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The arrival of the first settlers in the late 1760s ignited the influx of foreign cultures to Samoa, resulting 
in the colonisation and the loss of traditional knowledge and culture. Its effects on the nation today are 
evident within the architecture of Samoa and the relevance of cultural traditions. 

The introduction of new materials and tools, as well as globalisation, have shaped the traditional art 
forms and their relevance within modern-day society. The demand for certain art forms, including 
siapo, has decreased over the years with the ie toga remaining prominent within Samoan customs. 
The traditional knowledge associated with Samoan culture has been passed on to future generations, 
through oral tradition. The result of foreign influences has impacted this form of communication and 
has lead to the loss of cultural heritage.

Foreigners brought their architectural styles to Samoa impacting the previous aesthetics of the country. 
The influence of foreign styles replaced traditional vernacular architecture of Samoa, resulting in a lack 
of Samoan culture. An example of this is the current museum of Samoa. Although its intention is to 
preserve the intangible culture of Samoa, the museum itself, which was previously a German school, is 
of colonial style. 

Traditional knowledge is in danger of becoming extinct and the Samoan landscape is becoming more 
vulnerable. This calls for a new method that helps to return the previous vernacular architecture.
This research project refers to traditional Samoan culture and heritage to influence the design of a new 
museum. The museum’s intention is to preserve the traditional knowledge and customs of Samoa that 
are at risk, while celebrating both its tangible and intangible material culture.

Abstract

Figure 1. Samoan Fale
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Background of the Project

Project Outline

Samoa has undergone numerous influential events over the past two centuries, that have shaped 
aspects of their daily life. Colonisation, the influenza pandemic, and the introduction of mod-
ern technology have impacted the traditional knowledge of Samoa. Before written history was 
introduced to Samoa in the 1800s, the form of oral accounts was used to pass down traditional 
knowledge from generation to generation. Information was passed on through the storytelling, 
legends, fa’alupega (genealogical ties) and songs. However, the practice of oral communication is 
rarely used, as other options of documentation are readily available. Indigenous knowledge is vital 
in creating a relationship with the past with the future, and if this connection is lost, the informa-
tion is unable to be carried through into future generations. Currently, this information is only 
held by the elders of Samoa which increases the risk of potentially losing this knowledge. 

To ensure that this knowledge is preserved and revived, this research will be exploring how 
architecture can be used as a solution for this problem. As the role of a museum is to preserve 
and showcase objects of a culture, this research project will look in to redesigning and relocating 
a new museum design for Samoa. The new site for the museum will be located along the Apia 
waterfront, a central hub for locals and tourists. The proposed design of the new museum will be 
greatly influenced by Samoa’s history and culture. It will encourage the preservation of Fa’a Samoa 
(Samoan way of life) through its showcasing of the living culture, so that it will retain cultural 
knowledge for future generation.

Aims and Objectives

Located in the South Pacific, Samoa comprises of four main islands – Upolu, Savai’i, Manono, and 
Apolima. The capital city of Apia is situated on the northern side of the main island of Upolu.1  
The current Museum of Samoa is situated five minutes away from Apia in the village of Malifa. 
Previously a German school, the two-storey building is currently used to house artefacts of 
cultural significance.2  The museum consists of five gallery spaces split between the two levels with 
a library, bathroom, and store room. The restricted size of the building limits the galleries and 
number of artefacts that can be stored there at one time. The building’s conversion from a school 
to a museum has impacted its functionality. As the space was not designed to be a museum, the 
curation of the spaces becomes difficult.

The vision imbedded in the museum is “to preserve, conserve, and interpret the material and 
intangible culture of Samoa”.3  At present, the gallery’s display is limited to artefacts and display 
boards. The curation of the exhibitions scarcely represents Samoa and its rich culture and history. 
The architecture style of the current museum follows the colonial style that was brought by 
foreigners to Samoa. The building itself is not influenced by the vernacular architecture of Samoa 
and therefore is lacks relevance within its context. 

The design of a proposed museum consists of two main aims that would offer a solution in 
regards to Samoa’s at-risk cultural heritage as well as their inadequately represented culture.The 
first aim is to preserve the cultural knowledge associated with Samoa’s tangible and intangible 
material culture, so that it can encourage the continuation of inherited knowledge. To achieve 
this, a rethink of current museologies is in order. The chosen museology will need to reference 
important parts of Samoan culture so that it can be documented for future reference.

The intention of the proposed design is not limited to the exhibition of artefacts that represent 
Samoan culture. It will also showcase the various aspects that are associated with the living culture 
of Samoa as this is an important part of Fa’a Samoa. From the preservation of Samoan cultural 
history and its living culture, there becomes a platform in which they are able to celebrate Samoan 
heritage. The design and the purpose of the museum will allow for a more unique and authentic 
experience that will aim to provide a precedent for future building designs. 

1  Saleimoa Vaai, “Introduction,” in Samoa Faamatai and the Rule of Law (Le Papa-I-Galagala, Western                
      Samoa: National University of  Samoa, 1999), 1.
2  “The Museum of Samoa,” The Museum of Samoa, accessed October 9, 2018, http://www.museumofsamoa.  
      ws/index.html.
3  The Museum of Samoa, “The Museum of Samoa.”

Scope & Limitations

The museum design consists of both workshop and gallery areas that celebrates
the tangible and intangible material culture of Samoa. The workshop spaces provide an 
educational area in which traditional methods of arts and crafts can be taught so that the art 
forms as well as oral traditions are be retained. The target audience for the proposed design 
are the locals, but most specifically the younger generation within Samoa. For this reason, the 
museum provides relevant information that can be easily accessed by school-goers.  The gallery 
space will be used to display an object’s physicality that is influenced by traditional display and 
storage techniques. The curation of the exhibition will contextualise the artefact so that its use 
and purpose are apparent. It will differ from the general curation of a museum that collects and 
exhibits artefacts using displays.

Methodology

As the typology of a museum seeks to preserve the history of a nation, an analysis of historical 
events within Samoa have been performed. This research highlighted influential events that the 
country experienced and the impact that it had on Samoa at present. Historical background 
knowledge provided the necessary information needed regarding the preservation of cultural 
heritage.

As the aim of the project is to preserve and celebrate Samoan cultural identity, the most important 
concept that was required for this research is fa’a Samoa. Fa’a Samoa is described as the lifestyle 
that Samoans adhere to in relation to their customs and traditions. It is understood as one of 
the core elements that differentiate a Samoan from any other culture. The notion of fa’a Samoa 
represents what it is to be of Samoan identity. The proposed design is heavily influenced by this 
concept to ensure a sense of authenticity and legitimacy is apparent. 

An exploration of Samoan material culture and its evolution has been investigated to analyse 
the similarities and changes that have occurred. It provided information about the traditional 
and modern methods of material culture, as well as the relevance of an object in terms of its use 
within daily life. 

Literature that discuss material culture pre-colonisation are non-existent, as oral accounts were 
the only form of documentation. The arrival of missionaries and ethnographers, during the 
1800s, allowed for the recording of history through written accounts. There are two main sources 
of literature that discuss the material culture of Samoa between the late eighteenth century 
till early nineteenth century. The book The Samoa Islands, written by German ethnographer 
Augustin Kramer, as well as Samoan Material Culture, written by anthropologist Te Rangi Hiroa, 
provide in depth knowledge of the Samoa lifestyle in regards to its material culture.4 Several 
books written by museum curator Sean Mallon, analyse the material culture of Samoa at present.
Tatau, describes the history of traditional Samoan tattooing and its adaptations to modern day 
society. Samoan Art and Artists, provides a brief overview of the different art forms of Samoa and 
the role of contemporary artists.

Selected literature that discusses the influence social hierarchy has on the spatial planning of a 
typical Samoan village, have been beneficial during the design process stage. They have generate 
theories that were incorporated into the spatial design of the museum. 

4  Te Rangi Hiroa\, Samoan Material Culture, (Honolulu, Hawaii: Bernice P Bishop Museum, 1930) 6, http://  
      nzetc.victoria.ac.nz/tm/scholarly/BucSamo-fig-BucSamoTit.html.

INTRODUCTION
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How can contemporary architecture preserve and celebrate Samoan cultural identity?
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FA’A SAMOA

Although there are several definitions regarding fa’a Samoa, it is commonly defined as the Samoan 
way of life in regards to their customs and traditions. Embedded within this concept is a rich sense of 
history, culture and tradition that allows one to be in touch with their Samoan identity through the way 
that they live. Fa’a Samoa is embodied into every aspect of Samoan life including social, economic and 
political systems defined in to these categories. They are all equal in value with no category shown as 
more important than another. They all physically link and tie into each other.5 

• Aiga (family)
• Gagana Samoa (Samoan language)
• Gafa (genealogies)
• Matai (chiefly system)
• Lotu (church)
• Fa’alavelave (ceremonial and other family obligations)    

The concept of fa’a Samoa is constantly evolving. It has an ability to adapt in regards to significant events 
that may impact the way in which one lives. It is able to adapt and weave within one’s life.  Similar to 
how the diasporic community adjusted their fa’a Samoa within their new environment, so that their 
customs and traditions were able to be maintained. Thus, ‘the way of life’ can be upheld both in Samoa 
and internationally.

5  Pier, “Samoan Culture - Core Concepts,” Cultural Atlas, accessed August 14, 2019, https://culturalatlas.sbs.com. 
        au/samoan-culture/core-concepts-5d067684-fdc5-423f-93a6-41d1de28911e.

Figure 2. Samoan man preparing an umu
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In Search of Harmony: Peace in the Samoan Indigenous Religion

Various relationships are acquired within the Samoan way of life. To ensure that one is incorporating 
the Samoan way within every aspect of their lives, it is important that these relationships are in harmo-
ny. In the text In Search of Harmony: Peace in the Samoan Indigenous Religion, Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese 
Efi describes four important harmonies in regards to the Samoan indigenous religion. These relation-
ships can be described as tapu (taboo) and feagaiga (sacred covenant). Harmony is dependent on ones 
behaviour and morals that they are taught. It involves either able to achieve balance, recognising equiva-
lence or being able to complement one another.6 

6  Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese Efi, In Search of Harmony: Peace in the Samoan Indigenous Religion  
       (Apia, Samoa: Alafua Campus, Continuing and Community Education Programme, University of  
        the South Pacific, 2007), 2.

Figure 3. Diagram describing the four harmonies (Photo by author)
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The harmony between man and the cosmos relates to the relationship between mankind and the 
heavens. In the beginning, Tagaloa created the universe, the heavens and people, as well as the 
sun, moon and the stars. These elements are of great importance in the way humans live. People 
become reliant on these factors to reference time. The sun provided both light and shadows to dif-
ferentiate between night and day, while the appearance of the moon at certain phases can provide 
guidance for planting, fishing, and voyaging. By maintaining a good relationship between man 
and the cosmos, there is peace and balance to life on earth.7

A second connection that arises from this is the relationship between the living and their 
ancestors.  The relationship between past and present that is woven together to create connections 
and lineage. Albert Refiti states in his text “The Forked Centre: Duality and Privacy in Polynesian 
Spaces and Architecture” that an individual is a product of their ancestors, their land, their 
community, as well as their family.8 Within Samoan worldview, nothing is ever complete on its 
own. It belongs to the many things that makes up an individual. All of these factors combined 
to create ones fa’asinomaga (identity). You as a person becomes a portal for your ancestors to be 
present and therefore creating harmony within this relationship. 

During Samoan cultural ceremonies, matai begins by acknowledging their fa’asinomaga by stating 
their fa’alupega. An acknowledgement of their fanua (land) the chief titles that are conferred 
within their district or village. By recognizing one’s ancestors, it is considered a sign of respect. 
The relationship between the past and the present is cherished and therefore the Samoan motto 
“Ia teu le vā” (nurture the relationship) is apparent.

7  Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese, In Search of Harmony, 4.

8  Refiti, Albert L, Alternative: An International Journal of Indigenous Peoples, “The Forked Centre: Duality   
        and Privacy in Polynesian Spaces and Architecture”, 2018, 102.

Harmony between Man and the environment is a threefold relationship that exists between man, 
plant and animal life. Balance is required within this relationship to ensure that the resources in 
which the environment provides is not going to waste. By understanding that both humankind 
and the environment is important and deemed tapu, it ensures that the resources provided are not 
abused.  By knowing what and how much resources are needed, rather than required, allows for 
the opportunity for regrowth and less waste.9 

 

9  Tamasese, In Search of Harmony, 6.

Harmony between man and the cosmos Harmony between man and the environment

Fa’a Samoa is described as the social, political, cultural and spiritual way of life within Samoa 
that form relationships amongst people. When these relationships are in disharmony, conflict 
arises. In Samoan indigenous religion, protocols are set so that peace can be regained. One must 
be remorseful in their actions and ask for forgiveness through an ifoga, a ritual where remorse is 
shown for their wrongdoings, followed by forgiveness by the other party. 10

The three fundamental principles ava (respect), fa’aaloalo (humility), and alofa (love) are 
embedded within the fa’a Samoa way. By ensuring that these principles are incorporated in to 
one’s life, the relationship that one has with others is at peace. 

The relationship between brother and sister is known to be sacred known as feagaiga. The 
covenant between the two is highlighted due to the different gender roles associated with the 
individuals. Women were known to be of the same rank as the gods as they had the gift of being 
able to bring life in to the world. Because of the high status that women had, it was the men’s duty 
to care and protect for them. The relationship was harmonious as the two complimented each 
other.11

The relationship between parent and child can be described using the Samoan saying “Pii pii ama 
vae vae manava”, referring to an outrigger on a canoe and the sharing of a womb. It promotes 
the idea of balance and love. This saying is also a metaphor for the relationship between titled 
members of a village and the untitled. In this instance, both roles require support and assistance 
from another. In order for a village to be well maintained with the necessary resources at hand, the 
untitled men are required to do their set of tasks. The same can be said for the titled men within 
the village. If their social responsibilities and obligations are not met, harmony is not maintained. 
It is important for these relationships to contain balance to ensure that peace is upheld.12

10  Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese, In Search of Harmony, 9.
11  Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese,In Search of Harmony, 10
12  Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese, In Search of Harmony, 9.

The harmony between man and self shows how humans are self-reflective in the way they live. 
Methods of self-reflection through anapogi (fasting and meditation) and moe manatunatu (dream 
dialogue with ancestors) are encouraged by indigenous Samoan religion. It allows the soul to be 
fed while also reassessing the past to enhance the present and future. Three key parts for a person 
that are important for self-reflection are the tino (body), le mafaufau (mind) ma le agaga (soul). 
When each part is at peace, one becomes harmonious with their self. This harmony is weaved 
throughout the other three harmonies and therefore impacting this particular relationship.13 

13  Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese, In Search of Harmony, 13.

Harmony between fellow men Harmony between man and self
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Figure 4. Historical timeline of influential dates in Samoa (Photo by author)
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Origin

There are several variations to the Samoan theory of origin, that have often been altered through the 
passing down of information in oral form from generation to the generation.14  The most common told 
story began with Tagaloa-fa’atutupu-nu’u, the creator alone in the Expanse. Nothing had been created, 
and all that was there was a lonesome rock on which Tagaloa stood on.15  Tagaloa spoke to the rock 
and as a result the rock split into seven different pieces- Papa-ta’oto (lying rock), Papa-sosolo (creeping 
rock), Papa-lau-a’au (reef rock), Papa-ano-ano (thick rock), Papa-ele (clay rock), Papa-tu (standing 
rock), and Papa-amu-amu (coral rock). Following this, the sky, the sea, the heavens, the land, and fresh 
water were produced. Tagaloa proceeded to create couples which he sent to each area, so that they 
would become populated. As land sprung up in different zones, countries were formed and created the 
Eastern group, the Fijian group, the Tongan group, and Savai’i. Tagaloa looked down from the heavens 
and was content with the countries he had created. Tagaloa sent his helper, Tagaloa the messenger, to 
take a woman and a man with him to each group. Atu and Fiji were sent to Fiji, Atu and Tonga were sent 
to Tonga, while Valu’a and Ti-Apa were sent to Savai’i.16 

14  Meleisea and Meleisea, Lagaga: A Short History of Western Samoa, (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies,1987), 2.
15  Meleisea and Meleisea, Lagaga, 2.
16  Meleisea and Meleisea, Lagaga, 3. Figure 5. Samoan origin story (Photo by author)



24

Missionaries

In 1830, John Williams from the London Missionary Society, along with his crew arrived at Sapapali’i.
They became the first group of missionaries to arrive in Samoa. As a result of his arrival, Ekalesia 
Fa’apotopotoga Kerisiano i Samoa (Congregational Christian Church of Samoa) was established, with 
other denominations following years later with the arrival of various other missionaries. 

Samoans were quick to take up the new religions and as a consequence, customs that were deemed 
‘heathen’ were relinquished. Missionaries had demolished structures where idolatries were stored and 
where processions had taken place. At risk came the art of tatau that was described as a ‘bloody custom’. 
Cannibalism, war, polygamy, infanticide was also unacceptable and therefore abandoned.17 

Christianity plays an important role in Samoa today. It is interwoven in to the Samoan culture with vast 
amounts of churches located with the villages. The church structures are both visually and physically 
dominant throughout Samoa with at least one church seen in a village. The logo located on the Samoan 
coats of arms ‘Fa’avae i le Atua Samoa’ (Samoa is founded on God) informs the country’s adoption of 
religion to its culture. 

17  Sean Mallon, and Sebastien Galliot, Tatau: A Cultural History of Samoan Tattooing (Honolulu, HI: University of 
Hawaii Press,        2018), 47.

Figure 6 & 7. Historic Churches in Samoa. 
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German Samoa

During the late nineteenth century, Samoa had received great interest amongst Great Britain, Germany 
and the United States. Soon after, Samoa had become annexed by both Germany and the United States. 
Savai’i and Upolu were under Germany’s rule, while Tutuila and Manu’a were under the United States.18 

The plantation company Deutsche Handels and Plantagen Gesellschaft (DHPG), showed great interest 
in Samoa as they provided economic opportunities for Germany in terms of their considerable number 
of cocoa and coconut plantations. This motivated the annexing of Samoa.19 As there had been tension 
amongst the Samoan superiors over the role of power, Germany believed that they would be beneficial 
as they could mediate the current tensions they had.20 

The German administration wanted to preserve the Samoan indigenous culture. However, it was appar-
ent that their intention was to stay in control of it as well. Governor Wilhelm Solf felt threatened in re-
gards to a momoli (ceremony confirming a new status or position) held by Matā’afa Iosefa that suggest-
ed the power was out of his hands. 21 This ceremony as well as various others, included the distribution 
of ie toga (fine mats) that Solf believed was a ‘wasteful extravagance’.22  Yet ie toga defined Samoa’s status 
and relationships. They were a form of currency that are used in the payments to the various tufuga’s 
(master) when certain jobs were required from them. Solf ’s beliefs differed from the intention of the 
German admisnistration that showed that he opposed the preservation of Samoan culture.

18  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 99.

19    Meleisea and Schoeffel-Meleisea, Lalaga, 108.
20  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 100.
21  Meleisea and Schoeffel-Meleisea, Lalaga, 113.
22  Malama Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa: Traditional Authority and Colonial Administration in the History  
      of Western Samoa ( Suva: Inst. of Pacific Studies of the Univ. of the South Pacific, 1995), 51.

Figure 8. Raising of the German Flag. 
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New Zealand Samoa

Fourteen years after the annexing of Samoa by the Germans, New Zealand troops arrived in Apia, 
following the orders of Great Britain to take over, bringing with them their own ambitions for Samoa.23

Influenza

On board the ship Talune, arriving from New Zealand to Samoa, brought passengers who had 
contracted the pneumonic influenza. Passengers were allowed to disembark the ship disregarding 
the quarantine process. As a result, the disease spread throughout Samoa that resulted in 8500 people 
passing away. Devastation was felt throughout. This has been described as the biggest holocaust in the 
twentieth century in relation to the overall population loss. With the loss of many lives came the loss 
of knowledge from tufugas, elders, artists, and matais. The cycle of receiving knowledge from elders 
that would be passed down to generations following was greatly affected as the information was now 
limited.24 

Mau Movement

With New Zealand being the second country, to govern over Samoa, the opinions of many Samoans 
were disregarded. The Mau o Pule, an anticolonial movement, had been established in 1908. The 
movement was led by Lauaki Namulau’ulu Mamoe during the time of German Samoa.25  He believed 
that Samoans should have a greater say in how their country was lead. They believed that their cultural 
activities were being interfered with by the two governments as a result of the lack of consultation with 
the people of Samoa. 

In response to the mistreatment of their country, most districts within Samoa were a part of the 
“systematic campaign of passive resistance to the administration”.26 Committees established by the 
Administration were boycotted. Visiting officials were ignored on arrival within the villages. While the 
condition of coconut and banana plantations were disregarded by the Samoans invovled in campaign, 
money that was intended to be paid to the administration as tax was used to raise money for the Mau. 
The campaign was to the disapproval of the New Zealand Administration.With tensions high between 
the Administration and the people of Samoa, a peaceful march on Apia’s waterfront to welcome back 
two exiled members of Mau escalated. New Zealand troops opened fire on the crowd, killing nine 
members of the Mau movemen, including Tupua Tamasese Lealofi III, one of the leaders of the group. 27 

23  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 104.
24  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 104.
25  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 105.
26  “New Zealand in Samoa,” RSS, September 2, 2014, https://nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/samoa/rise-of-mau.
27  RSS, “New Zealand in Samoa.”

Figure 9. Raising of the New Zealand Flag
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Samoan Independence

On January 25, 1947, Samoa had become a UN trust territory. The administrative control of Samoa was 
designated to New Zealand, who were selected by the United Nations.28  New Zealand had obtained a 
commitment where they we required to assist Samoa in gaining independence.29

 The road to self-government involved petitions to the UN, the selection of Samoan leaders, as 
well economic and political development. 30 On the 1st of January 1962, New Zealand seized their 
administrative control over Samoa. Samoa successfully gained independence and became the first South 
Pacific Island nation to do so.31 

Samoa’s independence brought forward two new visions for the shaping of the country in the future. 
The leaders of Samoa aimed at weaving together fa’a Samoa and the modern-styled government for their 
country.32 This idea was visible in their visions. The first intended the continuation of the of Samoan 
traditions and culture, which included the political system of fa’amatai. In contrast, the second vision 
thought about the future growth of the country. This related to the country’s economy, the maintenance 
of transportation, as well as educational facilities. They believed that the economic resources that Samoa 
had, in terms of plantations, were sufficient in supporting the Samoan society.33 

28  “Samoa: History,” The Commonwealth, accessed October 1st, https://thecommonwealth.org/our-member-coun 
      tries/samoa/history.
29  Meleisea and Schoeffel-Meleisea, Lagaga, 144.
30  Meleisea and Schoeffel-Meleisea, Lagaga, 152.
31  “Independence Day,” Samoa.travel, accessed October 1st, https://www.samoa.travel/event/independence-day.
32  The Commonwealth, “Samoa: History,”
33  Meleisea and Schoeffel-Meleisea, Lagaga, 144.

Figure 10. Raising of the Samoan Flag
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Material and Non-material Culture

Material Culture

Material culture is defined as objects that reflect a specific culture or a group of people. Any 
object that is tangible, is considered to be part of material culture. These can range from a piece of 
clothing, architecture, ornaments, or utensils.34  Through analysing material culture, one can gain  
understanding of a culture as well as a specific time period. It provides an insight in to how people 
interacted with particular objects and the item’s value, and also hinting at patterns of their daily 
life.

Non-material Culture

Material culture covers both the physical object as well as its non-material culture that refers to 
the intangible aspects of a specific culture, otherwise known as living culture.35  Unlike material 
culture, it describes how a society functions in regards to their daily life. These intangible qualities 
include one’s language, beliefs, values, and customs that cannot be identified within a physical 
object. 

34      “Material and Non‐Material Culture” Cliff Notes, 2006, accessed September 14, 2019, https://www.  
      cliffsnotes.com/study-guides/sociology/culture-and-societies/material-and-nonmaterial-culture.
35  Notes, “Material and Non‐Material Culture.”

The role of museums involves the collection, preservation, research, and presentation of material 
culture. These items contain significance in regards to historical, cultural, religion importance.36  
The artefacts have been removed from their original context so that they can be exhibited as an 
educational resource. 

Museums typically present artefacts through exhibitions and displays. Items are often placed 
within glass boxes or mounted onto plinths to provide both security and visibility. However, the 
design of these exhibitions only show the physical attributes of an object. The importance of a 
culture goes beyond its ‘mere objects’. Culture cannot be defined solely by a physical object, as 
a culture is continuously changing and evolving. The important factors that represent the living 
heritage of a society, is not represented within an object which does not showcase the overall 
cultural heritage. The objects themselves are part of a living culture, which has not been
celebrated through its display. 

There is a need for a re-evaluation in the way that Samoan culture is showcased through curating 
of spaces and displaying the artefacts. Material and non-material culture are both valuable in 
understanding a culture and therefore should both be presented. By changing the way in which 
objects are displayed, it will help to contextualise these items and exhibit the intangible culture. It 
will show its purpose and function within the culture as opposed to only its physical appearance. 

Foreign influences and modernisation have had an impact on many countries that has resulted in 
a loss of cultural knowledge.37  A new museology that incorporates both tangible and intangible 
culture can improve the preservation of a cultural heritage. It will be able to document and 
revitalise the traditional knowledge that will be able to be passed on to future generations, 
through the exposure of the entirety of a cultural heritage. 

36  Emmanuel Arinze, “The Role of the Museum in Society,” In Public lecture at the National Museum,  
          Georgetown, Guyana, May 17, 1999, http://www.maltwood.uvic.ca/cam/activities/past_conferences/   
      1999conf/    batch1/CAM’99-EmmanuelArinze.GuyanaFinal.pdf.                         
37  Federico Lenzerini, “Intangible Cultural Heritage: The Living Culture of Peoples,” (European Journal of    
      International Law22, no. 1 January 2011), https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chr006.

MUSEOLOGY
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Vanuatu Cultural Centre

The Vanuatu Cultural Centre’s central focus is to preserve Vanuatu’s cultural heritage by promoting 
kastom, the pre-colonial way of life. The Centre’s intention differs from common museums as they 
are dedicated to preserving the traditional cultural practices in Vanuatu as well as the preservation 
of material culture.38  The living culture of Vanuatu has been celebrated and prioritised within the 
cultural centre so that it has be defined as a “peaceful nakumal”, a meeting house dedicated to cultural 
preservation and identity work as opposed to a collection based museum.

The establishment of the Cultural Centre started with the founding of the Port Vila museum in 1956. 
The opening of the new museum was due to celebration of the fifteenth year anniversary of the 
condominium. The museum was run by the political secretary who was a part of the British embassy 
at the time. It was argued that Port Vila museum was seen as a storage space for objects that had been 
collected by colonial officials. Thus resulting in minimal interaction between the museum and ni-
Vanuatu (indigenous people of Vanuatu).

In 1995, the new museum of Vanuatu opened that currently consists of the National Museum, 
the National Library, the Film and Sound Unit, Historical and Cultural Site Survey, and the Oral 
Traditions Project.39  The centre differs from collection-based museums as it does not purely focus 
on being a repository of material culture, but the relationship with the local communities and their 
needs.40 

The transformation of the museum and its intention was shaped by Kirk Huffman, an anthropology 
student, who was a curator for the centre in the 1970’s. He emphasised the importance of traditional 
practices of the ni-Vanuatu over the objects stored within the museum. This allowed for a more 
community oriented perspective.41  

Research provided by international researchers looked into the local, economic and social 
development throughout the country. As a result, programmes were established by the centre to offer 
guidance for issues that occurred within the communities. The centres purpose expanded with the 
addition of education, social inclusion, and cultural preservation, that engages the ni-Vanuatu people. 
The text Intangible Heritage and the Museum: New Perspectives on Cultural Preservation, written by 

38 Marilena Alivizatou, “At the Interface of Kastom and Development: The Case of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre,” in  
 Intangible Heritage and the Museum: New Perspectives on Cultural Preservation,(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2016)      
 “At the Interface of Kastom and Development”, 78.
39 Alivizatou, “At the Interface of Kastom and Development”,  79.

40 Alivizatou, “At the Interface of Kastom and Development”, 79.
41 Alivizatou, “At the Interface of Kastom and Development”, 79.  

Marilena Alivizatou, provides the view of workers at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre in regards to their 
thoughts about the showcasing of the various artefacts. Martha Kaltal, a member of staff at Vanuatau 
Cultural Centre states:
 
“Some of the artefacts on display are alive, because they have been through a traditional ceremony, 
so they are taboo. We have a living culture in the people, in our traditional knowledge that cannot 
be destroyed. For example, some of the headdresses in the museum they have been to a traditional 
ceremony. When this is finished they have to destroy the headdress. You destroy it because it is a 
living culture. You don’t keep it. If you destroy it, the spirits go back to the place in the people for the 
next ceremony. It is taboo. You have to destroy it. Every headdress has to be destroyed. Even the most 
beautiful have to be destroyed.”42 

As an object is a part of a living culture, that is constantly evolving, Martha Kaltal explains how the 
culture and traditions are embedded within the intangible heritage, not necessarily the object itself. 
The artefacts themselves have value, but what Kaltal explains is that the artefacts use and purpose 
within Vanuatu’s traditions is what holds the essence of culture. 

The Vanuatu Cultural Centre emphasises the importance of living culture as its purpose for the 
Centre’s museum. The museum moves away from the collection based exhibitions that collect, 
preserve, and display artefacts. Intangible culture within the museum of Vanuatu becomes priority to 
ensure that traditional knowledge is able to be continued for the next generation.

42  Alivizatou, “At the Interface of Kastom and Development”, 104. Figure 11. Vanuatu National Museum
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Polynesian Cultural Centre

• “Preserve and portray the cultures, arts and crafts of Polynesia.
• Contribute to the educational development and growth of all people at Brigham Young      
                  University-Hawai’i and the Polynesian Cultural Center.
• Demonstrate and radiate a spirit of love and service which will contribute to the betterment,            
                  uplifting and blessing of all who visit this special place. 

The Polynesian Cultural Center is located in the island of Oahu, Hawai’i. It becomes a platform in 
which the Polynesian nations are to showcase their culture to the world. Several areas are created that 
house the various countries that include Samoa, New Zealand, Fiji, Hawai’i, Tonga and Tahiti. The 
tourists are able to explore the different villages and learn about the traditions of each culture. The 
Center’s purpose is to be able to preserve and portray the living culture which they have accomplished 
through exhibiting and promoting the arts and crafts of Polynesia.43  It has become one of the most 
popular tourist attractions within Hawai’i with twenty-five million visitors per year. 

The Polynesian Cultural Centre was founded in 1963 by the Church of Latter Day Saints. By 
establishing the Centre, this would offer job opportunities for Polynesian students so that they were 
able to attend the Church College of Hawai’i. 

However, the Center’s replica of the village life for Polynesians is criticised for its legitimacy and 
authenticity. Mike Austin states in the book Repositioning Pacific Arts: Artists, Objects, Histories that 
the Polynesian Cultural Centre, along with other museums, has become a type of Disneyland. Their 
purpose has become solely driven for entertainment and tourism purposes.44  Workers are providing 
the island experience for tourists by tirelessly repeating performances and demonstrations.45  When 
the Center is low in numbers, workers are having to switch to another culture to make up the numbers 
for the performances. Therefore, the workers are having to depict themselves as someone from 
another culture. This contrasts with the Centres beliefs as the performances are not entirely aunthentic 
for the visitors.

43  “Oahu, Hawaii’s Top Attraction.” Polynesian Cultural Center, accessed September 10, 2019, https://www.polyne 
      sia.com/.
44  Mike Austin, “The House and the Housed,” In Repositioning Pacific Arts: Artists, Objects, Histories (Canon Pyon:  
      Sean Kingston Pub., 2014), 127.
45  Hokulani K Aikau,  “In the Service of the Lord: Religion, Race, and the Polynesian Cultural Center,” In Chosen  
      People, a Promised Land: Mormonism and Race in Hawai’i, 127, (University of Minnesota Press, 2012).

Andrew Ross states in the book Chosen People, a Promised Land: Mormonism and Race in Hawai’i 
that the Polynesian Cultural Center is a cultural park of ethnographic tourism. 46 He criticises that 
the idea to restore and preserve the various cultures by replicating the ethnic attributes is creating 
a “museum-like commodity out of ethnic identity”.47  The convenience that the Center provides for 
tourists to understand the Polynesian culture, lacks depth due to time restrictions. Therefore, they are 
only providing snippets of the traditional practices. The various cultures that have such rich culture 
are merely described or demonstrated within the Centre.
  
They are also wrongfully representing the lifestyle in which the Polynesians live. The primitive nature 
of the villages and the art forms within the PCC are used for tourist attractions as opposed to modern 
day village settings. They disregard the present day and the impact that technology has on the living 
culture solely for the purpose of tourism. The workers as portrayed as ‘happy natives’, a stereotype that 
does not showcase the social and economic injustices found throughout the Pacific. 

In conclusion, both texts question the legitimacy and authenticity of the Polynesian Cultural Center. 
The Center’s purpose becomes lost within the importance providing entertainment and tourism. Its 
priority is to produce an act rather than the living culture of the Polynesian islands. It is scraping the 
surface of the vast cultural heritage that each country has to offer to cater for the needs of tourists. 

46  Aikau, “In the Service of the Lord”, 130.

47    Aikau, “In the Service of the Lord”, 131.Figure 12.  Polynesian Cultural Center
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Precedent Summary

The research of both the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and the Polynesian Cultural Center highlights aspects 
that either need to be incorporated or avoided in the design for the proposed museum.

The Vanuatu Cultural Centre emphasises the importance of intangible culture and how through this, the 
museum within the Centre is able to preserve traditional methods and knowledge. As Samoa has such 
a rich cultural heritage that is portrayed through its customs and traditions, the emphasis on this topic 
becomes relevant. However, an object’s physicality is also important, and therefore needs to be given the 
same platform. 

The Polynesian Cultural Center is noted as being one of the top Hawai’i attractions. The Center 
showcases the spirit of Polynesian through the exhibition of the six different Polynesian Islands. What 
becomes apparent is that the living culture of the six different villages is for entertainment and tourism 
purposes. The constant repetition of choreography and demonstrations removes the essence of the 
living culture for the islands, as it now becomes a tireless performance. The experience is more about 
pleasing tourists, removing the authenticity of the Center. The proposed museum design aims to 
create a legitimate experience that is beneficial for the preservation of the culture heritage and not for 
entertainment purposes. The Polynesian Culture Center becomes an anti-precedent to emphasise what 
the museum does not want to be perceived as. 
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SAMOAN MATERIAL CULTURE

Samoan material culture is significant in both its physical and non-physical values. Its physical 
value allows for the endless cycle of exchange and redistribution during various Samoan 
ceremonies. They are persistently used as gifts that are exchanged between two parties as “objects 
of great prestige“ or as a source of payment.48  Weddings, funerals, birthdays, and saofa’is (title 
bestowal ceremony) create a platform that allows the showcasing of these valuable possessions.49 

The non-physical value of these items are also of great significance. They symbolise genealogy, 
beliefs and values that are woven into the Samoan way of life. These characteristics can be shown 
through various items of value.

Traditional Samoan architecture demonstrates the connection between ancestors and the present. 
When one enters into the alofi sā (sacred ring), formed by the chiefs of the village within the 
faletele, the chiefs become encompassed in the time and space of the ancestors. The faletele 
consists of posts used to structurally hold the domed roof. Each post carries a chief ’s name that is 
passed on over the years. Whoever is bestowed with this title will then be seated accordingly. Thus 
they are connected with the long line of matai who have also represented this title. The faletele 
expresses the idea of vā by encouraging the relationship between the past and the present. 50

The presentation of gifts during Samoan gatherings and ceremonies consists of various items, 
including ie toga and siapo. The gifts are sorted into two categories, food and oloa (instruments, 
canoes, material)51,  as well as sacred cloth. Both categories of gifts are presented in tandem, as 
they essentially play their own significant roles.52 

48  Hillary L Scothorn,“, The Transformation of Samoan Siapo in nineteenth century,” In Repositioning Pacific   
      Arts: Artists, Objects, Histories (Canon Pyon: Sean Kingston Pub., 2014), 32.
49  Scothorn, “Transformation of Samoan Siapo,” 32.
50  Albert L Refiti, “How the Ta-Va Theory of Reality Constructs a Spatial Exposition of Samoan Architecture”,  
      2017, 273.
51  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 46.
52  Serge Tcherkezoff, “Sacred Cloth and Sacred Women. On Cloth, Gifts and Nudity in Tahitian First Con  
             Mtacts: A Culture of ‘Wrapping-in’,” In ‘First Contacts’ in Polynesia: The Samoan Case (1722-1848), (Canberra, 
    Australia: The Australian National University Press, 2008), 162.

Sacred cloth comprises of ie toga, a valuable fine mat created from pandanus leaves, as well as 
siapo, decorated tapa cloths. A common characteristic that these sacred cloths have is that they 
never belong to an individual. They however “represent the identity of a group”.53  An ie toga is 
the only gifted item that remains in the everlasting cycle of exchange. Other gifts circulate for a 
shorter period of time or do not enter the cycle at all. The ie toga can be removed from its origin 
yet still hold its ties to its makers. Its journey through its numerous exchanges does not affect its 
connection with its genealogy. 54

 

53  Tcherkezoff,” Sacred Cloth and Sacred Women”, 163.
54  Tcherkezoff,” Sacred Cloth and Sacred Women”, 163.

Figure 13. Samoan women wearing traditional clothing

Figure 14. Ava Ceremony within a traditional Samoan fale Figure 15. Samoan man wearing traditional clothing
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Samoan Material Culture 1800s - 1930s

Samoan Material Culture describes Te Rangi Hiroa’s accounts of his journey to Samoa in 1927. 
He describes Samoa’s customs as being of resilience which became important in regards to the 
retention of their material culture.55  Samoans were content in their social and political ways, 
that the idea of integrating foreign ideas was not necessary. Other islands in Polynesia however 
were more open to these new ideas. As a result, their culture was lost amongst the midst of new 
foundations.56 

Numerous faletele were located at the front of the village and were used for social ceremonies 
required for Samoan customs. Therefore, faletele were in demand. Samoans constant need for 
faletele created multiple opportunities for tufuga fau fale (master carpenters) to keep their art 
form alive. In order for a family to obtain a tufuga fau fale, gifts of food and sacred cloths were 
mandatory to pay for the tufuga’s work. Payments to various tufuga, along with other ceremonial 
customs, ensured the need for items of prestige to guarantee its continuance.57 

 

55  Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 6.
56  Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 680.
57    Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 20.

A large part of the Samoan customs and culture is based on the notion of the fa’amatai (the matai 
system). The matai system created a hierarchy within Samoa and its villages. The notion of matai as 
a ‘title head’ begins with the aiga or a Samoan family who select an individual within their clan, to 
preserve the name of a founding ancestor. The titles can be broken down into two different kinds, 
an ali’i (high chief) title and a tulafale (orator) title. The matai becomes prominent within the 
village.58  In order to differentiate between titled and untitled, ceremonial garments were required 
for taupou (daughter of a high chief) and manaia (son of a high chief). Their ceremonial wear 
consisted of a tuiga (ceremonial headdresses), fine mats, and siapo (tapa cloth). The presence of the 
matai system in Samoa allowed the continuation of tatau (traditional Samoan tattooing).59  When 
men receive a traditional Samoan tattoo, known as the pe’a or malofie, it symbolizes their journey 
to manhood.60 

Samoa’s customs allowed the persistence of their material culture. The need for traditional 
architecture, tattooing, clothing and sacred cloths ensured that these art forms were consistently 
performed. The tufuga’s knowledge was readily available and many were able to see the various 
processes take place. 

58  Tcherkezoff, Serge, “The Samoan Category Matai (‘Chief ’): A Singularity in Polynesia? Historical and   
      Etymological Comparative Queries109, no. 200”, accessed August 21, 2019, http://www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/     
                           document//Volume_109_2000/Volume_109,_No._2/The_Samoan_category_matai_(‘chief ’):_A_singulari    
      ty_in_Polynesia?_Historical_and_etymological_comparative_queries,_by_Serge_Tcherkezoff,_p_151-190/ 
      p1, 151.

59    Hiroa, Samoan Material Culture, 6.
60  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 14. Figure 16. Samoan village chiefs
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The Forked Centre: Duality and Privacy in Polynesian Spaces and Architecture

Traditionally, objects of prestige were stored within one’s faletele (guesthouse). The faletele was 
positioned at the centre within the village so that it was clearly visible from all angles. Its structure 
contained several outer posts and either one or three posts positioned at the structure’s centre. The 
number of posts is dependent on the intended size of the faletele. The faletele was designed without 
walls or windows so it was essentially open towards the village creating a transparency between village 
and faletele. 

Central to every faletele is the poutū or the middle post, open and transparent to the whole village. 
Located on the central post of the faletele is the talitali which translates to ‘to protect’. The talitali’s form 
is a timber boat-shaped piece. Its purpose was to hang precious possessions so that they were secured. 
Because of its visibility towards the village, the security and safety of these valuable possessions were not 
an issue. The faletele itself was a place that was both public and private. The idea of private and public in 
Polynesian spaces differs from the western concept. Samoans use the faletele to store their possessions 
as, through its public nature was the safest place in a village.61 

61  Refiti, “The Forked Centre,” 102. Figure 17. The talitali storing ie toga within the faletele
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How the Ta Va Theory of Reality constructs a Spatial Exposition of Samoan Architecture

In his text “How the Tā Vā Theory of Reality constructs a Spatial Exposition of Samoan 
Architecture”, Refiti explains the production and distribution schema within a Samoan village. It 
describes the spatial vā relationships that are created in order for objects to be produced and then 
distributed throughout the village.

The village periphery “known as the wastelands” is where the production phase begins. It is the 
‘engine room’ for the village and is the outer ring within the schema. Raw materials are harvested 
from the plantations and brought back to be refined. Aualuma (untitled men) and women from 
the village are the work force behind this stage as they are young and able-bodied. Jobs are 
divided amongst the aualuma and women. The aualuma are sent in to the plantations to gather 
and plant produce. The women remain in the village to cook, clean and refine the materials from 
the plantations in to objects ready to be adorned. Intensive labour is required during the tā stage 
as the raw material needs to be “prepared, cooked, reworked and refined”.62 Large movements are 
observed with both aualuma and women using tools to help transform these raw materials. Refiti 
explains that in Samoan thinking, the function of tā is established within the villages wastelands 
as this is where “materials are transformed by action”. 63

62  Refiti, “The Forked Centre,” 102.
63  Refiti, “Ta-Va Theory,” 277.

The malae (central ceremonial area) positioned at the front of a faletele is used as a platform to 
exhibit people or gifts. The author explains that the central space, that includes both malae and 
faletele is the inner ring of the schema. It is referred to as a “radiant source of dignity and power 
which can transform people and objects into a veritable museum exhibit”. 64 Within the inner ring 
is where decisions for the village are decided amongst the group of ali’i. It is where the objects 
made in the periphery become of value. Refiti explains that the gestures of the more prestigious 
men contrast to those of the work force in the tā area. He states that an individual, who is of sa-
cred nature, attains more mana and therefore becomes less mobile. 65 When objects enter in to the 
teu area, they are displayed and showcased in front of the group of ali’i. Praises and songs are sung 
by both ali’i and the community as the transformation process is underway. Once the addition of 
teu is complete, the prestigious goods are returned within the village. They will be used as gifts for 
Samoan ceremonies and begin their cycle of exchange and redistribution.66

64       Refiti, “Ta-Va Theory,” 277.  
65  Refiti, “Ta-Va Theory,” 275.
66    Refiti, “Ta-Va Theory,” 275. Figure 18. Ta and teu diagram (Photo by author)
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Ie Toga

Figure 19. Samoan women weaving an ie toga

Weaving in Samoa is predominantly women’s work. They produce various woven items including 
baskets made from coconut leaves used daily for holding food, as well as different types of mats. The 
most important mat found in Samoa is known as the ie toga.
Rank of various mats from most to least important

1. Ie Toga

2. Fala Ufi Moega

3. Fala Su’i

4. Fala Moe

5. Papa laupaogo/ laufala- These are another type of floor mat

6. Polavai – Floor mats made from coconut leaves laid on the gravel and used to protect other 
mats placed on top of these. Since internal floors of the fale are now concrete slabs, polavai’s are no 
longer used.

When ie togas were complete, the event of a fa’alelegapepe occurred. It is often associated with the 
fale lalaga where the completion of mats is showcased within the village malae area. The ie togas are 
unravelled and displayed. With a woman on each side of the ie toga holding it up while walking across 
the malae. The name for this displaying of ie toga derived from the Samoan proverb - fa’alelegapepe. The 
proverb describes the escaping of butterflies from the feet and hands. This was linked to this event as the 
movement of the ie toga flapping in the wind are similar to the movement of butterflies. 67 

67  “Siapo | National Park of American Samoa,” YouTube Video,29:30, posted by “National Park of American Samoa,”  
      July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOScwPqxAR8.
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Ie Toga process

Step one- The main material to create the ie toga is harvest from 
the pandanus tree. The weavers will go into the pandanus planta-
tion and harvest these particular leaves. Other mats can be made 
from the coconut tree leaves, however these are considered to be 
less valuable as they can be easily disposed of. 

Pandanus trees are planted in groves and are maintained and 
looked after so that the leaves that grow are in good condition for 
the making of the ie toga.

Step two- to help with the transportation, coconut leaves are 
plaited and used as a bag to hold the pandanus leaves as the tex-
ture of the plant is thorny. Once the leaves are placed within the 
coconut leaves they are then tied up and taken back to the fale 
lalaga to begin the next process.

Step three- The process of removing the thorns from the leaves 
begins with the women using knives to cut this part off the sides. 
These plants are known to be sharp and prickly and require cau-
tion when removing these parts. These plants are called ‘lau ie’.

Step four- Once the plants are free from thorns, they are left out 
in the sun to wilt so that they will not rip in the next step, when 
they are required to be rolled up. 

Step five- The wilted leaves are rolled and tied so that they are 
ready for boiling. A large pot of boiling water is mixed with 
detergent or soap with the rolls placed within the pot. The deter-
gents ensure that the leaves will become white in colour.

Step six- After boiling, the leaves are sorted out with the good 
quality long leaves used for the fine mats, while the rest are used 
for everyday mats used for sleeping and sitting on. The women 
make sure that the leaves are not gone to waste as the whole 
process of harvesting and preparation of the leaves is considered 
difficult. To identify the good quality pandanus leaves for the ie 
toga known as the lau ie, the women search for leaves that are 
light in colour.

Figure 20-25. Process photos for ie toga making
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Step eight- The leaves are gathered when they become dry and 
have reached the appropriate colour. The women begin to twist 
the dried leaves called fa’asapini or fa’amigimigi so that they 
begin to form a long curl. The bark from a hibiscus tree is used as 
string that the dried leaves are threaded through. On sunny days 
the leaves connected by the hibiscus bark string are again laid on 
the ground to dry. In the afternoon, the leaves are strung along 
the fale’s poles using the bark string to hang them up. The wind 
will additionally help in drying out the leaves.

Step nine- The leaves are then rolled up into larger rolls and left in 
the sun one last time.

Step seven- The leaves are removed from the pot and are again 
laid out in the sun to dry and lighten further in colour. They are 
spread out onto whatever space is available. If during the drying 
process it begins to rain, the women will shake the leaves to 
remove the raindrops so that the drying can continue.

Step ten- After the final drying, the leaves are then slit into fine 
strips with one end kept uncut. Once all leaves are slit, the weav-
ing can begin. To start, two slit leaves are weaved first. Stones 
are used to hold down the ends so that the ie toga is straight. 
Additional leaves are added until the required size of the mat is 
met. If the leaf is too short, another strand is placed down so that 
they can continue.

Step eleven- Once all the weaving is done, the finishing touches 
are completed. The strands at the end of the ie toga are split again 
so that the strands become finer in size. The excess strands from 
the weaving are removed.

Step twelve- To complete the ie toga, the mat is oiled down using 
nonu leaves with Samoan oil to establish a yellow brownish 
colour. It is then left in the sun so that the oil can dry and create 
the desired colour.

Figure 26-31. Process photos for ie toga making
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Siapo

SIAPO DESIGN

Siapo were previously worn strictly by those who were of high status, more specifically unmarried 
women.. However, it become a more common piece of clothing as both men and women of any 
status wore tapa as everyday wear as well as ceremonial wear. It was used as loincloths, dresses, 
and lavalavas that were worn daily, or over fine mats and other siapo for ceremonial wear worn by 
taupou or manaia. With the arrival of imported material came to Samoa, the siapo was no longer 
the usual article of clothing. However, they were saved for more important occasions.68 

Large pieces of siapo served purposed within the house to act as room dividers, curtains, as well 
as bed sheets. In addition, siapo were used for important ceremonies such as funerals. The body 
was wrapped in siapo before coffins were introduced. They would also be laid in the aisle of 
Samoan churches during weddings.69 

Siapo holds a strong role as an item of exchanged during important occasions whether it be for 
weddings, funerals, birthdays and title ceremonies. They are a gift that can be given or received 
during the exchanging of gifts between two families. It is the second most important item with the 
fine mats being the most prestigious.70  

68  Roger Neich and Mick Pendergrast, Pacific Tapa, (Honolulu University of Hawaii Press, 2004), 22.
69  Neich and Pendergrast, Pacific Tapa, 22.
70  Neich and Pendergrast, Pacific Tapa, 23. Figure 32. Siapo Patterns

ORIGINS OF THE MULBERRY TREE

The mulberry tree was brought from South East Asia and then grown in the Polynesian islands. 
The planting of the tree depended highly on the type of soils and the island’s climate. The tapa 
cloth making was therefore mainly restricted to the volcanic soils in the northern islands rather 
than the coral atolls. 71

Tapa cloth dictated the hierarchy within the villages, differentiating the chiefs from the 
commoners. The village-goers would prepare and create the tapa that were then worn by the chiefs 
only. 72

71  “Tapa cloth:(2) Harvesting mulberry,” YouTube Video, 2:21, posted by “foedauck,”September 2011, https://  
      www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rDLNEDrpWw.
72  “Tapa cloth:(2) Harvesting mulberry,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rDLNEDrpWw.
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PLANTING

Cuttings from the mulberry tree are reused and planted in rows in the plantations. The verticality 
in its growth is efficient for the siapo makers as it is easy to remove the bark. During the growing 
process, the plant is tendered too so that unwanted shoots do not grow on the tree’s main stem. 
Branches can be broken off later, however if left too late, the branch would leave a scar on the 
finished tapa, lessening its quality.
 
Once the tree’s stem is of a pale colour, the tree is ready to be harvest. This is usually two to three 
years after planting. Older plants, that are coarser, are better for the under layer of the tapa cloth. 
The younger plants, that are finer however, are suited for the top layer on the cloth. 73 The roots 
from the harvested mulberry tree are cut off as seedlings are grown. These roots are then reused 
to replant the tree. 74 

73  “Tapa cloth:(2) Harvesting mulberry,” https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rDLNEDrpWw.
74  “Tapa cloth:(2) Harvesting mulberry,” https:// www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rDLNEDrpWw.

PREPARATION OF DYE

Before creating the tapa cloth, the dye is prepared first. The first being the brown dye. The process 
begins by collecting shells that are used to scrape the brown bark off of the u’a tree, revealing a 
pale red bark. This reddish bark is then scraped and collected. The red shavings are then strained 
using banana tree strips to produce the u’a trees sap which is then used as the dye. 75

The shavings of the inner bark from the o’a tree are collected and squeezed to create the dye. The 
process of squeezing begins with the unu. The mat is placed in water and spread along the floor so 
that the shavings from the tree can be placed inside the mat. Once the shavings are placed inside 
the mat and are tied closed with a piece of string. The ends are tied together and are then hung on 
a tree branch. A stick is placed in the loop and is used to twist the unu. People sit on either side 
of the branch to weigh the unu down while it is being twisted which then allows the liquid to be 
removed from the shavings. The process is then repeated with the old shavings being removed 
with new shavings.76 

The revealed bark is then coated in soil so that the bark is able to grow back in time for the next 
use.77 

75  “Siapo | National Park of American Samoa,” YouTube Video,29:30, posted by “National Park of American   
      Samoa,” July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOScwPqxAR8.

76    “Siapo | National Park of American Samoa,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOScwPqxAR8.

77    “Siapo | National Park of American Samoa,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOScwPqxAR8. Figure 33. Achiote seed pods Figure 34. Extracting dye from the o’a tree shavings
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Step two- The bark is rolled inside out. Step three- The outer bark is removed leaving the inner bark.Step one- Bark is removed from tree.

Siapo process

Step four-  The inner bark is rolled up and placed in the water to 
soak for a few minutes.

Step five- Sharp shells are then collected and used to scrape off 
any excess bark still left on the bast. Shells with rough surfaces 
are then used to scrape the bast so that the texture becomes soft 
and smooth and helps to broaden the size of the bast. The board 
in which the bast is cleaned and scraped is called the papafaiu’a.

Step six- A shell with a smoother edge is then used to remove the 
excess water from the cloth. it is important to remove all water so 
it is ready for the next step.

Step seven- A mallet containing a flat smooth side, as well as 
a grooved side is used in the beating of the bast process. The 
grooved side is used to enlarge the bast which is used first. The 
smooth side is used to smooth and enlarge the bast so it has a 
better appearance.

Figure 35-40. Process photos for siapo making
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Step eight- After beaten, the drying process begins. The tapa cloth 
is stretched and laid out on the floor to dry. Rocks are placed on 
the edge to hold it down as well as to prevent it from wrinkling.

Step nine- Cassava is boiled and prepared as it is used as the 
adhesive to glue together the tapa cloth.

Step ten- The design board or the upeti fala is brushed with the 
dye from the u’a tree before the tapa is placed on top on the 
board. 

Step eleven- The smooth side of the tapa is placed faced down 
onto the board. The dye is then brushed over the tapa until the 
print is visible. Red clay is then scraped and rubbed on top of the 
tapa to further bring out the pattern.

Step twelve- Before placing the second layer of tapa on, the 
holes are filled with offcuts of tapa and are glued down using the 
prepped cassava. Once completed the entire tapa is brushed with 
adhesive and the second layer of tapa is added. 

Step thirteen- U’a dye and red clay or the ele are then applied 
to the tapa until the patterns appear and it begins to resemble a 
siapo. 

Figure 41-46. Process photos for siapo making
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Step fourteen- When the patterns of the siapo are completed, the 
painting stage begins using both u’a dye and pandanus fruitlets. 
The siapo is laid on the ground with rocks on the outer edges 
holding it down. This ensures the siapo is free from any wrinkles 
as these are difficult to remove after this stage.

Step fifteen- Black dye is then applied using candlenut seeds that 
have been cooked in the umu. The kernels from the seeds are set 
on fire and the soot from this is collected and is then used as the 
black dye by mixing the soot with the o’a tree sap. 

Step sixteen- When the application of the black dye is finished, so 
too is the siapo.

Figure 47-49. Process photos for siapo making



64

Current State of Change

Over the years, the evolving world has shaped Samoa’s material culture in to what it is at present. New 
technology and materials, modern world interpretation, as well as international influences have opened 
the door for new ideas and concepts.

The arrival of new technology has allowed Samoa’s material culture to become more efficient 
and effective in their construction. The length in time to create items have reduced and frequent 
maintenance has become unnecessary. It has greatly effective the way in which tufuga fau fale create 
their new architecture.78  

Samoans are often creative, and therefore art was not replicated but rather reproduced in new and 
innovative ways. The Samoan proverb ‘E sui faiga, ae tumau le fa’avae’ (change practices, but keep the 
foundation firm) expresses the notion of adaption within Samoan tradition.79  It allows artists able to 
put their own twist on traditional ways. The traditional art forms became the foundation in which one 
can develop their own ideas upon. It was noticed as something to strive or an ideal model. In Refiti’s 
opinion, “Pacific concepts and ideas are important here because they the tools to be used in new places 
and situations allowing our lived traditions to produce new ideas and concepts”. 80 Modern day design 
becomes a product of various interpretations and understandings of fa’a Samoa. It shows the artists’ 
exploration of Samoan culture and lifestyle. 

International influences have also impacted Samoa’s material culture. Interaction with other island 
groups have allowed artists to adapt, appropriate, borrow and exchange ideas. However, due to the 
limited knowledge of traditional art forms, it is at risk of becoming inexistent.81  

78  Scothorn, “Transformation of Samoan Siapo,” 30.

79  Elizabeth Grant, Kelly Greenhop, Albert L Refiti, and Daniel J Glenn, The Handbook of Contemporary Indigenous  
        Architecture, (Springer Singapore, 2018),  643.

80  Refiti, “Ta-Va Theory,” 283.

81  Mallon and Galliot,Tatau, 298.
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Architecture of Apia today

Apia’s existing architecture is a mixture of different architecture 
styles and trends. The arrival of missionaries, traders and 
merchants influenced the style of architecture that is apparent 
along Beach Road. Colonial styled buildings, English ecclesiastical 
styled churches, multi-storey commercial buildings and other 
smaller structures make up the architecture along the waterfront. 

Overseas developers have introduced new architecture to 
Samoa. However, most designs lack knowledge of the indigenous 
understanding. The designs are not appropriate in terms of 
the country’s climate and functionality and rarely reflect the 
vernacular architecture within Samoa. Vernacular inspired 
architecture is minimal within Apia and is only located in hotels 
and resorts.82

The Ministry of Education Sports and Culture (MESC) building 

82  cf. Gary Pringle, “Heritage Assessment, Apia, Western Samoa”,         
      (MSc, University of Sydney, 1989), 77.

Figure 50-64. Existing architecture along the Apia Waterfront (Photo by author)
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was design by architect Whitefield McQueen Irwin Alsop and is located in the village of Malifa, Samoa. 
Its completion in October 2010, allowed for the opening of a space that would be able to house the 
entire MESC. The building consists of two two-storey structures connected through the means of an air 
bridge. The entrance is located on the northern side of the building that links to a covered walkway area. 
The building’s design intent was to have a “contemporary take on traditional Samoan style”. 83

The MESC headquarters has been carefully designed so that it is able to take advantage of the site loca-
tion and the tropical climate, that can be seen in the design of the covered walkway area. It allows for 
circulation through the building, natural ventilation that reduces the cost of air conditioning, as well as 
protection from harsh weather conditions. The addition of solar panels takes advantage of the tropical 
weather and therefore reduces the cost of maintenance.84

Contemporary elements are included within the aesthetics of the building with its use of corten steel 
for the façade.  The aesthetically pleasing design mimics the shape of an ula nifo (tooth necklace) that 
reflects Samoan culture. The buildings position compliments its environment and acts like it belongs 
in it. This contrasts with the Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Efi (TATTE) Building, that houses several other 
government ministries, that dominates and overpowers its surroundings. The MESC headquarters 
is humble in its design, it has numerous qualities which allow for the building to be functionally and 
aesthetically appropriate for its location.85

The exploration of the MESC building provided a contemporary precedent that incorporated aspects of 
traditional vernacular architecture within its design. It showcased how a building can reflect a culture 
yet be functionally appropriate. It indicated ways in which the museum could extract certain elements 
from traditional architecture and rework them so that they become relevant to current designs.

83  “Ministry of Education and Sports Headquarters,” Fletcher Construction, accessed October 7, 2019, http://www. 
      fletcherconstruction.co.nz/projects/community/ministry-of-education-and-sports-headquarters.
84  Sian, “If You Can’t Take the Heat...” worldarchitecturenews.com, accessed October 7, 2019, https://www.worldar 
      chitecturenews.com/article/1507364/cant-heat.
85  Fletcher Construction, “Ministry of Education and Sports Headquarters,”.

Contemporary Architecture within Samoa
MESC Building

Figure 65. Exterior facade of the MESC Building (Photo by author)

Figure 67. Covered walkway of the MESC Building (Photo by author)

Figure 66. Fale at MESC Building (Photo by author)
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The EFKS Museum is located within the hub for the Congregational Christian Church in Samoa 
(CCCS) in the village of Malua. The museum opened in May 2011 and was designed by Lale Ieremia 
Jr of Arrow International Limited. 86 The museum currently houses various art pieces designed by the 
neighbouring Leulumoega School of Fine Arts students.

The museum consists of three main spaces that include a gallery space, a workshop area, as well as a 
conference room. Additional covered walkways are placed between the spaces to allow for circulation 
and for exhibition of carved artwork produced by the student.87 The form of the covered walkways repli-
cate the form of a fale afolau (boat shed). 

A large fale is located on the southern side of the museum that is used as a gallery space for the art. The 
fale’s design differs from the traditional as it includes windows around the perimeter and contains nails 
within its construction. The addition of windows within the fale design protect the artwork from exter-
nal conditions but still allows for the connection with the outdoors. The fale’s structural elements are 
visibly similar to that of a traditional fale, and also provide the same atmosphere. The posts and beams 
unintentionally create grids within the open space to provide guides for the placement of artwork. 
Located on the northern side of the museum is the conference room used for meetings, as well as the 
workshop space. The open-aired workshop space is used by the students to carve.

At the northern most point of the museum, a replica of a vessels hull is positioned overlooking the 
pond. This was included in the design of the EFKS Museum to reference the arrival of missionary John 
Williams to Samoa.88

The contemporary design of the museum successfully incorporated traditional vernacular architecture 
of Samoa. It adapted the fale design to fit the necessities for the museum so it would be appropriate for 
its purpose. The atmosphere of the building reflects its location while also providing a modern feel to 
the design.

With the arrival of imported materials in Samoa, traditional Samoan architecture has undergone a 

86  “EFKS Museum,” CCCS, accessed October 8, 2019, http://www.cccs.org.ws/index.php/efks-museum.
87  CCCS, “EFKS Museum,”
88  CCCS, “EFKS Museum,”

EFKS Museum

Figure 68. EFKS Museum entrance (Photo by author)

Figure 69. Hull of vessel (Photo by author)

Figure 70. Interior of gallery space (Photo by author)
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Architecture

transformation. Locally sourced materials such as coconut sennit and breadfruit tree have been replaced 
with timber and corrugated iron as these materials are less labour intensive. A significant change can be 
seen in the form of the faleafolau (long council house) used as a residential structure. It has become less 
conservative with the addition of walls. Attached dwellings are added onto the original form creating 
a more private structure. The faletele however, has remained true to its form with the incorporation of 
new material. It is believed that this is because this particular structure associates with Samoan cultural 
proceedings.89 

The layout of the household compounds within a village has also altered over the years. Multiple 
open-sided dwelling were arranged in a linear layout with each structure containing a separate function. 
This particular layout was known as the traditional Samoan layout. The integration of western designs 
changed the arrangement. The multiple structures became decreased to a maximum of two dwellings. 
The living spaces became compacted under one roof while the faletele remained as the second space. 
It indicates that the customs within Samoa remain significant as the structure and its function remains 
intact.90 

89  Grant et al., Handbook of Contemporary Indigenous Architecture, 655.

90  Grant et al., Handbook of Contemporary Indigenous Architecture, 655. Figure 71. Samoan architecture (Photo by author)
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Ie Toga

Ie toga continue to remain as one of the key items of exchange during fa’alavelaves (special occasions). 
However, the company Women in Business have highlighted problems within the production of ie toga. 
It was apparent that there was a very limited number of women who were knowledgeable within the 
craft. Only four villages throughout Samoa were practising the art of fine mats. Due to societal pres-
sures, the quality of the ie toga that have distributed were affected. Quantity has become the solution 
for low quality fine mats. Instead of exchanging a single high quality ie toga, families are having to give 
more low quality mats to make up for this.91 

91  21 Year Report, accessed August 22,2019, 14, https://issuu.com/faumuinatafunai/docs/women_in_business_21_ 
      year_celebration_report?backgroundColor=%23222222. Figure 72. The craft of ie toga making (Photo by author)
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Siapo

Siapo, in comparison to before, have become rarely exchanges during fa’alavelaves. The need for siapo 
has changed from Samoan customs to the economical purposes. Tapa cloth are now widely sold in var-
ious markets and stores to appeal to the tourist market.92  Modern materials have also affected the var-
ious Samoan art forms. For siapo design the incorporation of new materials meant that the process of 
making these items became faster. Chemical dyes meant that the preparation of dye stage was skipped.93  
It has also negatively impacted the art form as the need for siapo has decreased. However, tourism has 
allowed the art of siapo making to continue due its demand.94 

92  Paul Tauiliili, “The Art of Samoan Siapo”, accessed August 23, 2019, https://www.americanquarterly.org/sites/de 
      fault/files/Castro PDF.pdf, 6.
93  Scothorn, “Transformation of Samoan Siapo,” 32.
94  Tauiliili, :The Art of Samoan Siapo”, 7.

Figure 73. The craft of siapo making  (Photo by author)
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Tatau

 

The changes to the art of tatau has similarities to other Samoan material culture. Tufuga tā tatau have 
become innovative in terms of designs. Sean Mallon identifies that the history of tatau has “been one of 
both continuity and disruption, with social, cultural and technological change coming from within Sa-
moan society as much as from the outside world.”95  Yet what remains apparent in this specific art form 
is the upholding of traditional tatau tools. Tufuga tā tatau have continued to use these tools, as opposed 
to electric tattooing machines, when working on tatau. By maintain and continuing the use of tradition-
al tools, the tufuga honour the history of tattooing while also keeping the art form alive. 96 

Samoa is located within the Polynesian triangle and consists of four main islands. Tutuila and the 

95  Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 298.
96    Mallon and Galliot, Tatau, 14. Figure 74. The art of tatau (Photo by author)
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The relocation of the proposed design will be situated in Apia’s waterfront area. The area provides high 
foot traffic due to its multiple typologies – commercial, residential, transport centres, and schools. Its 
location within the hub of the city will allow for easy accessibility for locals and tourists.

The design of the museum will rethink the way in which museums can best represent their tangible and 
intangible cultural heritage. As a result, there will be an inclusion of workshop spaces that will enhance 
the living culture aspect of the Samoan culture. The workshop spaces will cater to for a specific art form 
in the hopes that they will be able revive and document for future generations. They will be dedicated 
but not restricted to the art and craft of siapo, ie toga, and ta tatau. The material culture side will be 
presented within the gallery area. The museology will encourage and promote the cultural heritage of 
Samoa and be used as an educational resource for the students of Samoa.

Programme

DESIGN

Figure 75. Museum Programme (Photo by author)r)
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Site  Context: Apia

Manu’a Islands are governed under the United States while Savai’i and Upolu remain governed under 
the independent state of Samoa.

Apia is located on the northern coast of the main island of Upolu. It is the capital city of Samoa that 
houses almost a fifth of Samoa’s total population.97  The urban density within the city contrasts with the 
rural villages located around Upolu. The main hub of the city is located on its three and a half kilometre 
long waterfront. The various typologies along the waterfront consist of commercial, residential, indus-
trial, educational and public reserves.98 

97  “Home: Stats Samoa,” Samoa Bureau of Statistics, 2019, https://www.sbs.gov.ws/.
98  Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, Apia Waterfront Plan: 2017-2026 (Apia, Samoa: 2016), 79. Figure 76. Polynesian Triangle (Photo by author)r)
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Figure 77. The Samoan Islands (Photo by author)r) Figure 78. Map of Apia Waterfront (Photo by author)r)
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Figure 79. Apia Waterfront typologies (Photo by author)r)
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Apia Waterfront Plan

With the increase in employment opportunities and commercial developments, the Apia Water-
front Plan was put in place to cater for the various needs required. The plan began in 2017 and is 
proposing its completion by 2026. The level of scope for the various development packages differs 
from small ‘quick wins’ to redesigning larger public spaces.99 

The analysis of the current waterfront highlighted the needs for the various stakeholders. Five over-
all goals were put in place to ensure the desired outcomes were achieved at present and for future 
developments.

1. Reflect a unique Samoan experience
2. Create an inclusive, safe and clean waterfront
3. Enhance public domain for community
4. Support opportunities for local business initiatives
5. Connect people to the sea100 

99  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 79.
100  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 8.
101  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 36. 

To ensure these five goals are met, ten strategies have been put in place that will shape the designs 
of the four zones. It will improve both and economic tourism growth, as well as providing an attrac-
tive space for locals.

1. Create a continuous ‘necklace’ linking coastal activities and attractors
2. Preserve and highlight Samoan heritage and culture
3. Encourage a diverse economy along the waterfront
4. Provide a well-designed and attractive public domain for locals and visitors
5. Establish a people-orientated environment
6. Partner with community and business to ensure long-term sustainability
7. Implement efficient and safe traffic/parking strategies
8. Protect the environmental quality of the waterfront
9. Ensure future buildings, public spaces and infrastructure are resilient to climate change
10. Enhance significant views and vistas along the waterfront101 

Figure 80. Apia Waterfront development (Photo by author)
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1. MULINU’U WATERFRONT

At present, government buildings and hotel precincts are located within the Mulinu’u area. The area 
holds national and historical significance with monuments and tombs remembering important event 
and notable people within Samoa. The Apia Waterfront Plan is wanting locals and tourists to appreciate 
both the natural environment and historical significance within this area. As a result, it is proposing 
spaces that will embrace these elements as well as space for rest and relaxation.102 

2. APIA WATERFRONT CENTRAL

Due to its density and the typologies within this zone, Apia Waterfront Central is the busiest area along 
the waterfront. Majority of the buildings situated in this zone are mixed commercial/residential build-
ings along with the Savalalo markets and the neighbouring fish markets. To attract more people to the 
waterfront, the Plan proposes more commercial/residential buildings. It will help cater for the tourism 
growth by offering more variety and be beneficial with the increase in events and festivals held in Apia 
Waterfront Central.103     

3. APIA WATERFRONT HARBOUR

The Apia waterfront harbour comprises of a mixture of typologies that include entertainment and 
accommodation as well as the Apia wharf. The Waterfront Plan intends to enhance the Samoan arts and 
the heritage buildings within this area. Additional entertainment and accommodation options will be 
included to target tourists arriving by cruise ships.104 

4. VAIALA WATERFRONT

The village of Vaiala covers most of this zone with the inclusion of the Palolo Deep Marine Reserve. 
As this area is the only zone that has the slower paced village lifestyle, the Plan wants to highlight and 
encourage visitors to immerse themselves within the Samoan culture.105  

102  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 79.
103  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 20.
104  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 26.
105  MNRE, Apia Waterfront Plan, 32.

Apia Waterfront Zones

Figure 81. Apia Waterfront zones (Photo by author)r)
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Samoan Village Layout

Architectural Design Tools

To influence the spatial arrangement of the design an analysis of the layout of typical Samoan village has 
be done in order to provide the idea of spatial hierarchy among the various spaces.

The spatial layout of a Samoan village is established according to its location within the island. Villages 
that are located in close proximity to the coast are organised in a linear pattern. The village begins 
closest to the water and leads towards the mountains. The villages who are situated inland are organised 
in a radial layout. Spatial hierarchy is apparent in both linear and radial patterns and is derived from the 
basic layout used consistently over the years. Villagers continue to use this layout as it coincides with 
their daily life.106 

106  Unesco Office for the Pacific States, The Samoan Fale,(1992), 4.

Figure 82. Samoan village layout  (Photo by author)r)
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OPENNESS

Open space is used as an architectural element to further define public and private spaces. Public spaces 
are more exposed and visible than those that are more private. This can be seen in both the faletele and 
the malae. The faletele consists of no walls allowing for a connection between the interior space and the 
exterior. As the faletele is used for village meetings, the open structure allows for a sense of transparency 
with respect to what is taking place. People can both see and hear the events occurring.107  The neigh-
bouring malae comprises of a vast green space that identifies itself as a public domain. Private spaces 
are identified due to their distance away from the public realm as well as their social disconnection. The 
incorporation of western architecture into Samoan villages allowed for the use of internal and external 
walls. Modern day residential dwellings now consist of more private spaces through the use of walls. 
This drastic spatial change removes the social connection between the interior and exterior, creating 
a more private space. The private spaces are isolated from their surroundings, removing the idea of 
openness. 

107  Fepuleai Micah Gabriel Van der Ryn,“The difference walls make’: cultural dynamics and implications of change   
      in Sāmoan architectural traditions and socio-spatial practices (1940-2006)”,(PhD thesis, University of Auc  
      kland,2012) 160, accessed August 11, 2019. https://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/handle/2292/19389.

Figure 83. Samoan village 
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It is apparent that the spatial planning of the village’s architecture is determined by human activity and 
their social connections. The matai system and the relationship amongst the village-goers help to orga-
nise and define the various spaces. Public spaces, such as the faletele and the malae, are located at the 
village centre where they are highly visible within the village. The public spaces are used by the matai 
who congregate within the faletele for council meetings. Ceremonial processions are also held within 
this vicinity, further defining its use by the village goers. The social significance lessens when heading 
away from the public space. More private dwellings appear that include residential and living spaces. 
These spaces are occupied by immediate family and are less visible within the village.108   

The dominance of the matai system within fa’a Samoa has further shaped the spatial organisation. It 
defines how people interact with others and their relationship with the architecture itself.109  Ceremo-
nies held within the faletele reveal the social hierarchy within the village. The matai of the village are 
located within the faletele, while the untitled members sit at the periphery of the faletele. The seating 
arrangement distinguishes the roles and status of the different matai. The traditional architecture seeks 
to identify the particular titles conferred on to the matai.

108  Paul Oliver, Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  
      1997), 1221.
109  Van der Ryn, “The Difference Walls Make,” 160.

HUMAN ACTIVITY

Figure 84. Saofa’i ceremony (Photo by Author)
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MALAE

The vast malae area is the first point of contact when entering onto a family’s land. It can be differentiat-
ed from other green spaces due to its centrality and its openness. It is identified as a public area within 
the village housing ceremonial events. The importance of the malae in Samoa is revealed in the Samoan 
creation story as well as the etymology of the word itself. All which come to establish the malae as an 
important meeting ground. In ones fa’alupega, an individual speaks of their genealogy that connects 
them to their land and origins. An individual’s malae is acknowledge as it contains importance to one’s 
identity.110  The area holds sacred relationships with ancestors and the living. Graves of family members 
that have passed are placed on the malae. Therefore, it is identified as a formal area within the village. 
When entering on to the malae, one must be respectful and adhere to the proper village conduct.111 

110  Van der Ryn, “The Difference Walls Make,” 156.
111  James Schollum, “Samoan Architecture,” accessed August 10, 2019, http://www.jamesschollum.com/samoan-archi 
      tecture. Figure 85. Malae area
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FALETELE

The faletele is seen to be surrounded by the malae. Where the matai of the village conduct their coun-
cil meetings. The design of the faletele can be either a faletele or a faleafolau. The faletele has a circular 
floor plan while the faleafolau has an extended middle section. When more space is required, the 
faleafolau becomes the favoured design.

Both fales hold two-fold symmetric qualities, as the ends and sides are both symmetrical. The floor 
plan of a fale can be broken down in to two spaces, the itū (middle) section and the tala (round) 
sections. Within a fale, these two spaces have a strong relationship as they refer to the ali’i and the 
tulafale (orator). When a fono takes place, the ali’i position themselves in the tala sections while the 
tulafales are situated in the itū section.112 

When a fono (meeting) takes place in a fale, the seating arrangement is influenced by a person’s social 
status. Someone who is above or in front denotes someone of higher status, while someone positioned 
below or at the rear suggests that they are of lower status. Spatial layouts advise if someone is titled or 
untitled, and a guest or a host. It can be said that a fale therefore incorporates socio-spatial qualities as 
it uses the idea of vā to organise the placement of things in relation to others.113 

The incorporation of posts as structural elements, instead of walls, allows for contrast between 
other dwellings located in the village. These posts hold structural, symbolic, and phenomenological 
significance to the fale.114  Both styles incorporate the poulalo (perimeter posts) and the poutū 
(interior post) that carries the weight of the roof. The faletele contains a series of poulalo creating a 
circular pattern. The poutū is located at the centre of the circle. The poutū provides a guide as to where 
the centre of the faletele is. Its prominent position indicates the importance of it both structural and 
symbolically as it shows the relationship between Papa (earth) and Lagi (heaven)115 

112  Micah Van der Ryn,” The Difference Walls Make,” 156.
113  Grant et al., Handbook of Contemporary Indigenous Architecture, 687.
114  Micah Van der Ryn,” The Difference Walls Make,” 160.
115  Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga” 2015, 57.

The longitudinal convex roof design of a fale shows its structural strength through its curved shape 
while showcasing its salient form. The fale’s form expresses the vā or space that relates to social 
relations, physical distances and the space between Lagi (heaven) and Papa (earth). It therefore 
becomes a metaphor of the cosmos with the dome shape of the roof representing Lagi and the bottom 
half representing the earth.116 

116  Micah Van der Ryn,” The Difference Walls Make,” 161. Figure 86. Faletele
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RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURE

The residential structure indicates the beginning of the informal area. It contrasts with the public spaces 
as it is continually occupied. From the 1990s, detached cottages replaced multiple fales and therefore 
contained several functions under one roof. The sleeping and living areas were located within the 
cottage and were made private with the inclusion of exterior and interior walls.117 This created a separate 
space away from the village green, providing privacy for the family. The addition of verandas located 
at the front and rear of the cottage design allowed for ventilation and visibility towards the faletele. 
The connection between the faletele and the residential structure was retained. Families were able to 
separate themselves from the ceremonial processions occurring in the faletele while also remaining 
relevant.

91 Gary Pringle, “Heritage Assessment, Apia, Western Samoa”, 77. Figure 87. Residential Structure
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FALE UMU AND BATHROOM

Located at the rear of one’s land is the fale umu. This particular structure is used for preparing and 
cooking food. It is intentionally positioned near the plantations so that crops are easily accessible. In 
conjunction with the faletele, these two areas become the “engine room” for the village. The aumaga 
provide the large feasts for the special occasions that are held in the faletele.

The bathroom is located the furthest from the public village area and for this reason, becomes the lowest 
ranked space. Its distance makes it the most private structure as is mandatory. 

Figure 87. Fale umu 
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The analysis of the vā relationships within a typical Samoan village provided an insight on spatial hier-
archy formed through human activity and the use of openness. Within the village, various relationships 
were upheld and maintained through the connection with the architecture, objects, ancestors, and the 
living. The spatial planning of the village has been used as precedent to inform the layout of the design.
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Production & Distribution Schema

The exploration of production and distribution schema has highlighted the two main areas - tā and teu. 
This section within the village demonstrates the two different zones and their relationship between each 
other. It identifies the work completed within each area and the contrast between formal and informal. 

Figure 88. Ta and teu diagram (Photo by author)
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Movement of Art Forms

The diagram reveals the movement of the three art forms within the village setting. It shows the process 
in which the materials are harvested, collected, dried, prepared until it reaches the final stage where they 
then become adorned. Analysing the movement of the different art forms it provides a story of how they 
were made.

Figure 89. Diagram showing movement of art forms (Photo by author)

Ie Toga Tatau Siapo
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The chosen site is located along the Apia Waterfront as this is the main hub for both locals and tour-
ists. The area is positioned within the Apia Waterfront Central zone, due to its high level of foot traffic. 
Workers from the commercial building positioned in this area, as well as students who attend the 
schools along the waterfront, are constantly users of this zone. Accommodation places are positioned 
throughout the spline of the waterfront, allowing tourists to become additional users of this space.
This project is aimed at both locals and students, the close proximity to the bus depot allows for easy ac-
cessibility to the building. As the purpose of the museum is to be an educational resource, the connec-
tion between the adjacent Nelson library becomes beneficial for the intended target audience.

Other factors that influenced the chosen location for the proposed museum was the space availability 
and the land ownership. The government currently own sections on the Apia Waterfront Central, yet 
most of the sites available were disregarded due to the restraints regarding size. Other areas along the 
waterfront that fit the required size were either freehold lease or customary land that did not belong to 
the government. 

Chosen Site

Figure 90. Chosen site (Photo by author)
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Spatial Planning

The sketches shows spatial layout of the differ-
ent areas with the gallery spaces placed central 
to allow for high visibility from each workshop 
space. The gallery space’s centrality mimics 
that of the faletele and its location within the 
village. 

The spatial arrangement is dictated by its site 
including its close proximity to the ocean. 
The tā area within a Samoan village is located 
closest to the sea and therefore the layout of 
the museum follows the same principle. The 
production and distribution schema indicates 
that the beginning of an item begins within 
the plantation and reaches its final destination 
of the cycle within the faletele. This idea is 
reflected in the spatial layout of the museum 
with the workshop spaces located near the 
entrance of the amuseum, which then leads 
into the gallery space. From there the artefacts 
are able to be dispersed using the ocean as a 
metaphor to depict the world. 

The gallery space positoned 
centrally for easy visibility with 
the workshop spaces located 
at the entrance. An outdoor 
courtyard area is situated between 
the workshop spaces to allow 
for a connection between the 
workshops and from the interior to 
the exterior.

Placing spaces that are more public 
towards the outside of the museum 
to be accessible for the public. 
These spaces wil be able to have 
their own entry.

Figure 91. Bubble diagrams for spatial design process (Photo by author)
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Further development of the arrangement of 
the space’s shows the gallery spaces being the 
final destination. It is influenced by the move-
ment of the items through section and plan 
with the beginning of the journey starting. The 
open workshop spaces filter down to the more 
enclosed gallery spaces. It helped to differen-
tiate between the more informal work spaces 
and the formal gallery area.

Figure 92. Spatial layout influenced by the movement of the art forms (Photo by author)
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Figure 93 demonstrates the process of 
identifying the appropriate entry point for the 
museum as well as the organising of spaces 
with the new form. The addition of courtyards 
and outdoor area are also developed 
throughout the sketches.

Figure 93. Development of the floor plan (Photo by author)



120

Classification of Mats

An exploration in to the different classifications of mats gave a guide to further emphasise the difference 
between informal and formal areas. The photos show the contrast between a papa laufala used daily as 
a floor mat, and an ie toga used during special occasions. The papa laufala comprises of wider strands 
while the ie toga consists of finer strands creating a soft and silky mat. The arrangement of the internal 
walls and posts were influenced by the two different mats. By identifying that informal mats had more 
visible and relaxed technique involved the arrangement of the posts followed. The spacing of the posts is 
less defined, creating larger areas. The arrangement of posts within the gallery followed the characteris-
tics of the ie toga. Posts were positioned to create a more defined and restrictive layout.



122

Figure 94 shows the development of the floor 
plan that is influenced by the two different mats. 
The alignment of the posts are determined by 
both a grid layout or from the form.

The removal of walls allow for a more open 
area within the museum. The workshop spaces 
become less encosed excluding the tatau area 
that is left partially enclosed due as it is an 
intimate process.

Figure 94. Development of the floor plan (Photo by author)
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Form Design

The design of the roof form was influenced by the domed roof of a fale. It is the focal part of the fale 
with its simple yet detailed structure. The showcases the various attempts at creating a modest roof that 
is able to connect the gallery and workshop spaces. 

As the circulation of the museum weaved together the two spaces, this needed to be emphasised in the 
form of the building. Multiple attempts show the incorporation of a curved roof to represent the weav-
ing notion.

Further investigation in to the roof form created a buffer area between the two spaces to emphasis the 
entry in to another space. 

Figure 95. Development of the roof form (Photo by author) Figure 96. Development of the roof form (Photo by author)
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Preliminary Design

The preliminary design of the museum retained a basic form and floor plan arrangement to reference 
the fale and its characteristics. Although at first glance the space and form of the fale is simple, it retains 
significant aspects of Samoan customs, traditions, and history. These qualities were what I intended for 
the museum. 

Figure 97. Preliminary floor plan (Photo by author)
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CONCLUSION

The overall intention of this project consisted of two aims associated with the vulnerability of Sa-
moa’s tangible and intangible material culture. Cultural knowledge is at risk of becoming astray, 
and therefore requires a response that will preserve traditional knowledge. Through the preser-
vation of Samoan cultural history and its living culture rises the second aim which is to celebrate 
Samoan cultural identity.

This project has the intention of designing a museum showcasing tangible objects, in hopes 
of reflecting Samoan cultural identity. Through intense research of Samoan culture, it became 
evident that there were more elements of research that were undiscovered. The intangible culture 
of Samoa was overlooked and needed to be exhibited in conjunction with the tangible culture of 
Samoa. Current museums that exhibited artefacts were inappropriate for Samoan culture, which 
required a new museology. This proved to be challenging as there was a general lack of prece-
dents meeting the criteria of appropriating Samoan culture. 

A research into the process of making different Samoan art forms generated a study that was of 
interest. The detailing and effort that went into creating the objects are absent in the exhibitions, 
and therefore needed their own platform to be appropriately presented. Workshop spaces were 
introduced to respond to this issue, that allowed for the passing down of traditional cultural 
knowledge through the teaching of various skills.

The limited knowledge of material culture and its values posed challenges that were critical to 
the Samoan way of life before foreign influences.If this information was available, it would pro-
vide knowledge of material culture during this time period that would be greatly beneficial for 
this research project.

If this project were to be pursued further, a deeper investigation into other art forms that were 
excluded in the project would be performed. This information would have been beneficial for 
the museum design as there would be a wider range of art forms included, for instance, the art 
of boat building and carving. The additional crafts would have covered more aspects of Samoa’s 
culture and customs creating a stronger representation of Samoa. 

The final iteration design incorporates theories associated with traditional Samoan architecture 
to provide a contemporary design. The design becomes relevant within its context through its 
connection with Samoan culture. Contemporary elements are showcased through the form of 
the museum and its reworked curved fale roof. 

The acknowledgement of the past, is known as “an act of respect”  as you are adorning and main-
taining the relationship between the past and present. This research project obeys the Samoan 
motto “ia teu le va”  (cherish the relationships) as it reconnects and revives cultural heritage 
within today’s society. 

The inclusivity of tangible and intangible qualities of Samoan material culture is discussed fre-
quently to raise awareness of its vulnerability. This is in hopes of protecting the heritage of Samo-
an material culture within future designs. Through this research, it is evident that Pacific nations 
are left susceptible towards overseas developments. Therefore, this project pushes the idea of 
empowering the methods of Samoan material culture, in an effort to protect and appropriately 
represent the Samoan culture that has been oppressed for many years. 
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Glossary

Agaga- Soul
Aiga- Family
Ali’i- High chief
Alofa- love 
Alofi sā -Sacred ring/circle
Anapogi- Fasting and meditation
Aualuma- Untitled men

Ekalesia Fa’apotopotoga Kerisiano i Samoa- Congregational Christian Church of Samoa

Fa’aaloalo- Respect
Fa’alavelave- Ceremonial and other family obligations
Fa’alupega- Formal set of official greetings
Fa’amatai- The matai system
Fa’a Samoa- Samoan way of life
Fa’asinomaga- Identity
Faleafolau- Long council house
Faletele- Guesthouse
Fanua- Land
Feagaiga- Sacred covenants
Fono- Meeting

Gagana Samoa – Samoan Language
Gafa- Genealogies
 
Ia teu le vā- Nurture the relationship
Ie toga- Fine mats
Itū- Middle section of a faletele/faleafolau

Kastom- Vanuatu’s pre-colonial way of life

Lagi- Heavens
Lotu- Church

Mafaufau- Mind
Malae- Central ceremonial area
Manaia- Son of a high chief
Matai- Chiefly System/titled head of family
Moe manatunatu- Dream dialogue with ancestors

Momoli- Ceremony confirming a new status or position

Nakamal- Vernacular architecture of Vanuatu

Oloa- Goods that are trade during ceremonies

Papa- Earth
Papa-amu-amu- Coral rock
Papa-ano-ano - Thick rock 
Papa-ele- Clay rock
Papa-lau-a’au - Reef rock
Papa-sosolo - Creeping rock
Papa-ta’oto - Lying rock 
Papa-tu - Standing rock
Poulalo- Perimeter posts within a faletele/faleafolau
Papa Laufala- Weaved floor mats
Poutū- Central posts within a faletele/faleafolau

Saofa’i- Bestowing chief title ceremony
Siapo- Tapa cloth

Tagaloa-fa’atutupu-nu’u- The Creator/Progenitor
Tala- Round section of a faletele/faleafolau
Tapu - Taboo
Tatau – The art of traditional Samoan tattooing
Taupou- Daughter of a high chief
Tautua- Service
Tino- Body
Tufuga- Master of a guild
Tufuga fau fale- Master carpenter
Tuiga- Ceremonial headdresses
Tulafale- Orator
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setId=506719001&objectId=3145712&partId=1
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Museum, accessed September 24,2019. https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collec-
tion_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3238782&partId=1&people=169958&peo-
A=169958-3-18&page=1

Fig. 3. Diagram describing the four harmonies. By Author.

Fig. 4. Historical timeline of influential dates in Samoa. By Author.

Fig. 5. Samoan origin story. By Author.

Fig 6. Historic Church in Samoa, photographed by Charles Martin Moore “A view of the London 
Missionary Society church,” from The British Museum, accessed September 24,2019. https://
www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objec-
tId=3142430&partId=1&searchText=samoa&images=true&page=6

Fig 7. Historic Church in Samoa, photographed by Andrew Thomas “Methodist Church at 
Matafele, Apia,” from The National Library, accessed September 24,2019. https://natlib.govt.nz/
records/23145196?search%5Bil%5D%5Bcategory%5D=Images&search%5Bpath%5D=items&-
search%5Btext%5D=samoa+church

Figure 8. Raising of the German Flag. Photographed by Alfred James Tattersall, “Raising the 
German flag, Samoa” from the National Library, accessed September 23,2019. https://natlib.govt.
nz/records/22654897?search%5Bil%5D%5Bcategory%5D=Images&search%5Bil%5D%5Bis_cata-
log_record%5D=false&search%5Bpath%5D=items&search%5Btext%5D=german+samoa

Fig 9. Raising of the New Zealand Flag. Photographed by Alfred James Tattersall, “Raising the 
New Zealand flag, Apia, Western Samoa” from the National Library, accessed September 23, 
2019. https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22348341?search%5Bil%5D%5Bcategory%5D=Images&-
search%5Bil%5D%5Bis_catalog_record%5D=false&search%5Bpath%5D=items&search%5Btex-
t%5D=new+zealand+samoa

Fig 10. Raising of the Samoan Flag. Photographed by Archives New Zealand, “Pictorial Parade No. 
122 - Western Samoa Independence Day Short Film” from the National Library, accessed October 
8, 2019.https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22348341?search%5Bil%5D%5Bcategory%5D=Images&-
search%5Bil%5D%5Bis_catalog_record%5D=false&search%5Bpath%5D=items&search%5Btex-
t%5D=new+zealand+samoa 

Fig 11. Vanuatu National Museum. Photographed by Giles Lane, “Bookleteering with the Vanuatu 
Cultural Centre” from the Proboscis, accessed September 8, 2019. http://proboscis.org.uk/5669/
bookleteering-with-the-vanuatu-cultural-centre/

Fig 12. Polynesian Cultural Center. Photographed by Hawaii Tourism, “Polynesian Cultural Center” 
from Hawaii Tours, accessed September 8,2019. https://www.hawaiitours.com/to-do/polyne-
sian-cultural-center-admission-show/ 

Fig 13. Samoan women wearing traditional clothing Photographed by John Paine, “A group of sev-
en women outdoors to perform a dance” from The British Museum, accessed September 24,2019. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objec-
tId=3142022&partId=1&searchText=samoa&images=true&page=10 

Fig 14. Ava Ceremony within a traditional Samoan fale. Photographed by Burton Bros, “three wom-
en and two men sitting on woven mats,” from The British Museum, accessed September 24,2019. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objec-
tId=3140984&partId=1&searchText=samoa&images=true&page=6 

Fig 15. Samoan man wearing traditional clothing. Photographed by Alfred John Tattersall, “portrait 
of a man in front of a painted studio backdrop” from The British Museum, accessed September 
23,2019. https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.
aspx?objectId=3142971&partId=1&searchText=samoa&images=true&page=4

Fig16. Samoan village chiefs. Photographed by unidentified photography, , “Three Samoan men 
wearing traditional clothing” from The National Library, accessed September 23,2019. https://nat-
lib.govt.nz/records/22687587?search%5Bil%5D%5Bcategory%5D=Images&search%5Bpath%5D=-
photos&search%5Btext%5D=samoa+

Fig 17. The talitali storing ie toga within the faletele. Photographed by J J Lister, “view of the interior 
of a wooden house” from The British Museum, accessed September 24,2019. https://www.brit-
ishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3139297&par-
tId=1&searchText=samoa&images=true&page=3

Fig. 18. Ta and teu diagram. By Author.

Fig 19. Samoan women weaving an ie toga. Photographed by Katesa Schlosser, “Weaving a mat 
from plant fibres” from The British Museum, accessed September 26,2019. https://www.britishmu-
seum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3146500&par-
tId=1&searchText=samoa+weaving&images=true&page=1

Fig 20-25. Process photos for ie toga making. Photographed by Arno Gasteiger, “Postcard from Sa-
mos” from New Zealand Geographic, accessed September 26,2019. https://www.nzgeo.com/stories/
postcard-from-samoa/
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mos” from New Zealand Geographic, accessed September 26,2019. https://www.nzgeo.com/stories/
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from The British Museum, accessed September 29,2019. https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/
collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3148730&partId=1&searchText=sa-
moa&people=159193&page=2

Fig 47-49. Process photos for siapo making Photographed by Katesa Schlosser, “Siapo making” 
from The British Museum, accessed September 29,2019. https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/
collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3148757&partId=1&searchText=sa

Fig. 50-64. Existing architecture along the Apia Waterfront. By Author.

Fig 65. Exterior facade of the MESC Building. By Author.

Fig 66. Fale at MESC Building. By Author.

Fig 67. Covered walkway of the MESC Building. By Author.

Fig 68. EFKS Museum entrance. By Author
.
Fig 69. Hull of vessel. By Author.

Fig 70. Interior of gallery space. By Author.

Fig 71. Samoan architecture. By Author. 

Fig 72. The craft of ie toga making. By Author.

Fig 73. The craft of siapo making. By Author.

Fig 74. The art of tatau. By Author. 

Fig 75. Museum Programme. By Author.

Fig 76. Polynesian Triangle. By Author. 

Fig 77. The Samoan Islands. By Author.

Fig 78. Map of Apia Waterfront. By Author.

Fig 79. Apia Waterfront typologies. By Author.

Fig 80. Apia Waterfront development. By Author. 

Fig 81. Apia Waterfront zones. By Author.

Fig 82. Samoan village layout. By Author. 

Fig 83. Samoan village. 

List of Figures



136

Fig 84. Saofa’i ceremony. By Author.

Fig 85. Malae area Photographed by J Sidle, “Fale on Upolu” from Flckr, accessed October 1,2019. 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/121591536@N06/

Fig 86. Faletele. Photographed by J Sidle, “Fale on Upolu” from Flckr, accessed October 1,2019. https://
www.flickr.com/photos/121591536@N06/

Fig 87. Residential Structure. Photographed by Helen Jinx, “Samoa- Savi Island” from Flckr, accessed 
October 1,2019 https://www.flickr.com/photos/gosha_krzystkiewicz

Fig 87. Fale umu. Photographed by Cris Campos, “Village” from Flckr, accessed October 1,2019 https://
www.flickr.com/photos/criscamposFig 88. Ta and teu diagram. By Author.

Fig 89. Diagram showing movement of art forms. By Author.

Fig 90. Chosen site. By Author.

Fig 91. Bubble diagrams for spatial design process. By Author.

Fig 92. Spatial layout influenced by the movement of the art forms. By Author.

Fig 93. Development of the floor plan. By Author.

Fig 94. Development of the floor plan. By Author.

Fig 95. Development of the floor plan. By Author.

Fig 96. Development of the roof form. By Author.

Figure 97. Preliminary floor plan. By Author.



138

APPENDIX 

Current Museum of Samoa



140

FINAL DESIGN



142



144



146



148


	Venus Mataia_receipt declaration library.pdf
	SC3080649019102312410 54
	SC3080649019102312410 55
	SC3080649019102312410 56
	SC3080649019102312410 57




