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Field Aesthetics

Suzanne P. MacAulay

For almost a decade I was a folklorist perched on one of the world’s edges, New Zealand, a very slender node on the Pacific Rim. In my teaching, writing and research, the mix of folklore and art history offers the most comprehensive way of observing and understanding how people sensitively channel their life experience into creative action. In the words of Kenneth Burke, “There are no forms of art which are not forms of experience outside of art.”
 Aesthetic formation from lived experience is what interests me. Gradually through pondering this, I also began to factor in my own participation and experience in the field – to position my “sense of self” relative to the unboundedness of humans in interaction and our conjoint fields of experience. In accord with William James’s thoughts on a participatory subject enmeshed in an ever-changing experience of subjects, objects, and actions, I engage folklore within a domain of artistic processes imbedded in an environment where interplay, interdependence, and aesthetic detail practiced in the company of others, relate to the components of collaboration as well as ethnography in that we (folklorist and artists) are all part of the overall design.


In 1994 I left for New Zealand imagining (in the way “famous last words” fall on deaf ears) that destiny was staring me in the face. Living side by side with Maori in Aotearoa/New Zealand I eventually came to understand fate’s power and breadth. In 1994, however, I was merely thinking autobiographically. Later, given my growing awareness of the subtleties of Maori culture, I personally came to recognize some truth in Merleau-Ponty’s assessment that through experience of other cultures we regain “possession of that untamed region of [ourselves], unincorporated in [our] own culture, through which [we] communicate with other cultures,”
 paraphrased more succinctly by Edward Casey as, “the wildness within is the condition of possibility for grasping the wildness without.”

Maori practices of everyday life are pervaded by spiritual elements where the secular coexists with the sacred. Where with a slight shift, a small adjustment, the mundane diverges into sacredness like kaleidoscopic pieces settling into a different design – a deepening of color. These transformations often occur under the most prosaic circumstances; in faculty and business meetings framed by karakia (prayers) or in the consecration ceremony of a new building or renovated studio space to “lift the tapu  (sacred power),” and restore balance between sacred and profane. During an art history and folklore class at the museum, before giving her research presentation, a Maori student turned her back on her classmates, paused and took a deep breath, then chanted in Maori to her ancestors, the museum artifacts displayed on the other side of the wall, calling to them for strength, support, and protection, but also asking them to extend their blessings to the rest of the class.


One of these artifacts-cum-ancestors was a Maori cloak typically created from flax. Not the European version of flax but an indigenous, massive, stiff, spiky plant (harakeke), similar to yucca with a fiber like Irish flax. Maori weavers scrape the tough, fibrous leaves with a mussel shell or sharp-edged tool to produce long pliant strands of muka, which constitute the weft and warp threads of the hand-tied weavings. Ultimately through physical manipulation and aesthetic accretion soft, pliable textiles are created. Since flax is regarded as a spiritual entity descended from the forest god, Tane Mahuta, and contains mauri, the essential sacred life force, the materiality of the weaving process is offset by ritual practice acknowledging the sacred, tapu, with its potency as well as its prohibitions: no eating, drinking or smoking around weaving; no gathering flax in inclement weather; and, leaving a row of weaving unfinished brings bad luck. 

The continual assertion of the sacred within daily practice was most evident when I joined my first flax collecting expedition with a group of local Maori weavers. We scoured alleys, private gardens and borders along local parks cutting flax leaves with our Swiss army knives and a variety of kitchen knives, always observant of the ritually correct method of harvesting, which leaves the center growth, the rito, with two leaves flanking either side, comprising the awhi rito. These are never cut for they symbolize the genealogical origin of families with two parents embracing a child in the middle. In terms of propagation, they are the generative source for new plants. According to Maori belief, the awhi rito is the living link between the plant, the earth, and the people. Lines of flax plants mark the landscape where Maori used to travel from place to place weaving as they walked and occasionally planting flax along these routes so that materials would always be available. Anywhere flax grows it sanctifies that place.

During a visit with weavers in Tokomaru Bay on the East Coast of the North Island, they were abruptly summoned to the local dump because someone had discarded piles of cut flax. The feeling among the weavers while they salvaged masses of broken plants and ripped leaves, was angry and mournful as if we were bearing witness to desecration and sacrilege. One weaver was certain that “no woman would have done such a thing,” referring to men’s impatience with a plant that often damaged lawn mowers. Another weaver mentioned that she always ties the flax back when her husband mows the lawn. Throughout the rescue operation and afterwards while preparing the flax for weaving, the group leader continued to smoke and work indicating that in some instances rules and protocol are as elastic and flexible as the muka fiber, the women were producing.

The Maori origin myth describes a world of darkness locked in the unyielding embrace of Ranganui, the Sky Father, and Papatuanuku, the Earth Mother with all their children (sea, forest, land, mountains, wind and rain) trapped between them. This inertia was shattered by Tane Mahuta, god of the forest, when he forcefully separated Papa and Rangi, thus liberating his siblings as well as their future descendants, freeing the light, and catalyzing the procreation of all life forms. Processes of differentiation and proliferation were then set in motion bound by mauri, the life force, imparting character (so that birds are birds and fish are fish), and uniting the physical and spiritual. “A mythology reflects its region,” writes Wallace Stevens,
 and, I would add, inspires mimesis expressed everywhere along the aesthetic continuum from the mythic to the artistic. Albeit on a different scale, the weaver’s art mimics Tane’s feat of creating a universe from a void teeming with tension and latent forces. The weaver also creates something out of nothing by using and transforming natural materials associated with the god of the forest. Where Tane divided, the weaver connects, but both creative actions result in composite worlds of matter and spirit. 

Creative realization for the weaver begins with stringing the first horizontal weft thread between two sticks anchored in the ground. This connects vertical warp threads and is then followed by the sacred weft, the aho tapu, which not only determines the visual design and subsequent patterns but also links weaver, weaving practice, and finished cloak through time and space to ancestors, descendants, and future generations, re-directing the line of association back to its roots in Maori cosmology. Thus drawing a strand of fiber across “nothingness” re-creates the primal creative tension which is dynamically reproduced through the weaving process when it first connects the two weaving sticks – one representing the profane [noa] and the other the sacred [tapu]. Likewise, this basic movement energizes and channels the life force (mauri), so that weaver, process, and cloak are synergistically imbued with authority (mana) as well as sacredness (tapu).

The spirit of the piece, the history of the weaving’s source, its resultant lineage, and the apparent tracings of descent and ownership, contribute to the idea of the woven cloaks as reliquaries – not primarily objects of devotion but containers of the relics of time, cultural survivals, aesthetic decisions, past use and former contexts. This is the notion behind the cloaks as treasures, taonga, as sacred and collective history. While they circulate, cloaks accrue value through multiple associations and ownership as well as travels over time and space. The concept of transmission and the embodiment of sacred power add to the intrinsic value of Maori cloaks. Above all is the reciprocity of body and cloak. Cloaks shelter, envelope, and absorb the enduring imprints of bodies while bodies give them their shape through weaving and wearing as well as registering sensations of smell, touch, and sight. 

In these ways cloaks become “gathering places” for the concentration of power in the sense of intensification – intensification of thousands of inanimate and animate entities (plant fibers, gestures, knots, people, memories, expectations, events, and landscapes).
  Cloak substituted for place aligns with Maori perceptions (ancient and modern), particularly, in the vision of a contemporary Maori artist, John Bevan Ford, who often represents the cloak image as the land of Aotearoa/New Zealand in his pigmented ink drawings. Referring to the artist Wassily Kandinsky’s idea of the environment as the composition (with its tensions between active and passive elements), the cloak becomes the composition where the sacred and genealogical environment of Maori spiritual observance and aesthetic practice includes the realm of lived experience with all its variables and contradictions.  

Where does the self fit in the scheme of all these things? Somewhere in the drifting overlap of special and common worlds Maori women and I cut flax, wove, taught, talked, listened, feeling our way toward relationship. William James ascribes our ability to make sense to each other as “conjunctive relations” – the experiential reach of understanding (the way we progressively kept assimilating each other’s experience with each new engagement, adjusting and improvising). George Devereux spoke of reciprocal activities and “interexperience.”
 My field philosophy obviously affirms Diane Losche’s entreaty that ethnographers and folklorists explore “the field of relations that these [aesthetic] practices are imbedded in.”
 But there are risks when we privilege interaction and begin to dissolve our tenuous protective distances. No matter how enmeshed one is in interaction and reciprocity, however, sometimes differences seem insurmountable but they remain part of the experience – painful or not. 

Two weeks before I was scheduled to lecture on Maori cloaks at the Art Institute of Chicago, the local iwi (tribe composed of many clans) denied my request to use historical photographs of Maori wearing cloaks – despite the fact that most of these images (originally made for commercial use) could not be identified as particular family photos. The refusal was based on the decision of descendants of the people in the photographs, who did not want their ancestors traveling to a strange land with a stranger. More importantly, they believed their ancestors were being taken out of context and separated from their past lives, thus removing their mana, their power and authority, their wholeness, and negating the importance of a whole host of attributes by focusing on only one aspect, the cloaks. 

The previously cited overlap of worlds appears to shrink to a stalemate. However if one opts for the realm of experience, then this could be seen as another mode in an array of improvisational interactions which, according to Merleau-Ponty, we come to know and recognize “through ethnological experience and its incessant testing of the self through the other person and the other person through the self [my italics].”
 The photograph crisis was finally resolved by the timely loan of family images from a kind and generous individual. Actually in spite of this incident, the vital interrelationship between local Maori and me deepened and continued to evolve at each new point of contact increasing my understanding of the metaphoric scope of Maori aesthetic sensibility and action. I also became comfortable with the kind of personal shape-shifting necessary for involvement with others in a context of diverse and ever-altering interests and predicaments. 

John Dewey notes the problem of “recovering the continuity of aesthetic experience with normal processes of living.”
 For Maori the “normal processes of living” are indivisible from the extraordinary and the aesthetic experience is always present. Therefore, in Aotearoa/New Zealand the province of aesthetic ecologies is continually renewed within the wider embrace of Paptuanuku and Ranginui between the earth and the sky.         
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