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Adding significantly to the vital canon of literature and discourse
on Pacific Theatre, Performance, Art, and Cultural Praxis — and the
rich, variegated domain of Oceanic Studies — Diana Looser’s Moving
Islands: Contemporary Performance and the Global Pacific provides an
excellent map for literal and metaphorical travellers of all kinds. The book
subtly unravels developing tropes about “international and intercultural
connections within contemporary performance from Oceania, focusing
on theater [sic], performance art, art installations, dance, film, and
activist performance in sites throughout Oceania and in Australia,
Asia, North America, and Europe” (Looser). It’s a big task, but this fine
piece of scholarship distils a mammoth discussion of interdisciplinary,
intercultural, and intermodal performance with confidence and respect,
while simultaneously taking its reader on a journey framed by essential
artistic, geographic, cultural, social, political, and economic backdrops.
To my mind, the book’s most successful contribution is the elegant
way that specific case studies provide lenses through which to see the
navigation of Pasifika identities in performance contexts, and its assertion
that the Pacific is a vital region of global significance with so much to
offer the rest of the planet as we move into the future.

Moving Islands provides an apt titular setting for the reader to embark
on this journey. In the Pacific, our multitude of islands are still moving;
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here in the South Pacific, Aotearoa New Zealand is not called “The Shaky
Isles’ for nothing. But ‘moving’ in this context is Looser’s Performance
Studies-oriented compass that points more broadly to several meanings.
It relates to the various swathes of interactions that belong to movement,
dynamic, currents, and flow; to performance that happens in the fleeting
verisimilitude of current time and space; to an emotional response; to
the urgent reality of climate change; to the advancement of political,
social, and artistic ideas; and most of all, serves as a way of connecting
navigated paths of complex intercultural exchanges across this dynamic
region that is in multi- and bi-cultural flux. As such, the present-tense
declaration and description that guides Moving Islands summons various
states of peripatetic voyaging and discovery that are resonant for each
of the six chapters. In fact, it’s bang-on for the experience of the whole
book. My own understanding of this complex terrain shifted enormously
throughout the course of this significant work.

Like the author, I bring inherent bias to this discussion that must
be addressed. My positionality as a Pikehi or Palagi (European) third-
generation citizen of Aotearoa New Zealand fundamentally changes how
I can receive and review Looser’s book. While immersed in our diverse
performing arts domains in Aotearoa, I am not of Pasifika descent, and
as such am aware of the limitations this allows. This brings only a partial
intersectional understanding to the way I can receive and evaluate Moving
Islands. So, while I cannot speak on behalf of Pasifika communities of
practice, what I can do is respond from my declared perspective and
determine that this publication deserves to be situated as a valid, deeply
ambitious, wide-ranging text with international focus.

Looser declares a similar etic/emic positionality that is both inquiring
and in flux. Like a traveller (rather than, I hope, a tourist) who enters
un/familiar terrain with an eye for connections, Looser’s writing is expert
at revealing unique indigenous practices and the artistic deployment of
tropes from the Pacific Region. Transience and the state of interstitial
belonging to both the old and the new — through form, content,
community — is a key idea in the book as it traces a unique navigational
realm of performance (inter)connections.

Moving Islands approaches the field of contemporary performance in
‘Pacific Studies’ with optimism for a more nuanced global understanding
of the domain. The text shifts the definition of the domain’s nomenclature
in this sense to become “Transpasifika Performance Studies’ with a
mindful set of parameters that are beautifully indexed throughout the



Moving Islands 343

text. Most critically here is the ‘relexicalising’ of the term ‘Pacific’ (with
its vast, cartographic implications of more than 1,200 cultural groups
across more than 165.2 million km?) to the preferred term “Transpasifika’
(with its recognition of dynamics across diverse, manifold, mobile, and
hybrid histories of diverse Pacific peoples, the Iwi/Tangata o Te Moana-
nui-a-Kiwa). Looser has a way of deftly foregrounding complex tropes
emerging from the crosscurrents of Oceanic cultures through the vehicle
of performance, itself a transient temporal and spatial medium.

Here I must mention the now-deceased, Wellington-based African
American and i-Kiribati scholar and artist Teresia Teaiwa whose shadow
is prescient throughout the book, and whose early writings asserted
that: “Indigenous knowledge is not always transparent or accessible to all,
nor is it meant to be” (Teaiwa “The Classroom” 10). Teaiwa (a renowned
scholar who taught multitudes of students how to question perceived
political and cultural assumptions) invited others carefully to the table
with an understanding of decolonised futures when she wrote that “[t]he
Pacific studies classroom...can begin to take each of its ‘passengers
on a journey of co-operative learning toward alternative spaces where
indigenous knowledges can be more fully reclaimed, affirmed, and
revitalised. Ki mua! Let us go forward!” (10).

In this spirit, Moving Islands illustrates a palpable appreciation of
the ways in which different forms of perceptible identity intersect and
interact to shape experiences of oppression, belonging, connection, and
empowerment through the practice of performed works in this protean
part of the planet. It asks: “How can Western, non-Indigenous scholars
holistically understand performance from the Pacific world? And what
do theatre and performance illuminate about the Pacific world?” The
Global Pacific occupies manifold Transpasifika water, land, spiritual,
philosophical, and performance terrains, and Looser’s close interest in
the sophisticated reworking of mid-century tropes towards something
more global and simultaneously decolonised is crucial in addressing and
challenging systemic forms of inequality and discrimination. The book is
open to the possibilities and limitations of the ‘cross currents’ of perceived
boundaries, and a beautifully written introduction silhouettes why and
how perceived boundaries should be dissolved in order to offer new
frameworks for understanding the vast Pasifika sphere “while expanding
and enriching our understanding of the scope, concerns, and strategies of
world performance.”
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Chapter two dives headlong into the metaphor of voyaging as it opens
with a description from the prominent Maori ethnologist Te Rangihiroa
(Peter Buck) about a nuku (historical pageant) in the late 1920’s. Huku
the Discoverer — witnessed by Te Rangihiroa and performed in the Cook
Islands and throughout the Pacific at different times — represents voyaging
in canoes on stage and the legends of discovery that link ancestors. Here
we traverse into contemporary interpretations of the sea voyager where
the vaka (canoe or vessel) is prominent in every sense, all the while
bringing us to a reframed understanding of whakapapa (‘layering of
ancestry’), the vitality of developing epistemologies of ‘performance,” and
the employment of contemporary media or materials in this space.

Chapter three advances the need for urgent action as it tackles climate
change and the pressing, existential implications for Pasifika communities
with the frightening reality of rising waters. Looser considers how
performance serves as a transcultural political vessel to amplify concerns
affecting island cultures; for Looser, it operates “as a means of articulating
and disseminating competing climate narratives in international contexts
of climate-change appeal” (108). Here, the too-real flooding half a world
away in Venice is juxtaposed with interactive media art in the Kiribati
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale. Kiribati Warriors by Daniela Danice
Tepes (2017) provides a clever setting for interactive play that invites
an equally playful response from its viewer. Here, digitally animated
warriors dressed in traditional garb “float untethered in a blue sky that
simultaneously resembles the ocean and — more ominously — heaven”
(Danice Tepes n.p.). This artistic project encourages the viewer to
participate in responsibility (literally, the ‘ability to respond’), to “reflect
on human existence, human interventions into nature, and the resulting

global warming” (Danice Tepes n.p.).

Several other works in impactful contexts “such as religious rituals,
theaters [sic], galleries, and arts festivals” are considered to move the
discourse of anthropogenic climate change as a complex matter “fraught
with difficulty” but essential for a global view of how to deal with this crisis
(157). International collaborations such as Lemi Ponifasio’s extraordinary
live work Birds with Skymirrors felt exigent when first performed in 2012,
and Looser captures this even more so over a decade later as she explores
the impact of this “haunting jeremiad, a stark warning” of a performance
that toured internationally to much acclaim (137). The complexity here
is hard to capture in one chapter, and to reduce such pressing issues as
climate change to ‘Pacific problems’” would be wrong on so many levels.
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After all, one way or another, we are all island cultures. Looser is aware
of creating space for Pasifika scholars and colleagues in this domain and
I believe this agency is equally as urgent as the literal rising tides.

Moving Islands demands that we recognise the benefits and challenges
of intercultural exchange and the diverse ways in which power imbalances
between cultures can be addressed and overcome. It openly embraces the
role that performance plays forming bridges in interculturalism and a
burgeoning ‘Global Pacific.” Conversely, the book attempts to capture
the ways in which Indigenous Pasifika peoples” struggle for rights within
nation states and diasporic cultures and hybrid spaces have emerged via
performance contexts. This is a live tension that brings focus to how we
might mitigate the risk of homogenising the heterogeneity within nations
and perceived cultural boundaries by framing them as ‘intercultural.’
Here I think of Teaiwa as she explained so clearly the knotty issue of
cultural complexity in Pacific Studies:

There are so many issues that are pressing, urgent, and, actually, that the
rest of the world is watching us on. Climate change is one... But there’s also
a way that I feel that climate change is colonising the Pacific and people’s
imagination of the Pacific. And as a Pacific Studies teacher, that’s what
I resist. I’'m constantly resisting other people’s attempts to reduce the Pacific
to one thing — to one issue. Whether it’s climate change or their relaxing
holiday in Fiji. I want to disturb all that.

For us, it’s never one issue. We live complicated lives. Were constantly
having to negotiate different challenges. And that’s my job as a Pacific Studies
academic. It’s to raise those things. It’s to remind people of the complexity
and not let them try to paint us with a single brush stroke. (Husband n.p.)

As if taking a lead from this exhortation towards cultural specificity,
chapter four ventures into the themes of ‘remittance, resistance, and
community’ in Samoan performing arts settings across the wider Oceania.
Samoa has a rich legacy of precolonial theatre in the form of fale aitu
(‘house of spirits’), an energetic and satirical form of comedy performed
at all manner of ceremonial events. It has fundamentally shifted comedy
in diverse settings on TV, radio, and in live performance. Looser
spotlights how Samoan performance roots have taken fertile ground in
other post-migration settings and in performance spaces such as Aotearoa
New Zealand, the USA, and Australia. She notices that these sites of
“transnational, triangular, and circular exchange” lend to “intradiasporic
transnationalism,” or a kind of interconnected, diasporic web (166).
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The world could learn a lot from indigenous Pasifika wisdom in this
space. One clear example is how the fundamental concept of % Vi’ (the
space between) is a prominent philosophical and practical negotiation that
has to be mediated through performance. Given that le Va relates to the
sacred relationships existing between people, the environment, ancestors,
and the heavens, it is a dynamic way of framing and understanding
contemporary performance dynamics per se. A case in point is Tusiata
Avia’s Wild Dogs Under My Skirt (2002; 2019) which Looser unpacks
as a vigorous exemplar of live theatre work that “seeks to cultivate
and reconstruct va relationships in social and spiritual dimensions by
exposing abusive behaviours and bearing witness to the effects of cultural
dissonance” (169). Le Va is a concept that speaks to the very essence
of acting, so it is a rich way of understanding and embracing a shared
framework by Pasifika and non-Pasifika practitioners alike.

Chapter five charts a map of ‘Urbanesia,” a proposed way of mapping
performance identities in the context of contemporary metropolitan
terrains. This is a finely-tuned discussion via assorted disciplines to shore
up the argument for the urban as:

an intrinsic category not only for understanding significant, emerging
ways of life, identities, and forms of intercultural production in Oceania,
but also for investigating major modalities of settlement and unsettlement
in the region’ that are ‘brokered by the colonial past and by the unfurling
geopolitical, economic, and military forces of the Pacific Century. (273)

It's a compelling read with writing that is alive and challenging.

Chapter six brings us into harbour as a new kind of future is
imagined. In this final chapter, Looser offers a vision of future land,
sea, and performance-scapes as she (and, by extension, others)
conceptualises a future where we “move forward generatively together”
(282). There is a whakatauki (proverb) in Maori that says: “He toi
whakairo, he mana tangata”; “Where there is artistic excellence, there
is human dignity.” It’s through a similar paradigm that this book clearly
appreciates Transpasifika Performance and bi/multi-cultural approaches
to creativity and storytelling. This is underlined by the aim to centralise
indigenous methodologies and knowledge-making practices to elevate
intergenerational mana (prestige, authority, control, power, influence,
status, spiritual power, or empowerment). Moving Islands is an impressive
piece of work that deserves to be on compulsory reading lists in high
schools, colleges, and University curricula around the planet.



Moving Islands 347

Finally, as Looser also does, I will leave the last words to Teaiwa,
whose presence is palpable in this book. She imagined a shared universal
human connection to the sea when she stated: “We sweat and cry salt
water, so we know that the ocean is really in our blood” (Teaiwa “We
Sweat and Cry” 133-36). Most significantly, Teaiwa proposed that to
‘island’ would be to act with a whole new way to figure out how Island
cultures are connected globally and perhaps enable us all to move into
better ways of understanding ‘non-Pacific’ identifications and paradigms.
Teaiwa invites: “Shall we make ‘island” a verb? As a noun it’s so vulnerable
to impinging forces.. .let us also make island a verb. It is a way of living
that could save our lives” (Teaiwa “To Island” 514).

get real
we were always
just stepping stones
erich von daniken
saw the footprints of the gods
chris connery
saw the trademarks of capitalism
who’s gonna give a damn if they don’t/can’t remember
that the whole of the donut is filled with coconuts
they’re after american pie in the east
and some kind of zen in the west
east and west are of course relative
the rim of our basin
is overflowing with kava
but the basin of their rim
is empty
they take their kava in capsules
so it’s easy to forget
that there’s life and love and learning
between
asia and america
between
asia and america
there’s an ocean
and in this ocean
the stepping stones
are
getting real
(Teaiwa “Amnesia” n.p.)
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