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Image credit:  Robin White, I am doing the washing in the bathroom from ‘Beginners Guide to Gilbertese’ series, 1983. Woodcuts, individual works 
282 x 380mm. Collection of the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa  
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1 Robin White, ‘Art and Conservation are Synonymous’, Art New Zealand, 1977, #7, p.40.�
2 Andrew Bogle, The print: methods and masterpieces, from the Auckland City Art Gallery collection and the Mackelvie collection (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1987), p.162. 
 

 

Curriculum links  
 
Visual Art : Understanding the Arts in Context, Developing Practical 
Knowledge, Developing Ideas, Communicating & Interpreting 
Art History : Discuss artworks, Examine subjects and themes in art, 
Examine the context of an art movement 
Social Studies : Identity, Culture & Organisation, Continuity & Change 
 
 
About the exhibition 
 
Oceania, an exhibition celebrating the vibrant cultural and artistic life 
of Aotearoa New Zealand and the Pacific region, comprises two 
independent but complementary exhibitions: Oceania: Imagining the 
Pacific at City Gallery and Oceania: Early Encounters at Te Papa.   
 
City Gallery’s exhibition Oceania: Imagining the Pacific offers a cross-
section of modern and contemporary art exploring what it means to 
live in this part of the world. Students will view artworks in a range of 
media and styles, by artists including Ralph Hotere, Colin McCahon, 
Robyn Kahukiwa, Bill Culbert, Fatu Feu’u, Shona Rapira Davies, 
Robin White, John Pule, Sofia Tekela-Smith, Greg Semu and Edith 
Amituanai. Key pieces by these artists, and other emblematic 
artworks in Oceania: Imagining the Pacific consider both past 
histories and contemporary realities, and invite students to 
experience the artistic and imaginative potential which characterises 
this region.  
 
 
Focus work: Robin White, I am doing the washing in the 
bathroom , 1983 
 
In 1982, Robin White moved to Kiribati to assist the islands’ Baha’i 
community.. Kiribati is a group of small coral atolls scattered across 
the Equator directly north of New Zealand. Working in a hot climate 
and from a small studio, the artist did not have room for screen-
printing equipment and the availability of material was restricted. She 
had to adapt to her new environment as an artist and find a new way 
of making art that was easily transportable and could be made in a 
small space using materials at hand.  
 
I am doing the washing in the bathroom is one of five woodcuts from 
her series ‘Beginner’s Guide to Gilbertese’ (1983), which reference 
the picture book format. These woodcuts describe how she began to 
learn about Kiribati through its language, Gilbertese. Five basic 
images depict essential elements from her new life: her husband 
Michael sleeping; Florence, the young Gilbertese girl who came to 
help; the artist doing the washing; the maneaba (meeting house) and 
the canoe. Around each image are thumbnail drawings which name 
the key part of the image, including the names of the bugs which 
inhabit the room in the case of I am doing the washing in the 
bathroom.  
 
 
About the artist 
 
Born in Te Puke in 1946, Robin White graduated from Elam School of 
Fine Arts in 1967. Widely known for her painting, printing and recent 
fibre based collaboration, White has also worked consistently in other 
forms including drawing, watercolour, and photography. Using 
materials and ways of making art which are practical, local and 
available, she makes simple images which convey a finely tuned 
awareness of and sensitivity to ordinary human situations. ‘My work 
arises out of the situation I’m in’1 she has said. This is evidenced in 
communally produced artworks in Oceania, including the ‘New Angel’ 
series (1998) of pandanus tablemats woven by women from the 
Itoiningaina Catholic Women’s Training Centre in Kiribati and Suka 
Siti (‘Sugar City’) (2009–10), made in collaboration with Leba Toki 
and Bale Jione, two Fijian artists who share White’s Baha’i faith.  
 
Suka Siti is a large-scale barkcloth and takes the form of a taumanui, 
a masi screen used during traditional Fijian wedding ceremonies.The 
Lautoka sugar mill which dominates the town’s physical and 
economic landscape appears repeatedly, alongside crops including 
taro, sugarcane, pineapples and orange trees, jackals and crows, 
and symbols of major world religions. At the foot of the wall-hung 
screen are two fabric mats placed where the marrying couple would 
stand.  

 Drawing on the customary practice of making masi, and the ceremonial 
act of marriage, the three artists’ contemporary work extends a 
discussion about how functional objects relate to art, how picture making 
is always related to cultural history, and about alternative ways of 
relating to a location and its traditions.  
�
�
Key terms 
 
Relief process  is any method of making a print from the raised surfaces 
of a block or plate. Parts that are to remain unprinted are usually cut 
away with a knife or chisel. A fingerprint is the most basic relief process.2 
Masi  is a type of tapa (barkcloth) from Fiji. Masi is decorated using  
stencils made from x-ray film or durable plastic. Originally stencils were 
made from banana leaves and other large leaves.  
Woodcut is a relief printing technique in which an image is carved into 
the surface of a block of wood. The areas to show white are cut away 
with a knife or chisel leaving what is left as the area to be printed from. 
 
 
Pre/post-visit activities 
 
Create a beginner’s guide for the classroom . What would a new 
student need to know about a classroom’s culture? Discuss what this 
means to your class. In small groups students can collaborate on an 
artwork inspired by Robin White’s ‘Beginner’s Guide to Gilbertese’(1983) 
series to illustrate an aspect of their classroom culture. 
 
Suka Siti (‘Sugar City’) (2009–10) refers to the sugar mill t hat 
dominates the town of Lautoka in Fiji.  As a class, discuss what 
defines the city or town your live in. It could be industry, architecture, 
landscape, events etc. On a square of paper ask students to draw a 
symbol that represents one aspect of the place they live in to combine 
into an artwork. 
 
Robin White kept a visual diary when she lived in K iribati in which 
she wrote and drew. Some of these are included in Oceania. Ask 
students to document their weekend in a visual diary format. Back at 
school, students can select one or several entries to use in the creation 
of an artwork. For visual diary ideas go to: www.accessart.org.uk.  
 
 
Related artists and artworks in the exhibition 
 
Siapo, Wallis and Futuna Islands  (c.1960s) was made in the French 
Overseas Territory of Uvéa (Wallis) and Futuna. It is remarkable in its 
meeting of traditional tapa-design with elements of European art, in 
particular book illustration. This tapa entered Te Papa’s collection in 
early 2011 after it appeared at an open day filmed in England for the 
television series, Antiques Roadshow. When the episode was broadcast 
in New Zealand, one of the Museum’s curatorial staff recognised the 
piece as being of such importance that the Museum arranged, through 
the makers of the programme, to acquire this tapa. 
 
John Pule  was born in 1962 in the village of Liku, in Niue, a small nation 
in the Pacific. He immigrated with his family to New Zealand in 1964, 
aged 2 years. Since returning to Niue in 1991 and seeing hiapo 
(handpainted barkcloth) for the first time, Pule’s art work has been 
engaged with the traditional hiapo made in Niue in the nineteenth 
century. Shark, Angel, Bird, Ladder (2008) is a diptych from the artist’s 
cloud series which uses the hiapo framework and is loaded with 
storytelling possibilities. Hiapo as well as other tapa from the Pacific are 
included in Oceania.  
 
For more information about collaborative art practices, see the 
Oceania/Textile Art resource. 
 
 
Websites 
 

·  Visit the official Oceania website: www.oceania.org.nz  
·  Listen to Robin White as she discusses Florence and Harbour 

Cone (1974) and ‘Twenty eight days in Kiribati’: 
http://christchurchartgallery.org.nz/multimedia/aud io/floor-
talk/robin-white/ 

·  Watch this short film featuring Robin White, Leba Toki and Bale 
Jione: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xBhuMjEtML4  


