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SCULPTURE AND DESIGN

AN OUTLINE OF MAORI ART
BY GILBERT ARCHEY

Although this booklet purports to be “an outline of Maori art,” it does not
by any means cover all forms of Maori expression. Neglecting legend and
chant, dancing, plaited textiles and painted scrolls, it limits itself to the art of
wood-carving, and justification for the somewhat comprehensive sub-title
appears only in the manner of approach to the subject.

I have previously written on Maori Carving Patterns* discussing their
origin and relationship — an ethnographical matter. Here I invite you to
consider Maori wood-carving as art, as the outcome of personal experience,
of seeing and feeling about nature and its forms, and of skilful expression of
what was thought and felt. By, as it were, looking at the individual crafts-
man in action and watching his themes unfold, we shall the better comprehend
the art in his work; moreover, in contemplating its achievement as art, we
may reach a truer understanding of the origin of its forms than by comparing
and classifying the details of its patterns.

The question of origins is this: did the Maori carve in patterns and forms
brought with him from Tahiti or did he create an art Qf his own? It bears
upon the question to observe that even in everyday articles in common use
among the Maori individuality asserts itself; when therefore we see in these,
as also in carved houses, canoes and ceremonial objects, design expressing
purpose, with technical accomplishment fulfilling design, in an achievement
of almost infinite variety, do we not also see personal versatility realizing
itself, rather than mechanical reiteration of given design clements?

Also pertinent to the question of origins is the fact that Maori wood-carving
still manifests today the starting point or the basic elements of its own develop-
ment. It could do no other because it has never lost its primary social purpose
and inspiration. That purpose was commemoration, the pcrpr:tuatic_m qf the
memory of tribal leaders and ancestors. So motivated, Maori art inevitably
appeared as an art of the human ﬁgu;'e, an art of statuary. It also becam; a
complexity of involved designs. While these two, sculpture and decorative
design, are the poles of Maori carving, they are not poles apart and unrelated;
there is, as we hope to show, a continuous theme of development between
them, a theme that maintains a harmony of historic meaning with every
nuance or variation of form.
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In New Zealand, carved wooden figures stood among the houses and
along the palisades of every settlement. Characteristic of this Maori free
sculpture is the large head and stiff attitude. This may have been the outcome
of the limited proportions of the tree trunk from which it was hewn, com-
bined with the supposedly primitive habit of giving first (and consequently
most) attention to the head, which left insufficient i
material for free disposal of the limbs; or the size may ﬂV t
reflect the sacredness of the head among Polynesians. I \\\ & L !

For whatever reason, Maori full-figure sculpture failed
to express bodily freedom or activity; nevertheless his !
carving found other means, as we shall see, to manifest iﬁ ?l’ﬁﬂﬂ‘-if
vigour and liveliness. Nor did Maori sculptures lack ("
expression of features: calm serenity of portraiture (Plate
L.a), strength or unrestrained defiance (Plate I.8), in each
case joined with a feeling for sculptural volume. 0
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But the expression of sculptural form as such can hardly
be claimed as an outstanding feature of Maori carving;
its figures do not have the clean-hewn, dynamic quality
of African sculpture, nor even of Hawaiian. The enterprise
of Maori art explored another path; it joined company
with the practical need for warmer shelter in Aotearoa
than in tropical Oceania, and found a medium in the
solid house structure that developed here.

In his house-building the Maori found incentive for
extending his portrayal of tribal history; he also foupd
scope for developing his art. House posts were primarily
houseposts; but when they were asked, as they invariably
were, to be historic persons as well, natural representation
had to yield to structural requirements. The challenge of
applied sculpture had to be met, the figure to E.Jc absorbed
into the shape of the post, lengthened and straightened to B /
become and remain a housepost (Fig. 2) whereby the | I 8 a'H
ancestor as well as the post supported the house practically I .
and the community symbolically.




The requirements of applied sculpture
were not merely a limitation; they be-
came alsoan opportunity and a stimulus
for an enterprise that was to carry the
I\/_Iaon. carver forward into a richly-
diversified decorative art. For instance
there. are more planks than posts in
Maori houses: planks provide room for
the human figure to be widened (Fig- j
3,3, b) and for its now broad features,
limbs, shoulders, thighs, feet, to become
areas for decoration. But they still com-
b]pe structural and sculptural quality
with commemorative purpose, as when
Ngangaia and Matatahi (Fig. 4), an-
cestors of the Ngatimaru tribe, stand
part of the wall of Ngatimaru’s trib
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6 PLATE 1. STATULS:
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FACE MASKS
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res. Like the body, the head faces front (9 a), or turns sideways
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The idea of fixed design elements borrowed or brought here from other

: : itions involved
parts of the Pacific could not account for the intermediate positions in

: - . the
in turning the head, except by postulating hybrid forms; in other “ifsc’f]‘;l;ablc
native carver had twice been a mere copyist. Secgnngly th.ls vn‘:wthe ability,
or unwilling to credit the Maori artist with the simple desire, or

- wn
to turn the human figure or face gradually sideways, or to cut the mask do
the middle.

i

FIGURE DESIGN ELEMENTS : ’

Contorted figures with the face in profile are manaia (Fig. 11 a<c), as ful .
face_ﬁ_gures are tiki; each havi

ing become stylized and decorative, their PlaStllic-
Possibilities could be exploited to the full. The whole figure could be If]llmlf )
fied, perhaps lengthened (Fig. 11 d and €). Parts could be le.ft out, tho go ‘
s it was methodical, in the way ]
oc’s cautionary lion, proceeding from the feet up, but alway
leaving at least the head (Fig. 1y h-k).

; , . c
The "manaia face itself became 4 source of varied renderings. The gcﬂtld
art of going one better, o further, saw the mouth increasingly drawn out an
attenuated (Fig. 12 a to f)to fi

ta narrow space in a decorated slab.



Fig. 13
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COMPOSITION

Our Maori carver noy has for his designs and compositions a full l:%ez;l;
of ingredients of all degrees of simplicity and complexity; full figures cil £
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Compositions of this nature, based
0 humap figures alone, could pos-
sibly have been the first design-
hievement of Maori craftsmen; l_)Ut

'S is an ethnographical question
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Nger for a4 moment to enjoy the
“8reeably flowing design before us
- fe¢spond to its unique appﬂlal-
Un.lque it certainly is, or at least in-

Vidual; for although the theme
°r content i known from scvcf:ral

Mples, no two of them are alike,
While the intriguing variety among
them, and the complete and satisfylﬂg
rhythm they express never fail to
C}_lallenge our discernment as they
*lmulate our closer attention.
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Depositing carvings in swamps or drains seems to have been a common
practice, either for keeping the timber reasonably soft and less likely to crack

during the long process of carving, or to hide them from enemies. Swamp
yields are not necessarily of great age.

The Kaitaia design is therefore not to be regarded as an exotic type
borrowed from afar; it is a creation of Maorj art, as likely to be late as early,
one of the five styles or schools that, in their divergent manner and in the

quality of their renderings, attest both the versatility and the feeling for design
of craftsmen conscious of their art.

CANOE CARVINGS

1 in decorative openwork, and another backward
lolglk]\l}%l human ﬁgt;re follows the second spiral. In the sternpost, taurapa
a(lltc'rnatél;)frgxmpa&img spirals and figure details, i.e., reduced manata, follow

€ to crest in 1 : i .
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SCHOOLS AND INITIATIVE

in this outline, that
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