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barkcloth.27 After the adoption of Christianity, and the abolition of such ‘temples’, more 
simplified versions were created to continue to protect the body and the mana of the 
chief from harm. The grave of the Tui Moala (1909–1914?) (see Figure 7) is a good 
example of such a stylized structure. It consists of a raised grave tomb with four poles at 
each corner that support a sheet of masi, which hangs above the grave. These ‘temples’ 
continue to be placed on top of the graves of high chiefs, such as that of the late Paramount 
chief of Cakaudrove, Tui Cakau, Ratu Penaia Ganilau in 1993, and the paramount chief 
of Rewa, Adi Ro Lady Lala Mara, Roko Tui Dreketi in 2004. A house structure, doka lili, 
a hanging roof, was erected on top of her grave with a train of masi hanging from its top, 
or the doka (ridge pole) of the temple structure it represents.

However, research in Fiji in 2003/2004 and 2012 indicated protective house struc-
tures are increasingly erected on top of graves of commoners, such as can be seen in 
Figure 8. These house structures are renewed at special commemorative dates, such as 
the uplifting of 100 nights of mourning, or when relatives from overseas visit the grave 
for the first time. In between these periods they are left to wither. In addition, nowadays, 
when someone has died in Suva the body will stay in the hospital till the burial day. 
However, the walls of the main living room are entirely covered with masi and mats are 
laid out on the floor (see Figure 9). A picture of the deceased is often put at the ‘top’ of 
the room on top of mats and masi that have been gifted by close female relatives. As 
women explained to me in Suva (2012), it is by covering the walls with masi and laying 
out all the mats and masi on the floor that a special protective house is created for the 

Figure 7. Chief’s tomb, Moala, Fiji. Hocart, Arthur Maurice, 1883–1939: Photographs of 
Solomon Islands,
Rotuma and Fiji. Ref: PAColl-1914-025, item link: http://natlib.govt.nz/records/22740669. Courtesy of Alex-
ander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. Note the masi hanging over the grave.
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Figure 8. A house structure created on top of a grave. Note the plastic over the masi to 
protect it from the rain and the cuts made in the masi to prevent people from stealing it (Suva, 
2012). © Photograph: Jara Hulkenberg.

Figure 9. Room with walls covered in masi to create a house for the deceased in Lagere, Suva, 
2012. © Photograph: Jara Hulkenberg.
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person who has died. Close elder female relatives of the deceased person stay in the room 
day and night till the burial as a means to vakamenemene (nurture) the deceased.

Interpreted as a house which contains potent qualities that can provide strength and 
protection, masi continues to be used most frequently as ceremonial attire during rites 
of passage, such as the first birthday of the firstborn and marriage. These masi associ-
ate the wearer with his or her ancestors, their god(s) and provide access to their pow-
ers, like sala (paths), founded on kinship relations along which reciprocal exchange 
takes place of goods and services. For example, the type of masi that was tied around 
the arms of the paramount chief of Lau during his installation is of the type masi i sala. 
This masi functions as a ‘pathway’ (sala) for the gods to give strength to their kinsman 
who is destined to become their temporary embodiment. The turban, called salasina, 
the paramount chief is provided with on the day of the installation is a pathway for the 
gods to give, and for him, to access the ‘sau’ (ability to exercise the spiritual power of 
the ancestor god(s)).

As cloth of the vanua and house for the powers of the ancestral gods, the presence of 
masi in general signals and constitutes the omnipresence of the gods. Due to these abili-
ties masi also serves to demarcate sacred areas as a signal to Fijians that they are in the 
presence of a god and need to show due respect. As Quain (1948: 165) describes: ‘During 
the carving [of poles for the house of a chief] a barkcloth is tied near the log’s shelter as 
a warning that the place is sacred.’ If people fail to show due respect they may anger the 
god(s) who can then cause misfortune. A contemporary example of the use of masi as 
indicator of a sacred area or person is prominent when it is used to demarcate an area 
where a chief may sit, pathway for chiefs and its use in chiefly houses. The richly deco-
rated house of the late paramount chief of Lau on Nayau Island is a good example (see 
Figure 10). Commoners, though less extravagant, use masi in a similar manner as 

Figure 10. The elaborately decorated interior of the vale levu of the Tui Nayau on Nayau 
Island, Narocivo village, 2004. © Photograph: Jara Hulkenberg.
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wall-hangings in their home, which has been wrongly described as decoration in existing 
literature.28 The masi may be decorative, but more importantly, the material and visual 
qualities of the masi, such as its motifs, associate the members of the household with 
their vanua and protect them from harmful outside influences.

Conclusion

Based on the structural analysis of the material qualities of masi in combination with the 
production process, it has been illustrated masi combines within it all the elements that 
constitute and sustain the vanua. As cloth of the vanua, masi can contain the powers of 
the ancestral gods within and provide protection from harmful outside influences when 
used as a wrap, path to walk on or area to sit on. As a container for these powers, masi is 
interpreted as a house. Influenced by the book on house societies by Carsten and Hugh-
Jones (1995), the works of Roth (1954), Sahlins (1976) and Toren (1990: 29–49) are 
used to illustrate that the building of Fijian houses on ancestral house platforms (yavu), 
their architectural structure and the spatial division of the interior embody, like masi, the 
dual structure Fijian society is founded on and sustained by. Moreover, the analysis of the 
design structure of the gatu taunamu ni viti and the gatu vakatoga indicates a metonymic 
instead of metaphorical relation between masi and a house. As cloth of the vanua and 
house for the powers of the ancestral gods masi signals the omnipresence of the gods and 
has potent abilities. The cheaper and easier to obtain factory-made textiles do not possess 
the same material and immaterial qualities and therefore cannot substitute the potent 
masi during rites of passage as ceremonial attire, screen or protective path for chiefs to 
walk over and sit on.
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Notes

 1. For more information on the production of barklcoth (siapo) in Samoa, see Hulkenberg 
(2001), Neich (1986), Pritchard (1984), and Sowell (2007).

 2. For more information on the production of barkcloth (gatu) in Tonga, see Addo (2004, 2007, 
2013), Palu (2003), and Teilheit Fisk (1994).

 3. Quain (1948: 50) describes the dress of warriors consisting of black paint, a fringed girdle and 
barkcloth, and writes that their ancestors will take pride in assisting them [in battle], for these 
are ‘clothes of chiefs’.

 4. Waterhouse (1997[1866]: 34) describes masi as ‘the wealth of the gods’ based on a Fijian tale 
he recorded while in Fiji:

All the wealth of the two slain goddesses was brought. It consisted of the valued cowry-shells, 
and native printed cloths. Men were weary of the loads they had to carry. A great feast was 
made out of the provisions found on the lands of the two slain goddesses.

 5. Name given to an archipelago west of Fiji by James Cook in 1774, known today, since the 
declaration of their independence from Great Britain and France in 1980, as Vanuatu.
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 6. Such a masi is known as masi yara which is described and depicted by Colchester (2005b: 
145). This masi is still said to be exclusive to chiefs and is forbidden to touch, except by men 
from a specific clan. Trains of masi yara remain, to communicate chiefly status, but is not 
used much anymore.

 7. Christensen (1968: 139–140) writes that nobody was allowed to touch or step on it and: 
‘wherever they let the train drag on the beach the vegetation disappeared.’

 8. Hocart (1918: 458) argues that chiefs equal gods, therefore the tombs of chiefs are temples 
that are also known in Fiji as bure kalou.

 9. For more information, see Williams (1985[1858]: 222).
10. Hocart (1952: 12) writes ‘the spirit comes down the curtain [masi] of the temple and “jumps” 

or “embarks” on him [the bete], so that he goes into a fit and prophesies.’
11. The Vaka is the mata ni vanua (spokesperson) for the paramount chief of Lau who conducts 

the installation ceremony.
12. Hocart (1929a: 104) describes the use of masi during the installation of a chief on Kadavu.
13. Cobo is a means to alert the gods to be witness of the event.
14. Filihia (2001) writes that the mana of Pulotu (world of the spirits and origin of all chiefly 

things) is hammered into Tongan barkcloth by the women who produce them because the first 
women who came to Tonga to marry the first chiefs originated from Pulotu.

15. They are believed to have special powers and therefore are considered gods. The present day 
chiefs are temporary embodiments of these ancestors in order to mediate their powers to the 
people and the land.

16. Sahlins (1976: 37): ‘Actual relations of production on sea and land are constituted in agree-
ment with and the structures of reciprocity among the categories so designated.’

17. Toren (1990: 87) writes the relations between land and sea, commoners and chiefs ultimately 
‘stand to each other as equals in an unambiguous exchange relation of balanced reciprocity’.

18. For more information on the production process of masi, see Kooijman (1977) and Hulkenberg 
(2009).

19. A good example of such a study is Firth’s (1983: 76–82) discussion of both the orientation of 
the house within the village and the interior arrangement amongst the Tikopia. He illustrates 
they both correlate with Tikopia practices of religion and social organization.

20. Other discussions of the house in Fiji are by Belshaw (1964: 6–8), Hocart (1929a: 9–10), 
Hooper (1982: 31–33), Lester (1940: 277), Quain (1948: 82-3), Roth (1954), Sahlins (1962: 
106) and Thompson (1940: 64, 170).

21. Toren (1990: 30) writes that new concrete houses and even houses of chiefs are not built on 
yavu anymore.

22. According to Toren (1990: 107), this balanced reciprocity is transformed during the drinking 
of yaqona ‘into a hierarchical rendering of tribute to chiefs’.

23. Ewins (2006: 140) does mention he has seen museum examples of gatu taunamu ni viti that 
have been stitched together along one side to function as a mosquito net. However, the design 
structure discussed in this chapter does not seem the suit the shape the cloth would take after 
being stitched together, not to mention uncomfortably hot and therefore dubious for certain 
areas of Fiji, such as Southern Lau.

24. Williams (1985[1858]: 241) has noted that: ‘They believe that the spirits of the dead appear 
frequently, and afflict mankind, especially when they are asleep. The spirits of slain men, 
unchaste women, and women who have died in childbed, they hold most in dread.’

25. The design structure of the gatu taunamu ni viti, as depicted in Figure 5), is produced all over 
Southern Lau. Other designs have been developed on Namuka and Nayau Island, but this type 
is considered the ‘oldest’ and most widely used.

26. In the past, people would be buried in the foundation of their house, whereas chiefs were 
buried in a bure kalou (temple) built for them.
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27. It has not been possible to verify this interpretation.
28. Quain (1948: 84): ‘High in the centre of the house a banner of fringed barkcloth may span the 

width of the room as decoration.’
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