

















statement collapses as the bilingual meaning
becomes apparent - in te reo Maori “he” is the
indefinite article and in common usage functions
as both “a” or “some.” So, only when the viewer
acknowledges a dual meaning can they unlock
the multiplicity at the heart of Parekowhai’s
project: I am One and Many.

Like the oversized ballerinas of Song of the
Frog (2005) and the immense seals of My Sister
My Self (2006) and Horn of Africa (2006), and the
hulking Maori security guards of Kapa Haka (2003
and 2008), The Indefinite Article is as much about
the politics of sculpture and its ability to intrude
on space as it is about socio-political resonance;
in fact, the two are inextricable. Mimicking the
idiosyncratic handwriting of McCahon (whose
link to the land and fascination with a binary of
light and dark has taken on mythic proportions
in New Zealand’s art-historical canon), The
Indefinite Article lays claim to both physical and
metaphorical space, opening out to a still-raging
debate about land rights harking back to the
discrepancies, centred around problems of
translation, in New Zealand’s “founding
document”, The Treaty of Waitangi.

In considering Parekowhai’s work I'm
reminded of African-American literary theorist
Henry Louis Gates’s discussion of the “trickster”
figure in black oral tradition who repeatedly
outwits the more powerful figure of the lion with
a mixture of verbal guile and double-talk. No
matter how bleak the crimes of history,
Parekowhai favours wit and cunning over
embittered cynicism, and there is playfulness at
the heart of his project. His works are puzzles,
aesthetically and intellectually pleasing

conundrums that grant us a sense of complicit
pleasure akin to that of a treasure hunt as we find
clues in the smallest details, only for them to
explode into seemingly endless chains of
signification. As a viewer we are attracted by the
alluring colours and seductive factory-finish
surfaces, only to see our faces reflected back in
them - our questions turned back on the asker.
The artist phoned me recently to tell me that
he’d decided on a title and that the little Indians,
as I'd been referring to them, are in fact The
Brothers Grim. Like the famed authors
referenced in their title, Parekowhai’s little
Indians tell us a story with universal appeal -
they speak of the bewildering and conflicted
process of self-definition in relation to the
historical circumstances that shape current
prejudices, and the ability of the “local” to take
on mythical proportions. And, despite the
purposeful exclusion of the final letter “m”- the
phonetic inversion that turns Grimm the noun
into grim the adjective - there is a hopefulness
here. Not just because they are youthful, but
because their number suggests that the “self”
need not be fixed, that it can take many forms
and wear many guises. The title also serves to
remind us that their path will not be a lonely one
because they are part of a family, a collective
whole, and at once implicate us in their
narrative, because it begins, quite literally, in our
own backyard - every little Indian’s own
“western” frontier.
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MICHAEL PAREKOWHAI FEATURE

Farekowhai’s works are
puzzles, aesthetically and
intellectually pleasing
conundrums that grant us
a sense of complicit
pleasure akin to that of a
treasure huni as we find
cties in the smallest details

Opposite: Kapa Haka (2008),
bronze, 185 % 68 x 42cm

| Passchendaele, The Consolation of
Philosophy: piko nei te mategna (2001),
framed C-type print, 155 x 125¢m

2 Boulougne, The Consolation of Philosophy:
piko nei te mategna (2001), framed C-type print,
155 x 125em

3 Kapa Haka (2008), fibreglass,
automotive paint, each 188 x 680 x 42cm
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