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Fono McCarthy is a contemporary Pacific artist from Samoa whose work 
explores the essence of his cultural heritage in a contemporary context. 
Using painting and installation he creates an exhibition that explores the 
Va or space of his ancestry. 
 
In day to day life we don’t often think about space except as something 
we either don’t have enough of ie. in a small house, or as a natural 
phenomenon ie wide open spaces. This exhibition introduces us to a 
concept of space that is specific to Samoan culture. 
 
Fono claims, ‘These artworks convey a visual statement of the 
deconstruction of the falesamoa [samoa house]’. 
 

 
Fono McCarthy - FONOFALE – installation  

For several years Fono McCarthy has been investigating how to 
manifest the va or space. The Va is more than a physical space, it is 
perhaps more akin to a clearing in which ways of being are encouraged 
and even expected. It could be a constructed space created by the four 
walls of a house but it is ultimately much more.  

The Va is not merely an empty space, it is full of what could be called 
‘spirit’ or wisdom that is endowed on the people who enter that space, 
perhaps more commonly known as a sacred space. Each person has a 



role and the structure of the space is predetermined by tradition and 
called a Fonofale 

In Fono’s words,  

    ‘In a traditional context the Fonofale was a physical space where  
    aiga or family relationships were sanctified and communities came  
    together in a way that elicited the best of humanity. Ceremonies 
    took place there and old laws were honored in which the leaders  
   of families and communities were chosen by god with earned wisdom.  
   It is a space of respect and true generosity in which gifts were  
   bestowed and reciprocated.’ 
 

 
Fono McCarthy – Gafa series – Pine wood, 2014 

Fono McCarthy attempts to deconstruct this space and create works that 
speak to the traditional house as a metaphor for Samoan culture. As a 
contemporary artist he draws from traditional art forms associated with 
Samoa and the Pacific. The works in FONOFALE use the materials 
used to make baskets. Fono produces hundreds of objects to act as 
‘satellites’ which can hold knowledge from the past, and operate in the 
present as ‘baskets of knowledge  far from his homeland’. They even 
represent the future as they travel to inhabit other countries, sharing his 
culture in a way that represents his life in the 21st century. 



 
Fono McCarthy – Gafa series – Pine wood, 2014 

These vessels move through the gallery in a repetitive way, flowing 
across the gallery walls. Each piece is created by the tension of the 
inner pegs that hold the longer wooden pieces apart.  

 
Fono McCarthy – Gafa series detail– Pine wood, 2014 
 



It is a tension which reflects the way Fono works, both drawing on his 
culture from the past and creating new work that marks the life he now 
lives, taking into account the context of contemporary art 

In these satellites it is a tension that holds the space. They could spring 
back into a pile of sticks if the inner pegs were removed and suddenly 
what was held in place to create a space, disappears.  

 
Fono McCarthy – Gafa series detail– Pine wood, 2014 

A traditional Fonofale or meeting house is made to be portable so that it 
can be deconstructed and packed into a Vaka or boat to be moved to a 
new location. Fono uses this as a metaphor for his experience of 
migration, leaving his Samoan Islands and travelling to Australia in the 
same way his Scottish ancestors also travelled on the wave of 
colonialism to New Zealand. He deconstructs the space of the Fonofale 
and makes it into portable sculptures that represent vessels of virtual 
knowledge representing the space of his ancestor’s wisdom. 

Each one could indicate a person or a family group, a basket of 
knowledge that is carried from the Fale (house). 

In a group they form a community of knowledge. 



 
Fono McCarthy – Gafa series – Pine wood, 2014 

The printed works are designs for Samoan tattoo’s, showing both the 
front and back legs for a male and female. 

                                                     
                                Fono McCarthy – Tu’ufa’atasi (Unity) – Woodblock prints, 2013 



Artists who have a direct connection to their culture, more particularly 
Indigenous cultures, are making work in a contemporary art context that 
has a very powerful origin. It is connected to a past where ‘art’, as we 
now know it, was not separate from the functions of law (lore) and 
societal functions. It played a role in society that was vital in passing on 
traditions that were the glue for the healthy functioning of communities.  

 
                        Fono McCarthy – FONOFALE installation, 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How this works sits in a contemporary art context, which is often driven 
by an economic imperative, is a tightrope that many Indigenous artists 
must walk in order to maintain the integrity of their heritage.  
 
 

Fono McCarthy – Gafa series – Pine wood, 2014 
 

 
Fono walks this tightrope deftly by bringing with him the rich body of 
meaning that is embedded in Samoan Culture. His work is not merely 
decorative, influenced by the aesthetic of his ancestors, but it offers the 
non Indigenous audience a glimpse into another world of meaning. 
 
Additionally he creates a contemporary edition of this culture, proving 
that it is a living culture and not something to be consigned to museums 
by the well meaning, but potentially dangerous, anthropological stare. 
 
Fono’s culture is with him no matter where he lives. Through the practice 
of his art he continues a tradition that came before him for thousands of 
generations and the work you see in FONOFALE is now part of a vibrant 
contemporary voice that joins the myriad of other cultures that make up 
the Australian identity. 
 
 



 
Fono McCarthy – Gafa series detail – Pine wood, 2014 
 

 
                                   Fono McCarthy – Lama O’a on Siapo (bark cloth), 2012 



 

 
    Fono McCarthy – FONOFALE installation, 2014 
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