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Abstract  
This article reproduces a gallery talk introducing the cultural and historical signifi-
cance of three ngatu (Tongan barkcloths) from the Hawkes Bay Museums Trust 
Collection, which were central to the 2023 exhibition ‘Amui ‘i Mu‘a/Ancient Fu-
tures at Hastings City Art Gallery Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga. Ngatu, made from 
the inner bark of the paper mulberry tree, are integral to Tongan culture, function-
ing as both practical and ceremonial objects. They are used to mark important life 
events, including weddings, funerals, and royal ceremonies, and represent a ma-
terial link between past and present. The article explores how ngatu embody 
Tongan time, where the present is a dynamic intersection of past and future. It also 
highlights how ngatu symbolized the deep connection and mutual respect between 
Queen Sālote Tupou III of Tonga and Queen Elizabeth II. During Queen Elizabeth’s 
visit to Tonga in 1953, lengths of ngatu were laid out for her, both in her honor and 
to contain her mana (spiritual power). One of these cloths later accompanied 
Queen Sālote’s coffin when she was returned to Tonga after her death in Auckland 
in 1965. 
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Preface (by Elham Salari1) 
 
Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga–Hastings Art Gallery is the home of contemporary art 
in Hawke’s Bay, Aotearoa New Zealand. Located in the heart of Civic Square in 
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Hastings-Heretaunga, the gallery works with artists and local communities to grow 
creativity within the region, and to explore the role of arts and culture in the world 
we live in. The gallery, which opened in the 1980s, presents a lively program of 
local, national, and international contemporary art. 

On a crisp Saturday morning in October 2023, Dr. Billie Lythberg engaged 
a captivated audience at Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga–Hastings Art Gallery with a 
talk that delved into the world of ngatu, Tongan barkcloths (Fig. 1). The talk was 
an integral part of the public programs accompanying the exhibition ‘Amui ‘i 
Muʻa/Ancient Futures, featuring art by leading Tongan artists Dagmar Vaikalafi 
Dyck and Sopolemalama Filipe Tohi. Dr. Lythberg was an investigator on the An-
cient Futures research project funded by the Royal Society of New Zealand, and 
co-creator of the Māori TV documentary series Artefact. Her talk showcased three 
Tongan bark cloths borrowed from the Hawkes Bay Museums Trust Collection as 
part of the exhibition. She also invited audience members to handle barkcloth and 
barkcloth materials she had brought with her (Fig. 2) to engage with the qualities 
of the ngatu on display in the gallery, which could not be touched. The talk wasn’t 
just about art; it helped to bridge a gap in information about the ngatu held in the 
Hawkes Bay Museums Trust Collection.  
 

 
Figure 1. Billie Lythberg describing the barkcloths loaned to ʻAmui ʻi Muʻa/Ancient Futures from 
the Hawkes Bay Museums Trust Collection. Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga–Hastings Art Gallery, Oc-
tober 2023. Photograph courtesy of Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga–Hastings Art Gallery. 
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History, Culture, and a Tale of Two Queens: Exploring the Ngatu in ‘Amui ‘i 
Mu‘a/Ancient Futures at Hastings City Art Gallery Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga, 
2023 (by Billie Lythberg2) 
 
The ‘Amui ‘i Mu‘a/Ancient Futures project, supported by a Marsden Grant from 
the Royal Society of New Zealand Te Apārangi, brought together scholars and art-
ists to investigate and interpret late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 
Tongan art forms and their enduring influences. The project examined Tongan and 
European exchanges of the period, focusing on both the historical and contempo-
rary implications of these encounters.  
 
 

 
Figure 2. Foreground: Feta’aki (beaten paper mulberry bark), paper mulberry bark roll, ike (bark-
cloth beater), kupesi design tablets and materials, and printed images displayed on a large piece 
of barkcloth. Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga–Hastings Art Gallery, October 2023. Photograph courtesy 
of Billie Lythberg 
 
 

The exhibition ‘Amui ‘i Mu‘a/Ancient Futures included contemporary 
pieces by Tongan artist-investigators Dagmar Vaikalafi Dyck and Sopolemalama 
Filipe Tohi, and was presented in Nukuʻalofa (2019), Auckland (2021), and Hastings 
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(2023). At Auckland’s Pah Homestead, the exhibition also included historic Tongan 
artifacts chosen by Dyck and Tohi from the Canterbury Museum, Christchurch, and 
Auckland War Memorial Museum Tāmaki Paenga Hira. In Hastings, the Hastings 
City Art Gallery (HCAG) Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga displayed three ngatu (Tongan 
barkcloths), also selected by Dyck and Tohi, from the Hawke’s Bay Museums Trust 
collection (Fig. 3). These additions enriched the exhibition’s contemporary works 
with layers of historical and artistic dialogue. This article reproduces a gallery talk, 
given in Hastings as part of the exhibition’s public programming, that introduced 
the material, cultural, and historical significance of ngatu. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Installation view of ʻAmui ʻi Muʻa/Ancient Futures, Hastings City Art Gallery Te Whare Toi 
o Heretaunga, October 2023, showing three ngatu (Tongan barkcloths) on loan from the Hawkes 
Bay Museums Trust Collection (left to right: MTG 8145, 8073, 8084). Photograph courtesy of Billie 
Lythberg 
 
 
Tongan Barkcloths and Koloa Tukufakaholo: Wealth to Pass On 
 
Ngatu are practical and ceremonial cloths made from the inner bark of paper mul-
berry (Broussonetia papyrifera, known as hiapo in Tonga) saplings. Barkcloths are 
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made throughout Oceania, and their prevalence across such a wide area is no ac-
cident. The paper mulberry is one of several plants referred to as a “canoe plant” 
because it was transported deliberately into the Pacific on oceangoing waka (ca-
noes) from the Asian Mainland or Taiwan from about 3000 BC onwards. Its value 
is attested to by the care taken by the ancestors of Pacific peoples, some of whom 
we now know as Tongan, to ensure it survived their blue-water sailing so they 
could plant it in new homelands and continue to make cloth. 

In modern Tonga, ngatu are made and exchanged at important life events 
such as weddings, birthdays, and funerals. They are an essential gift, along with 
fine mats and elaborate baskets full of scented oils and toiletries, often referred 
to as koloa (treasure), a term that has some equivalence with Māori taonga. These 
material items are part of the broader category koloa tukufakaholo, which trans-
lates literally as “wealth” to “pass onto someone.”3 This category includes both 
tangible objects, such as historic sites and artforms, and intangible aspects of 
Tonga’s cultural heritage including oral traditions, ceremonies, myths, and per-
formative arts.4 Koloa tukufakaholo implies the transmission of these forms of cul-
tural heritage through time and space, and from person to person or generation 
to generation. Both tangible and intangible koloa tukufakaholo are valued for their 
formal qualities (aesthetics expressed in terms of harmony and beauty) and their 
functional purposes (their performativity or utility) within Tongan society. 

Ngatu exemplifies the literal meaning of koloa tukufakaholo in that, as a 
material object with a specific function as a “gift”—in a Tongan context—it is lit-
erally wealth to be passed on. Ngatu are also associated with oral traditions and 
proverbs that describe or allude to their materiality and use. Ngatu barkcloths 
convey meaning through their forms, colors, and motifs, and they are ranked or 
valued differently through these. 

The way that Tongans conceptualize koloa tukufakaholo differs from a 
Western museological model in that Tongans emphasize the maintenance or 
preservation of intangible cultural heritage over and above the preservation of its 
tangible manifestations. While museums preserve objects like ngatu, Tongans 
keep making them and being inspired by them; the exhibition at Hastings City Art 
Gallery is testament to this process. Tongans continue to make ngatu and use 
them in accordance with a Tongan time continuum, in which the present is con-
ceived as the dynamic conjunction of past and future. As anthropologist and his-
torian Hūfanga ‘Okusitino Māhina explains, “In Tonga, it is thought that, 
concurrently, people walk forward into the past, and walk backward into the fu-
ture, where the allegedly unchanging past and indefinable yet-to-happen future 
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are historically altered and culturally ordered in the tensional, ever-moving pre-
sent.”5  

It is within this notion of the Tongan time continuum that the lineage of 
ngatu is located, linking even the most contemporary ngatu to the first hiapo sap-
lings carried to Tonga by Polynesian ancestors. But as Māhina cautions, “the onus 
of preserving the past and mapping the future—whether [it] be for culture’s sake, 
humanity or future generations—rests squarely on our shoulders in the present.”6 
In part, this responsibility must be borne by the museums that care for koloa and 
by the galleries that bring them out into the light. The enduring significance of 
koloa such as ngatu is illuminated by contemporary artists and scholars, including 
Sopolemalama Filipe Tohi and Dagmar Vaikalafi Dyck, who urge us to look closely 
at historic examples in order to see their legacies in contemporary art practices. 
 
 
Managing Relationships with Barkcloth 
 
Beyond their significance as treasured textiles, circulation as gifts, and exhibition 
in gallery and museum contexts, barkcloths are also creative technologies that 
manage transitions across thresholds—often quite literally; ngatu are used as 
wrappings and ground coverings because they can defuse and contain mana, or 
the potency of people. The journals of eighteenth-century European expeditions 
record exchanges that were marked with barkcloth for this reason, often in enor-
mous quantities.  

There is an example of this at the Museo de America in Madrid: a large 
ngatu known as “Malaspina’s carpet.”7 During the visit of Alessandro Malaspina 
to Vava‘u in 1793, there was a fracas and several shots were fired by his men. A 
shipboard journal records that the next time Malaspina’s crew came ashore, a 
huge carpet made of barkcloth was laid out for them to walk and sit upon.8 This 
was a particularly Tongan way of managing tension. After this trouble-free visit, 
the thirty-meter-long ngatu, and the mana it had absorbed, was bundled up and 
gifted to the Spanish to take away.  

Huge lengths of barkcloth are also laid out to honor people of great mana. 
It is purported that the feet of Queen Sālote, the most beloved of Tonga’s mon-
archs, never touched Tongan soil, and she afforded Queen Elizabeth II the same 
treatment in 1953. Ngatu was laid out to honor the British monarch, but also to 
contain her mana, which I will discuss in detail below. A large section of one of 
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these cloths honoring Queen Elizabeth (Fig. 4) was central to the Hastings City Art 
Gallery Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga showing of ‘Amui ‘i Mu‘a/Ancient Futures. 
 
 
Making Barkcloth 
 
The making of huge Tongan barkcloths involves three basic steps. The inner bark 
of the paper mulberry is removed from carefully cultivated saplings and beaten 
with a wooden mallet against a long wooden anvil to spread the fibers into thin 
strips that are pasted together into sheets of fetaʻaki (single-layered plain, undyed 
barkcloth). This is individual work, with a percussive quality that helps to mark 
Tongan time (see Butler and Lythberg, this issue). 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Ngatu section of five langanga (barkcloth sections), Tonga, c. 1953. Hawkes Bay Muse-
ums Trust Collection (MTG 8073). Hastings City Art Gallery, October 2023. Photograph courtesy of 
Billie Lythberg 
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Next, women come together to work at a papa koka‘anga, a barkcloth-
making bench, across which layers of feta‘aki are pasted together at right angles 
to one another using parboiled starchy root vegetables.9 They are simultaneously 
rubbed with tree-bark dyes or a red clay (umea) over raised patterns called kupesi, 
and the initial decoration emerges.10 I describe some commonly used kupesi in 
detail in the next section. This process is called a koka‘anga, “the doing of koka,” 
referring to one of the tree-bark dyes—hence papa koka‘anga describes a “bench 
[for] the doing of koka.” This is collaborative work, accompanied by singing and 
the smells of vegetal dyes and pastes. When it is complete, the cloth is laid out in 
the sun to dry. 

After it has dried, the cloth is given to one of the women who made it; she 
does the final stage of ngatu decoration by overpainting the patterns with coconut 
oil. This seals the surface of the barkcloth, while also imparting both shine 
(ngingila) and scent. The significance of these perfumes is sometimes indexed by 
kupesi motifs in the style of flowers or garlands.  

The women who come together to koka‘anga take turns receiving com-
pleted cloths and using them for their gifting obligations in Tonga’s highly strati-
fied and ranked gift economy. To appropriately make and bestow a ngatu is to 
demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of Tongan society and its organiza-
tional symbolism. In gift contexts, kupesi are vitally important. 
 
 
The Significance of Kupesi Design Templates to Ngatu and Women’s Working 
Groups 
 
The kupesi tui (embroidered tablets) now predominantly used in the creation of 
Tongan barkcloth are made with a two-layer base consisting of pandanus leaves 
(paongo) and the suede-like outer sheath of coconut leaves (kaka). Sometimes the 
pandanus leaf is uppermost, and the kaka provides a thick, supportive base; other 
times this structure is reversed. The patterns are created by stitching coconut leaf 
midribs called tuaniu or tuʻa niu, to the layered tablet to form a design.11 The mid-
ribs are sometimes further embellished by winding threads of coconut fiber 
(kaleveʻi pulu) around them before attaching them to the substrate. Dried midribs 
are used to create straight lines, and fresh midribs are used for pliable, curved 
lines. They are stitched together using hibiscus fiber (fau), coconut fiber, or thread 
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and modern needles. Embroidered kupesi made in this way are remarkably resili-
ent, long-lasting, and can be used to produce both geometric and naturalistic mo-
tifs.  

Kupesi are a central component of the kokaʻanga. They are the rubbing 
tablets and relief patterns placed directly on the papa kokaʻanga. The process of 
joining pieces of fetaʻaki upon the papa kokaʻanga and rubbing over them with 
dye causes the raised patterns of the kupesi to be printed into the barkcloth. The 
word kupesi is used for both the design tablets placed upon the papa kokaʻanga 
and the patterns or motifs they produce in the ngatu made upon it.  

Kupesi tui are the most commonly used kupesi templates in Tonga today. 
The embroidered tablets are highly valued, as they represent not only the time 
used to make them, but also the potential to create numerous ngatu from them 
over their lifetime, which may span twenty or more years. There is potential for 
individual kupesi to be put together into different sets to make ngatu with differ-
ent appearances. The value of kupesi tui is encoded in the proverb: “Hangē ha 
fakatau kupesi” (“like buying a kupesi”).12 This describes the difficulty of parting 
with priceless things, implying that kupesi are so precious they will not usually be 
offered for sale. The value of kupesi underlines the importance of tauhi kupesi, or 
caring for kupesi. The word “tauhi” is the same as used in the conjunction tauhi 
fanau, which means “to care for a child.”13 

Prior to the implementation of the Tongan Constitution in 1875, the mak-
ing of kupesi had been the sole domain of chiefly women and included designs 
applied directly to the papa koka‘anga with sophisticated wrapping of cordage, 
literally tying up a papa koka‘anga with one geometric design, sometimes for ex-
tended periods.14 Part One of the Tongan Constitution, the declaration of rights, 
freed Tongans to “use their lives and persons and time to acquire and possess 
property and to dispose of their labour and the fruit of their hands and to use their 
own property as they will,” effectively emancipating commoners from servitude. 
Following this political change, when the dynamics of ngatu production shifted 
away from the control of the chiefly women, commoner women gradually took on 
the role of preparing kupesi, largely choosing to expand the repertoire of the port-
able kupesi tui tablets. The potential to make curved lines, and therefore more 
naturalistic designs, using these embroidered kupesi tablets greatly expanded the 
potential imagery of the kupesi maker, stimulating “an artistic efflorescence that 
might not have occurred without them.”15  
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Kupesi Designs and Heliaki 
 
Tongan people believe that “ngatu or tapa cloth is like a history book to those who 
understand it. Each stencil or kupesi tells of something that has happened in the 
past.”16 Thus, every kupesi is a potential pathway to deeper understanding or his-
torical documentation. A key feature of the kupesi used to decorate ngatu is the 
concept of heliaki, often translated as “metaphor.” The similarities a metaphor 
transfers between two concepts, and the tension this transference creates be-
tween literal and figurative meanings, are only productive when linguistic and cul-
tural awareness precede them.  

In a Tongan context, heliaki inflects poetry, oratory, visual arts, and perfor-
mance; manages relationships between people and groups; and balances privi-
leges and responsibilities. Without the ongoing transfer of knowledge, the 
meanings and significance of Tongan cultural items such as decorated barkcloths 
becomes opaque.  
 

 
Figure 5. Ngatu, Tonga, mid- to late twentieth century, Hawkes Bay Museums Trust Collection 
(MTG 8084). Hastings City Art Gallery, October 2023. Photograph courtesy of Billie Lythberg 
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Kupesi and the Ngatu from the Hawkes Bay Museums Trust Collection 
 
There are several themes within the kupesi tui that are evident in the barkcloths 
loaned for the ‘Amui ‘i Mu‘a/Ancient Futures exhibition. One of the barkcloths on 
display is a decorative piece likely made for a special event, its edges specially cut 
into triangle points for aesthetic appeal (Fig. 5). Its rhythmic kupesi depict man-
ulua (two birds)—a heliaki for the coming together of two people of equivalent 
rank. It is possible—though impossible to be certain—this barkcloth was used at a 
wedding or other important ceremony, perhaps as a covering for a table or dais. 
 
 

 
Figure 6. Ngatu section, Tonga, c. 1920. Hawkes Bay Museums Trust Collection (MTG 8145). Has-
tings City Art Gallery, October 2023. Photograph courtesy of Billie Lythberg 
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Some kupesi tui record historical events, such as the visibility of Halley’s 

comet in 1910, Tonga’s purchase of a fighter jet toward the efforts of the Allied 
forces during World War II, the first seaplane to visit Tonga, and Queen Elizabeth 
II’s visit to Tonga in 1953.17 Some encode the significance of Tonga’s first public 
buildings, such as churches and concrete water towers, and others record the ap-
pearance in Tonga of Western material culture such as guitars.18  

These sorts of kupesi serve both to introduce new events or concepts and 
to commemorate them; there do not appear to be any kupesi that record desires 
or aspirations for things. One explanation for the appearance of technologies new 
to Tonga on Tongan barkcloth is that through the incorporation of such images 
into products from Tongan soil, specifically fetaʻaki and plant-based dyes, for-
merly foreign concepts become Tongan. Niuean artist John Pule has described this 
rather poetically in relation to Niuean hiapo (barkcloth): “The mixing of Niuean 
and European imagery sometimes appears unsure about the fibrous nature of 
growth, but when painted some images became immersed in the bark’s property, 
exposing it to the soil’s saliva. This area of soil is present in every hiapo.”19 This is 
especially relevant to those kupesi that also record Tongan versions of the names 
for these objects, such as “Koe Kalamafoni” (“this is a gramophone”) making them 
part of the Tongan fonua (land). Inscriptions like this add to the significance of the 
motif illustrated and may be used to name certain kupesi that are commonly used 
together in the sets known as kupesi hingoa (named kupesi). One function of 
kupesi hingoa is to make new things familiar. The barkcloth segment in Figure 6, 
cut from a larger cloth made circa 1920 (and see similar in Butler & Lythberg, this 
issue), depicts two bicycles and two elaborate gramophones, and is a terrific ex-
ample of the “making Tongan” of foreign objects.  

Arguably the most prevalent function of the kupesi hingoa in use today is 
to allude to the nobles and royal families of Tonga. Individual kupesi tui include 
representations of animals and fish that are heliaki for the villages with which they 
are associated, such as the flying foxes of Hihifo and Kolovai.20 Specific types of 
foliage and the garlands made from them also encode associations with certain 
villages; for example, the mapa fruit is associated with the village of Pelehake. The 
kupesi hingoa set known as hala paini is the most common one in use today.21 It 
combines images of the pine trees lining the road to the royal palace in Nukuʻalofa 
(hala paini translates as “pine pathway”) with the sila (seal) of Tonga. Accompa-
nying the sila there is usually a lion adapted from European representations of 
monarchy, alluding to King Tupou I, and an eagle representing the United States 
but also alluding to the Tongan state.22 When kupesi such as these are used, it 
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does not necessarily mean that the ngatu is being made for the person to whom 
the kupesi hingoa refers; rather, it acknowledges their continued importance in 
Tongan society and associates the ngatu with their status. 

The very best ngatu are made from smooth white fetaʻaki that have been 
pasted together to make a smooth cloth and decorated with well-colored dyes. 
The kupesi used are chosen to provoke an emotional response, such as those that 
allude to the history and prowess of the Tongan monarchy. The kupesi and the 
space-dividing lines between them are laid out carefully, and the lines are straight. 
The tohi or overpainting is carefully performed and aligns well with the kupesi. The 
ngatu will have “scale,” being preferably large and complete (i.e., not cut into sec-
tions). In addition, if the ngatu is to be gifted, it will be of an appropriate type, 
with appropriate kupesi, for the recipient and the occasion, and finally, if it is a 
gift, it will be well presented.  

This final characteristic is very important. As anthropologist Nicholas 
Thomas reminds us, 

 
barkcloths are not solely, or not exactly, works of art: the termino-
logical debate is ultimately unproductive, but it is important to re-
member that these were not made for aesthetic appreciation in a 
narrow sense, but rather to constitute sanctity, to define a cere-
mony, to wrap around a body, to bear knowledge or to effect a gift. 
These art forms were embedded in the lives of Pacific Islanders and 
in many places, and in many ways, they still are.23 

 
 
Three-Dimensional Works of Art 
 
The way ngatu is presented demonstrates what performance and museum studies 
scholar Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has called “the location of authenticity in a 
moment of aesthetic reception.”24 Ngatu takes on heightened significance and a 
certain three-dimensionality when presented in carefully folded bundles of koloa, 
as rippling sheets held high by lines of women, or covering enormous pathways. 
Art historian Jehanne Teilhet-Fisk described the aesthetic reception of a large 
ngatu presented in a performative way: 

 
The continuous, repetitive patterns are meant to be viewed from a 
distance and to heighten the appearance of length as a thirty-five- 
to seventy-foot tapa oscillates and trembles in the hands of the 



Lythberg │ History, Culture, and A Tale of Two Queens 

 
 

 
108 

women presenting it in a ceremonial context. Tapa’s two-dimen-
sional medium is transposed into a floating three-dimensional 
sculpture, a kind of performance piece that is meant to be experi-
enced in its entirety.25 
 
Likewise, when ngatu and other textile koloa are wrapped around individ-

uals to prepare them for marriage and other important life events, the individual 
body is transformed into a representation of collectivity and they “represent more 
than their individual selves . . . formed into embodiments of their respective 
kainga’s [kindred’s] history, wealth, value, potency, knowledge of tradition and 
ability to generate resources.”26  

Ngatu are not merely two-dimensional artforms, as they are often dis-
played in Western galleries but have the capacity to wrap, contain, and transform 
space, as they are folded, unfolded, spread out on the ground, and wrapped 
around bodies. They are malleable textiles with sculptural and transformative po-
tential and applications. 
 
 
Ngatu Pathways to Honor Two Queens 
 
Returning to the ngatu made for the visit of Queen Elizabeth II to Tonga in 1953 
(Fig. 4), pathways formed by ngatu are most significant when they are constructed 
for members of the royal family, and the collective effort is evident in the ngatu 
laid out by Tongans to protect and respect the monarchy. Lengths of ngatu have 
long been used to line pathways for members of the royal family to walk along, 
even for their cars to drive along. This is a way of honoring the family and contain-
ing its mana and tapu (“sacredness”), keeping the road safe to walk on after-
wards.27 For the visit of Queen Elizabeth II to Tonga in 1953, ngatu was prepared 
in great quantities to cover the paths along which she and Queen Sālote walked. 
According to Kenneth Bain, former secretary to the government of Tonga, “Each 
village of Tongatapu made fifty yards of tapa [ngatu] . . . in all there was over a 
mile of tapa.”28 Afterwards, the ngatu were divided into small pieces and given to 
the British sailors at Queen Sālote’s instruction, as a sign of respect for Queen 
Elizabeth II, whose exalted status was acknowledged and appreciated by Queen 
Sālote.29 Because the monarchs had walked on these ngatu and exposed them to 
their mana, the ngatu could not be allowed to circulate in the Tongan gift econ-
omy, but by their division and distribution this mana could be safely contained 
and distributed, and the exalted status of the queens preserved. In significant 
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ways, this process recalled the presentation of “Malaspina’s carpet” 160 years 
prior. 
 The section of this ngatu, now in the Hawke’s Bay Museum Trust Collec-
tion, is five langanga (barkcloth sections) cut from a piece that was likely a laun-
ima (fifty langanga long). The langanga are numbered—“19” through “23”—on 
the borders of the cloth.  The kupesi depict the crown of Queen Sālote alternating 
with doves. The repeating crown of Queen Elizabeth II is anchored by her name in 
Tongan transliteration, “Elisabesi–R,” with the suffix standing for “Regent,” along 
with the year of her coronation and visit to Tonga, “1953,” with alternating kupesi 
that include flowers. Along the inner borders of the cloth are abstracted renditions 
of “the exalted sisi (ornamental girdle) of Ulukalala,” with the inscription “Koe sisi 
peka o Ulukalala” recalling the chiefly line of Finau ‘Ulukālala. Together, these 
kupesi encode hereditary status. 

Unlike the cloth from which this piece was cut, and indeed most of the 
ngatu made and used for the queen’s visit and subsequently divided for redistri-
bution, there is one launima now at Te Papa that was kept intact and in the royal 
household’s stores before it was used again in 1965 in close proximity to Queen 
Sālote herself.30 This time, though, it took her on a different pathway; it was folded 
beneath her coffin when she was returned to Tonga by the Royal New Zealand Air 
Force after her death in Auckland. What had so cemented the connection be-
tween the two queens that this ngatu made for the visit of Queen Elizabeth II was 
kept and later used to support Queen Sālote in this way? 

Queen Sālote became famous worldwide for the respect she showed 
Queen Elizabeth II even before the British monarch made her visit to Tonga. Dur-
ing Elizabeth’s coronation parade in 1953, all carriages bearing royal guests had 
their tops open on the way to Westminster Abbey. On the return from the abbey, 
it rained heavily, and all carriages were closed—except for that of Queen Sālote, 
who, in an act of humility and respect, remained visible and engaged despite being 
exposed to the downpour. Her willingness to endure the rain that day as an active 
participant in the coronation parade until its conclusion drew cheers from the peo-
ple lining the streets, and the event retains a special place in the memories of 
Tongans and British alike:  

 
The press was ecstatic and Queen Salote became a household 
name overnight. June babies were christened Charlotte (of which 
Salote is the Polynesian form), a racehorse was named after her 
and she was the subject of topical songs: “Linger longer, Queen of 
Tonga.” The Manchester Guardian wrote of “the magnificence of 
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Her Majesty the Queen of Tonga, smiling broadly in a spiteful 
downpour and heartily waving a powerful bare arm, happy as 
though all the sun of the friendly islands were beating down.” 
The Daily Telegraph reported that she received biggest cheers of 
the day, except for The Queen herself and Sir Winston Churchill and 
that, later, a woman went up to her car in Knightsbridge and call 
out “Good luck. You were marvellous.” The Telegraph concluded 
that “Queen Salote, whose genial dignity matches her proportions, 
has won an extraordinary quantity of affection from the British 
people.” The Times described her as “the outstanding overseas fig-
ure of the celebrations.”31  
 

Her actions were a high point in a relationship of shared respect between the two 
female monarchs, enacted in multiple ways over more than three decades.32 And 
so, it transpired that one of the ngatu made for the Tongan pathway of these two 
queens in 1953, infused with mana, supported Queen Sālote’s final voyage to her 
beloved home. After Queen Sālote’s body was returned to Tonga, the ngatu was 
gifted to the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) by the Tongan royal family. 
Three years later, in 1968, the receiving officer, Flight Lieutenant McAllister (the 
pilot of the plane that carried the Queen’s body back to Tonga), presented the 
ngatu to the Dominion Museum (Te Papa’s predecessor).33 The RNZAF chose to 
honor and keep the ngatu as a historical document of sorts at the Museum of New 
Zealand, and their decision to do so was upheld and supported by Tongan officials.  

In 2010, Te Papa exhibited the ngatu along a single wall, referring to the 
way it had been used in Tonga. Nicholas Thomas explains that  
 

the metaphor of the path is fundamental to the imagining of rela-
tions of alliance and affinity. The long strip of cloth gives material 
form to the path, but does more than make a relationship visible: 
its presentation by a long line of people also makes their collective 
action, and their very collectivity, manifest. Neither society in gen-
eral nor a particular group such as a clan simply exist; a sense of 
collectivity cannot be present in people’s minds unless a group 
somehow appears and acts as a whole . . . It is in this context that 
collective products, such as large pieces of barkcloth, are especially 
important. The art form is part of a process of self-revelation and 
has a particular importance at a moment of presentation, when 
everyone’s efforts converge; at other times, the cloth’s significance 
may lie in the prospect or memory of such ceremonial events, or in 
a particular history of exchange-paths.34  
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It is tempting to imagine that the ngatu had been kept for precisely this 
purpose, to remember quite literal exchange paths and further cement the signif-
icance of the relationship between the two queens. So too, the piece on display 
at Hastings City Art Gallery Te Whare Toi o Heretaunga in 2023 recalls the mana 
of the two queens who walked upon it, and their converging pathways of great 
power and respect.  
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