to that expression.

Underlying this view is the idea that artistic ability is itself a form of taonga-
tuku-iho, a gift handed down to an artist from their ancestors and involves 
particular responsibilities on the part of the person so blessed. given that 
taonga are not just things and the processes of making things, but what those 
things represent and the connections and associations between them, i suggest 
that taonga should be defined not as ‘treasure’ or ‘valued object’ in a fashion 
which directs attention toward the object itself, but rather as ‘something which 
is collectively treasured or valued’. This shifts the loci of attention away from 
the object toward the social milieu in which it is embedded and only through 
which it can have meaning. And because taonga are not just objects they are 
considered to have a life force as do all living things: like people they are equal-
ly agents and social actors (Henare, 2007: 56; Mead, 1997b: 184). As Henare ar-
gues, both taonga and people ‘arise from and are generative of [social] relations. 
As distributed parts of persons, and as persons in their own right, taonga…
are a fundamental requirement of relationality’ (Henare, 2007: 62–63). repo-
sitioning taonga as something which is unequivocally social in nature allows 
a conceptualisation of taonga as something explicitly non-material, such as a 
way of thinking or artistic skill.9

not only does this redefinition allow the gift-of-art-talent to be taonga, but it 
also highlights the way Howard focuses on the taonga of thought in the pas-
sage given above. Both Howard and weaver erenora puketapu-Hetet (1986, 
1989) trace metaphysical connections for the origins of their skills. for Howard, 
artistic talent is spoken of as taonga and that taonga is traced down through 
the tipuna to the artist. That talent therefore has whakapapa of its own and, 
to take it a step further, the other taonga related to that talent (the things, 
processes, significations and expressions created or manifested through that 
talent) share that talent’s whakapapa. The concept of taonga is shown to en-
compass more than a material object. Howard explains that:

taonga is something which is handed down to you. if your under-
standing, if your gift of being artistic has been handed to you by 
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your ancestors [and] those ancestors received them from the atua, 
the gods, then that whole whakapapa of the thing [has come] from 
that realm.

This worldview agrees with puketapu-Hetet’s, who said ‘a weaver normally ex-
periences feelings of being linked with something greater than herself and the 
present...a link with nga tupuna’ (1989: 5) which ‘is more than just a product of 
manual skills…[it] is endowed with the very essence of the spiritual values of 
Maori people…The artist is a vehicle through whom the gods create’ (1989: 2). 
it is not a large leap to assume that what applies to one Maori art form would 
apply to any other.10

Writing about the distinctive temporal nature of taonga, tapsell (1997: 330, 
cf. Henare, 2007: 57; Metge, 1995: 90; salmond, 1984, cited in Henare, 2007: 57; 
tapsell, 2000: 15) argues Maori understandings of taonga collapse time and 
fuse tipuna with iwi in a single whakapapa identity. Howard himself similarly 
speaks of the reactions of some Maori to particular images of specific tipuna:

i’ve heard people talk about images, of photographs, as having the 
mauri… it's the same as carvings hold the same kind of things, carv-
ings can become the person. We know they’re not the person, but 
they can become the person… it’s the memory of that person being 
kept alive. And i don't think that that is unique to Maori society. 
And photographs are used in the same way. on the wharenui, we 
put up photographs of the ancestor who has passed on. same as the 
pou pou is actually the ancestors. And you see some people react 
to those pou pou in different ways. i’ve seen old kuia, kaumatua, go 
up to those pou pou and rub noses with them, the same way that 
warriors rub noses with the waka. it’s like greeting an ancestor. And 
that reiterates that idea that there is this living presence right there.11

Here, taonga-whakairo is seen as living because the tipuna it references are 
living, the ancestors are living because their spirit is living, and their spirits 
are living because their mauri (life-force) is being kept alive through memory. 
And that memory is kept alive by the artwork, completing a circular reference 
of continually living whakapapa connections of artwork to tipuna to artwork 
again. tipuna and taonga continually reference each other, maintaining the 
life force of, and their life within, the distributed whakapapa relations they 
share. taonga is thus a crucial step in maintaining links between whakapapa 
connections. given art’s structural congruence as taonga, it is taonga which 
maintains the life and memory of whakapapa. Although whakapapa is a series 
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of associations traced through relationships between people, places and things, 
simultaneously it is also a distinctly living thing, something through which the 
maintenance and memory of social relationships enlivens the very connec-
tions used in remembering and reiterating those associations.

for Howard, at the heart of whakapapa is an ancestor: ‘an ancestor is very 
important, because so many people can connect to that ancestor: that’s what 
whakapapa is all about’. Having an ancestral link to whakapapa means having 
the ability to trace a line of connection through a particular genealogy.12 This 
genealogy could for example, be of blood, spirit, or talent: it is how one under-
stands connections between significant social relationships. This knowledge is 
itself a form of taonga, because it is only through knowledge that whakapapa 
connections can be maintained.13 important to understanding whakapapa is 
how it references and maintains multiple relationships between different per-
sons, objects and things at the same time and without contradiction. Howard 
states that:

[There are] many different whakapapa, i guess. different ways or 
layers of whakapapa… There are many different levels or layers, and 
some of those layers can be simultaneous. The different connections 
are simultaneous. simultaneity of whakapapa… it is about connec-
tions, about layers of connections. And there are many ways. i don’t 
even want to guess why there are so many layers. My thinking is 
that all the layers do connect. even though they are simultaneous 
and there are different layers, they intertwine with each other. Those 
things need to be understood as layers. it’s like, if you’ve got whatu 
weaving going that way, it all falls apart unless you have these other 
parts that make it all connect together. even though there are differ-
ent layers, they all work together.14

As indicated earlier, a Maori artist can resurrect and reinvigorate all the per-
sons, spirits and things referenced by the taonga-whakairo they produce 
through engagement with the taonga-tuku-iho ‘gifted’ them through whaka-
papa by tipuna. Whakapapa and taonga can be said to be ‘performed’ through 
the production of taonga-whakairo from artistic-talent-as-taonga-tuku-iho. 
in turn, through this performance, taonga become alive with memories, acts, 
and inspiration invested in that taonga through whakapapa. in doing so, the 
taonga-whakairo produced signify the people, spirits and things embedded 
within the various manifestations of the taonga with which they were involved. 
i suggest that if we propose a structural linkage between art, taonga, and Maus-
sian notions of gift exchange, we see that conceptualisations of art-as-taonga 
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fulfils all Mauss’ (1990) exchange obligations: it gives memory to those inter-
acting with the taonga, and, through its mnemonic qualities, it gives further 
life to the ancestors as it simultaneously repays its obligation to those ancestors. 
Through this exchange, a distributed social relationship is formed among col-
lectively connected taonga.

collective person, connected artwork: the contributions of 
strathern and gell

in her ground-breaking analysis of Melanesian gift-giving, strathern (1988, 
1991; cf. gell, 1998; Wagner, 1991) emphasised the notion of the ‘dividual’ as a 
‘distributed person’. The ‘dividual’ is someone who, due to the nature of Mela-
nesian gift exchange, cannot be conceptualised as existing before or outside of 
the social relationships in which they are embedded. According to strathern 
(1988: 13), ‘far from being regarded as unique entities, Melanesian persons are 
as dividually as they are individually conceived. They contain a generalized 
sociality within. indeed, persons are frequently constructed as the plural and 
composite site of the relationships that produce them’. strathern ‘effectively 
created a new concept of the “person” that follows Melanesians themselves in 
locating personhood in the relations that exchange entails’ (Henare, Holbraad 
& Wastell, 2007: 19).

Along similar theoretical lines, one of gell’s major anthropological insights was 
that art is ‘seen to emerge in the overlapping set of intentionalities which are 
orchestrated in particular cultural contexts,... the relational basis of persons, 
whereby artefacts are seen to embody the same intentional complexity as per-
sons’ (Hirsch, Kuchler & pinney, 1997: 23). given that i have suggested that in 
Maori art, taonga and whakapapa allow the possibility of things being persons 
and persons being things, gell’s theory makes two major contributions. The 
first is the proposition that art objects have or can be indicative of the causal 
capabilities necessary for social agency. The second is that both the artist and 
the artwork can be seen as social entities embodying ‘distributed personhood’ 
whose physical being and causal capabilities are distributed across multiple 
dimensions of time and space simultaneously (gell, 1998: 21; cf. strathern, 1988, 
1991; Wagner, 1991).

gell’s theory depends upon the existence of specific ‘art-like situations’ from 
which one can infer an ‘abduction of agency’ (gell, 1998: 13). According to gell, 
an anthropological theory of ‘art’ needs to be distinguished from anthropologi-
cal theories of similar socio-cultural phenomena by being explicitly about ‘art-
like objects’ existing in art-like social relations. in gell’s theory, the art-object 



sites: new series · vol 8 no 2 · 2011

135

(or ‘the index’) is that thing whose very existence demands the observer of 
that object infer the existence of another entirely independent entity which is 
responsible for the existence or creation of that art-object, that is, ‘the index 
[art-object] is itself seen as the outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency’ 
(gell, 1998: 15, emphasis in original).

secondly, gell terms the observer’s inference of the existence of the social 
agent from the object an ‘abduction of agency’. The social agent here refers to 
an entity which can exercise social agency, where agency is defined as ‘a cultur-
ally prescribed framework for thinking about causation, when what happens…
is believed to happen because of an “intention” lodged in the person or thing 
which initiates the causal sequence’ (gell, 1998: 17). Agency can be attributable 
to any person, thing or non-corporeal entity believed to initiate a sequence 
which ‘“causes events to happen” in their vicinity’, whether intended or not 
(gell, 1998: 16). An ‘art-like situation’ is the moment of this inference of an 
agent’s existence from an object which indexes the relationship of that agent 
to the immediate social vicinity.

gell (1998: 222) argued that ‘any one social individual is the sum of their re-
lations (distributed over biographical time and space) with other persons.’ i 
suggest that, in the way distributed social relationships and collective person-
hoods are constructed through Maori conceptualisations of connection be-
tween persons, spirits and things, this statement could hold the theoretical key 
to the connected nature of taonga-tuku-iho in Maori art. Howard explained 
to me the intricacies of Maori cosmological and conceptual worlds and the 
position of the artist as kaitiaki of taonga-tuku-iho:

now, make sure you have this straight. We inherit from our ances-
tors a number of things. one is the whakapapa of how you live… 
now, my sense is that all of those things are kind of like wairua 
aspects, spiritual aspects that come from right back from the atua. 
And those aspects that we receive are sort of like their essence in us, 
and that's kind of what the continuation is, in a way… Those connec-
tions are always in relation, in the end. At one level the connections 
are to the atua. now, we all connect back to the atua, through that 
relationship that we have that is really established through that thing 
called wairua… i guess that it's a continuum and you are part of that 
continuum. What’s actually important is the knowledge; it’s about a 
guardian of that knowledge, and you’re just a vehicle in a way.

Maori artwork almost always explicitly (as in motifs and narratives) and im-
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plicitly (as inspiration and the gift-of-artistic-skill) references an ancestor.15 
This is ‘the supreme abduction of agency from the index, in that the [ancestor’s] 
agency is not just suffered via the index, it is also thereby perpetuated and 
reproduced’ (gell, 1998: 227). Beyond the simple artist-equals-agent nexus, the 
tipuna so referenced is also an example of gell’s ‘agent’, and taonga-whakairo 
is thus an example of an ‘index’. i suggest, therefore, that Maori art provides an 
excellent area of research into veracity of gell’s (1998) anthropological theory 
of art. indeed, gell himself suggested exactly this with his preliminary investi-
gation of the distributed nature of social relations in the production of Maori 
meeting houses (gell, 1998: 251–258). Based upon the earlier discussion of the 
multiple connected associations between whakapapa, taonga, people, and ti-
puna, here i suggest two fruitful lines of future inquiry: firstly, to investigate 
Maori personhood (extended to include notions of ‘whakapapa’) as one which 
can conceptualised as collective or distributed; second, to open a similar line 
of inquiry into the collective (or connected) nature of taonga, especially ex-
ploring the interrelationships between taonga and Maori ideas of cosmology 
and personhood.

reinterpreting mauss through tipuna and taonga

origin and creation myths commonly involve an ‘original debt’ to the gods, 
spirits or ancestors responsible for that creation. According to godelier 
(1999: 30–31), this original debt is an obligation which can never be repaid. 
exchange between the mortal and the spiritual is therefore always an asym-
metrical relationship, because humankind can never repay the full extent of 
their debt for the ‘original gift’. furthermore, although godelier (1999) and 
Weiner (1992) indicate that there exist gifts which under no conditions must be 
given or sold, i propose that there likewise exist those gifts that absolutely must 
be given and even re-given in order to have utility. i further suggest that the 
gift-of-artistic-talent is just such a gift: if the gift of talent is not ‘given’ onwards 
through the act of artistic production, then in some ways that talent does not 
‘exist’ either, and the social relations allowed and maintained by that gift thus 
cease to exist. This is part of the responsibility of taonga-tuku-iho: to receive, 
to invigorate, to pass on. to give ceaselessly and socially.16

This may be one reason for the Maori prioritisation of connections to tipuna. 
tipuna are the beginning of the exchange relationships inherent within taon-
ga-tuku-iho, as well as the beginning of the universal cosmological connec-
tions between all people. They are the point in time and space where a person’s 
connections have a physical as well as a spiritual manifestation, a reference to 
and moment of actualisation of taonga and whakapapa in human form. in this 
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way, tipuna could be conceptualised as key to the entire taonga system.17 This 
is recognised by Howard, who states:

Connection to tipuna is about where you've come from. That is what 
is really meant when you think about a continuum. And it’s about 
tracing your way back. You see, Maori worldview is that you always 
link yourself back to where you come from. The point is, how do you 
know where you are if you don't know where you've come from? 
That is what is loaded into that idea of tipuna, so tipuna are referred 
to all the time. so that continuum that you are in the moment of, that 
continuum starts with your tipuna.

interpretations of a Maori worldview are often about linkages and descent 
but, in a more complex way, i argue that Howard sees his linkages as a series 
of connections in relation to multiple iterations of time, space, persons and 
things. i suggest for Howard these linkages are about tracing one’s connections 
in genealogical time and relational space: an individual always links back to 
where they have come from and, as indicated previously, these links can be to 
multiple people, places, and times. tipuna are the foundation for whakapapa 
connections, but, in turn taonga are the basis for the continual living qualities 
of tipuna. This, i suggest, is a further example of the circular and distributed 
nature of the person within the Maori cosmological system.

i have suggested above that underlying the creation and consumption of Maori 
art is a complex array of interconnected exchange transactions and that these 
form the fundamental nucleus of the different distributed social relations upon 
which art, taonga, and cosmological understandings are based. i have further 
suggested that the basis of these exchange relations can be perceived as typi-
cal examples of Maussian-type gift relations (Mauss, 1990). Art can be a gift 
of artistic talent from tipuna to the artist and audience; art can be a gift of 
art work from the artist to the audience, and, likewise, art as artwork can be a 
reciprocation of the art as talent to the tipuna. The three obligations of Maus-
sian exchange are therefore deeply embedded within art-like situations in the 
Maori world.

The gift of artistic skill and the gift of artistic product both come with simul-
taneous obligations to receive, to give, and to repay. An artist is obligated to 
receive a gift of taonga-tuku-iho from their tipuna. As an individual artwork, 
taonga-whakairo can be read as the Maussian obligation to give to the audi-
ence of that art, an audience who may also be (and historically would have 
been) ancestors of that tipuna. That same artwork, occupying a structural posi-
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tion as obligation to repay the original gift reciprocates that gift by identifying 
or indicating inspiration from those who gave it: time and person are collapsed 
in the gift of artistic skill and the gift of artistic product, both of which are 
taonga and gifts simultaneously.

At the same time, the act of materialising taonga-whakairo, the inspired pro-
cess of artistic creation, is the moment within which taonga-tuku-iho given to 
the artist reciprocates or repays previous gifts. Art is a gift in all its senses. Ar-
tistic taonga as either talent or production is thus firmly embedded within the 
ongoing relationships of Maori exchange indicated by Mauss (1990) and con-
firmed by firth (1959). it may even be an attempt to reciprocate and repay that 
which was originally given and can never be repaid, human life itself (godelier, 
1999). By referencing social actors like tipuna within artistic production, the 
artistic act can be conceived (in both senses) as giving life to those entities, and 
artistic production becomes artistic conception. The original and originating 
gift is re-born, and the social relationship between the spiritual and the human 
is referenced and recreated in the social relationships between artist, artwork 
and audience. Through the act of creative materialisation, the object comes to 
embody not only the artist but all other entities involved in the flow of taonga 
and the creation and maintenance of whakapapa. i suggest, therefore, that 
in the Maori world, exchange does not create social (whakapapa) relations 
so much as taonga demands exchange relations. Both this aspect and those 
involving issues of ‘origin debts’ demand much further investigation within 
anthropological analyses of Maori art and art in general.

This argument can be taken further: through the exchange of self and taonga 
through whakapapa, the taonga created is one in which, at each level of the 
chain and at each moment in history a part of all the other connections are 
embedded and exist within each other (Wagner, 1991). This social relationship 
gell (1998) terms distributed, one where the index can reference all aspects of 
all possible social relations at the same time within the same art-like object. 
in this instance, both taonga-tuku-iho and taonga-whakairo collapse time 
and space, person and thing, through the explicit referencing and counter-
referencing of multiple whakapapa members (artist, audience and ancestors, as 
well as art works and talents) all along the social relational chains. distributed 
taonga exists (gell, 1998: 96) whereby each constituent ‘member’ of a taonga’s 
whakapapa connections co-exist simultaneously, in multiple times and in mul-
tiple places. explicitly relating whakapapa to taonga, Henare argues that:

not simply a static record of lineages, [whakapapa] is an inherently 
dynamic cosmological system for reckoning degrees of similarity 
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and difference, determining appropriate behaviour, and manipu-
lating existing and potential relationships to achieve desired ef-
fects. taonga have long been crucial participants in this relational 
scheme… [and] were passed down kin groups, acting as (often 
tangible) instantiations of relationships extending across multiple 
generations (Henare, 2007: 57).

The distributed nature of taonga-tuku-iho may therefore be produced and 
reproduced by social relations referenced in taonga and through gift exchange.

some concluding remarks

According to Henare, Holbraad and Wastell (2007: 17–19), there are two distinct 
ways in which Mauss’ (1990) argument can be understood: one is epistemo-
logical, the other ontological. The first regards persons and things as distinct 
categories of wider empirical reality which Maori merge into one; the other 
treats persons and things as concepts rather than realities, in an attempt to 
understand entirely alternate ontological definitions to our own. As sissons 
(2011 pers. comm., cf. Johansen, 1954; sissons, 2011: 629) has pointed out, ‘Jo-
hansen argued that if Kant were Maori kinship would be an a-priori category 
like space or time.’ This statement indicates the necessity to question our cat-
egories of analysis, particularly those which question base understandings of 
self, person, and society, and concurs with Metge (2002: 317) who states that 
‘the metaphysical element in Maori thinking is…too prominent to be ignored’.

it is this aspect which is why i think that Henare, Holbraad and Wastell’s (2007) 
radical essentialism is appropriate to the study of taonga exchange in Maori 
art and its context within wider a Maori worldview. By redefining questions 
of exchange within an ontological rather than epistemological paradigm, we 
can ask not ‘what does the nature of Maori reality say about the nature of ex-
change?’ but rather ‘what can art and Maussian conceptualisations of exchange 
tell us about the nature of a specifically Maori reality?’ it seems this would be 
another fruitful avenue of future research, because in Howard’s own descrip-
tions, the values and practices inherent within exchange; the agency of objects; 
and distributed connections of people, things and gifts intermingle in complex 
and co-constituting ways.

Unlike Mauss (1990: 11), i propose that it is not ‘gifts’ which compel exchange 
obligations in the Maori social world but rather taonga itself: it is the dis-
tinctive living force (mauri) of taonga embedded within whakapapa which 
demand the maintenance of the social relations underlying exchange rather 
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than, as Mauss argued, the hau of the gift.18 in other words, i suggest that an 
examination of Maori exchange relations using gell’s art-like situation as an 
analytical framework, produces the theoretical insight that it is not ‘the gift’ or 
exchange practices which create and maintain social relations so much as it 
is the nature of taonga to demand, produce, and maintain exchange relations.

in this paper i have argued that taonga-tuku-iho can be understood as a pro-
cess of referring to historical persons, objects and spirits which are considered 
embedded within simultaneous layers of connections. This understanding of 
taonga is enabled by the particular ways in which art in the Maori world simul-
taneously functions as treasure, as means of social and historical connection, 
and as Maussian gift. Artistic-talent-as-taonga and taonga-whakairo that it 
produces share whakapapa. taonga-whakairo as product of that talent is con-
nected to all other entities in those relations by virtue of the distributed nature 
of mauri embedded within the artwork. in this way, taonga-whakairo mani-
fests the connected social relationships which constitute and allow whakapapa. 
it similarly manifests tipuna.

Whakapapa in turn functions as a means of connecting persons and things in 
the same way that the artist and the artwork co-constitute the multiple con-
nections of taonga-tuku-iho. Howard articulates the connections between his 
social and metaphysical worlds by saying:

i suppose in the end, it’s a way of saying again who and what you 
are. When i’m saying that, ‘who and what you are’, the more times 
that i say that, the ‘who’ is not who singular, the ‘who’ is who you are 
collectively, who am i a part of, not who you are singularly. And so 
that’s who i am trying to find out who i am, who am i connected to, 
as a connected person, who am i connected to. Who am i as a part 
of a whole continuum.

patterson (1992: 110) and Johansen (1954: 35–37) similarly argue that not only 
do Maori individuals often identify personhood with a kin group, but per-
sonal pronouns such as ‘i’ are used to speak about both an individual and their 
whakapapa.

By attempting to frame these subjectivities in an ontological paradigm, it may 
be possible to go beyond positions such as ‘the “native” thinks X about real-
ity’ and make statements such as ‘the “native’s” reality is X’. This is a further 
strength of Henare, Holbraad and Wastell’s (2007) radical essentialism: it asks 
us to go beyond interpretation of another’s worldview into our own reality 



sites: new series · vol 8 no 2 · 2011

141

and attempts to put aside that reality in an endeavour to understand another’s 
worldview in its own terms. i believe that this theoretical position offers great 
potential for an anthropological analysis of Maori art, as it means going be-
yond stating that ‘some Maori view their selves as part of a collective’ and 
instead knows some Maori selves to be collective.

finally, i suggest that in contemporary Maori existence taonga and whakapapa 
mediate, reference, and transmit agency and the existence of social relations 
from the past into the future and vice versa. They bring together the past and 
the future by allowing time to unfold in a particularly connected way. due to 
this relational similarity between taonga and whakapapa, and echoing Henare 
(2007: 57), i propose that whakapapa relations and artistic-taonga both fit gell’s 
(1998) example of social entities distributed in time and space, as both are 
social relations of some kind: art as a distributed ‘talent’ or ‘gift’ is a particular 
kind of exchange relation and whakapapa as a distributed ‘person’ is a particu-
lar conceptualisation of the connections underlying kin-like relations. i argue, 
therefore, that taonga tuku iho should be understood not only as something 
passed down to an individual or a group by their ancestors but rather as some-
thing which connects those individuals and groups to others; taonga, rather 
than being mere physical manifestations, should be understood as something 
within which Maori social relationships are embedded. However, given the 
limitations of the research underpinning this argument, i again emphasise that 
these statements require much further substantiation.
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notes

1 This paper is based upon research carried out as an honours-level anthropology 
paper at victoria University of Wellington, thus the limitations in size and scope.

2 Although iwi is usually defined as tribe, Webster (1997: 325–331, 2002: 358–359) 
points out that this may be a recent rendering of political affiliations between 
hapuu which, rather than being defined as ‘sub-tribe’, should perhaps be defined 
as ‘tribe’.

3 According to Mead (1997: 165), Metge (1995: 68) and patterson (1992: 92–94), the 
responsibilities of a kaitiaki include not only the safe-keeping of taonga but also 
the provision of a future for that taonga by passing on all relevant knowledge.

4 Unless explicitly stated, all quotations in this article belong to Howard.

5 for instance, Metge (1995: 70) states ‘stories about…members of past and present 
generations…are recognised as whanau property as surely as tangible objects’.

6 This is similar to descriptions of Maori time and history given by salmond (1982) 
and patterson (1992: 65).

7 This worldview agrees with Mead (1997: 161), who states ‘our traditional arts 
provide a direct link to our ancestors. We can say that these are the motifs which 
they thought important for us, here are the techniques they used to create these 
objects, and here are the materials they used’.

8 for instance, although Williams (1971: 381) defines taonga as ‘property, anything 
highly prized’, Metge (2002: 338) states it can apply to land, people, arts and 
knowledge. A specific example comes from Howard who says ‘taonga has been 
defined by the Waitangi tribunal [as] those things that you treasure… [But] you 
can treasure the air you breathe… everything really is taonga. everything in the 
whole universe is taonga, in a lot of ways: it’s how we think about it’.

9 A reviewer of this paper asked whether a mode of thinking could be considered 
taonga or whether thought/knowledge could be considered talent. in response 
to this, i direct the reader’s attention toward Barlow (1991: 173), King (1978: 12), 
Mead (1997b: 182, 184), Metge (1995: 69, 2002: 338) and patterson (1992: 31).

10 in fact, patterson (1992: 25) argues that this ‘point about weaving applies also to 
carving’.
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11 Mead (1997: 184) likewise states ‘one of the reasons there is a high spiritual aspect 
to some taonga is that they represent an ancestor who is related by whakapapa 
to a group of descendants. for the living relatives the taonga is more than a 
representation of their ancestor; the figure is their ancestor’.

12 Barlow (1991: 173) and Metge (1964: 52) indicate that whakapapa connections 
can be multiple and simultaneous and that it is only a matter of which whaka-
papa are prioritised at any one time. Barlow further notes that whakapapa are 
not only to people but also to creation, gods, animals, mythological beings, and 
Hawaiki canoes. interestingly, in an extension of the next quote below, Howard 
also makes all these same whakapapa himself.

13 see note 9, above.

14 The worldview which Howard displays echoes that of puketapu-Hetet (1986:40–
41, 1989: 59), who uses weaving metaphors when discussing the bonds which 
hold families and communities together.

15 for example, Mead (1997: 163) states art in meeting houses always relate to par-
ticular ancestors and their stories.

16 This may be an example of Weiner’s (1992) ‘keeping-while-giving’ but limitations 
of the research preclude analysis here. it should, however, be investigated in 
future study.

17 taonga could likewise be regarded as key to understanding whakapapa as well, 
but that is beyond the scope of this research and needs to be analysed by a larger 
project.

18 due to ranapiri’s description of taonga exchange, Mauss argued that exchange 
carries hau, ‘the spirit of the gift’, which he treated as the spirit of the persons 
engaging in exchange (Mauss, 1990: 11). salmond (1978: 16), on the other hand, 
defines ‘hau’ as ‘vitality, breath…return gift’, emphasising the object, the exchange, 
and that inside the object. However, as Henare (2007: 48, possibly following firth, 
1959 and Metge, 2002) notes, ranapiri actually states that hau is not that of those 
involved in the exchange but rather of taonga itself. Hau, therefore, should be 
understood not as an essence of someone carried by taonga but rather as the life 
force of taonga: it is the object not the exchange which should be given central 
import.
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