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Life in 
the interior
Ka ngaro i te ngaro o te moa  
(Lost like the loss of the moa).1

We become-with each other or not at all.2

The calls, croaks, and song of ngā manu (the 
birds) in Sorawit Songsataya’s sculptural 
assemblage The Interior, 2019 are silent. 
Birds of different species native and endemic 
to Aotearoa New Zealand congregate in 
an intimate relational space. This is an 
imagined gathering of ngā manu across varied 
geographical distributions and asynchronous 
time. Here birds from Te Ika-a-Māui (North 
Island) and Te Waipounamu (South Island) 
commingle in one location, and extinct species 
commune with the nationally endangered and 
critical, and with the not threatened. Without a 
shared song, ngā manu nevertheless commune 
through position, orientation, posture, and 
body language. Together, the elegantly dipped 
neck of the kōtuku or white heron (Ardea 
modesta), the attentively extended neck of the 
matuku moana or reef heron (Egretta sacra), the 
tail-up curiosity of the kererū or New Zealand 
pigeon (Hemiphaga novaeseelandiae), and the 
stilled reverence of the parekareka or spotted 
shag (Stictocarbo punctatus) incline towards 
the two prone bird species, the moa (Dinornis 
robustus) and the poūwa or black swan (Cygnus 
sumnerensis). In this intimate gathering, those 
with breath remember those without; those that 
can still exhale materialise those that can no 
longer. It is as if the perching birds are enacting 
a ritual for the prone birds that gathers together 

the vast yet interconnected emotional states of 
memory, mourning, and tangihanga (funeral 
rites). Of the prone birds, the two poūwa each 
loop and lace their long sinuous necks over their 
spines and rest their heads between their tucked 
wings, while the single gigantic, flightless, 
wingless moa appears as if laid to rest with its 
long neck stretched out, and grief held in the 
curl of one claw. 

In this reading of The Interior, ngā manu are 
engaged in remembrance and silent incantation 
amongst themselves and for themselves. It is a 
reading that privileges the sociability of birds 
first and foremost. Yet many different elements, 
taxa, and species interact with each other, and 
the relationship of birds to humans is only one 
possibility amongst many (birds to air, wind, 
water, insects, fish, trees, flowers, nectar to 
name a few). Given the ritual, even refuge-like 
feeling of this bird-centred gathering, how can 
we, as humans, approach the event? Might we, 
as Thom van Dooren writes in a discussion 
about crows, mourn not just for, in this case, 
moa and poūwa and the gathered birds,3 but with 
the shadow of moa and poūwa and the gathered 
birds? What kind of interspecies attentiveness 
and attunement might be required of us in this 
speculative undertaking? That is, how bird-like 
might we need to become? The Interior not 
only invites us to go within ourselves and the 

lives of avifauna, but to consider human and 
more-than-human relations in greater breadth. 
While birds and other fauna (and flora) have 
been used to understand human behaviour 
through metaphor, parable, and story, the 
silent incantation of this congregation of birds 
seemingly invites us to simultaneously honour 
ngā manu for themselves as we go exploring, and 
to not solely use them for our own elucidation. 

As we listen with ngā manu, their attentiveness 
towards the moa and poūwa could potentially 
bring us into an encounter with the unfolding 
climate emergency through the finality of 
extinction and the expressions of mourning that 
accompany these particular historical losses. 
While there is a physical finality to extinction, 
species make homes in ecosystems that are 
entwined with others, be they reciprocal, 
dependent or predatory. When one species 
passes forever, other species live or die with 
this absence, which is why, as Anna Tsing 
writes, ‘extinction is a multispecies event’4 
that, either through choice (intentional 
noticing) or necessity, includes humans. 
Certainly the remembering and mourning 
of the perching birds in this gathering are 
echoed by human practices such as the many 
whakataukī (proverbs) by tangata whenua 
(people of the land) and iwi (tribes) including 
Ka ngaro i te ngaro o te moa (Lost like the loss of 
the moa) that dwell on the passing of the moa. 
In whakataukī such as this the moa lives on, 
without a body, in the genealogy of memory. 
In this sculptural assemblage, the moa and 
poūwa have rematerialised in, to borrow Bridget 
Sutherland’s phrase, an ‘uncanny return’.5 This 
moa shares little resemblance with the skeletal 
remains or motley recreations of the ‘natural 
history complex’;6 rather it is caught somewhere 
between 3D modelling and a translucent 
hologram. It is digital-smooth, without plumage, 
the colour of an iceberg or fittingly, the blue 
crystalline substance of the iron phosphate 
mineral vivianite that forms on decaying bones. 

The colour of the moa mediates between epochs 
to encompass both historical and contemporary 
extinctions (which far exceed Holocene losses), 
and the as-yet-unknown relationship between 
contemporary and future biodiversity losses. 
In this context, any evocation of an iceberg 
is an invocation of solastalgia (distress over 
ecological destruction). By reanimating and 
rematerialising the figures of two historically 
extinct species endemic to Aotearoa (moa and 
poūwa) in our present moment, we are invited 
to consider our relationship to the rest of nature 
in a time of climate emergency and the sixth 
mass extinction. The digital, iceberg blue of the 
moa simultaneously travels back in time and 
brings the moa into our present-becoming-
future. Likewise, the presence of the perching 
birds, whose population status ranges between 
not threatened and endangered, encourages 
us to enter into a relationship of care, or as 
van Dooren writes, to ‘hold open space in the 
world for other living beings’.7 How might we 
begin to hold open space for others? Perhaps by 
enlarging our sense of community, which may 
involve going beyond human communities, and 

certainly by recognising ourselves as part of the 
rest of nature we are in continual relationship 
with. Donna Haraway suggests that one of our 
tasks in this unfolding socio-ecological crisis is 
to recognise kin, to make ‘inventive connections 
as a practice of learning to live and die with each 
other’.8 Who else could be our kin?

In Offspring of rain at Enjoy Gallery 
(Wellington, 2019) Songsataya explored our 
relationship with the elements of water and 
wind and, as with The Interior, birds occupied a 
central focus in Starling at Artspace (Auckland, 
2018). In all three exhibitions, Songsataya 
has held open space for the other entities we 
share this earth with; he has created artworks, 
exhibitions, and immersive environments for 
visitors to apprehend, recognise, and engage 
with potential kin. One of the central themes 
present in Offspring of rain, Starling, and The 
Interior is how to move beyond the dualisms 
of nature and culture, other and self, for 
certainly an inability to see ourselves as part 
of the rest of nature contributes to distancing, 
alienation, and the view of ‘nature’ as a 

resource and therefore expendable. Instead of 
nature/culture dualism, Songsataya aims for a 
continuum between nature and culture. This is 
evident in the exhibition title, Offspring of rain, 
where implicitly, we too are rain’s offspring. 
Likewise, this exhibition’s title, The Interior, 
which is clearly installed in an outdoor setting, 
can be interpreted as a desire to present this 
congregation of birds and their imagined 
nature-culture rituals of remembrance and 
mourning as equivalent if not profoundly 
related to our own ceremonial practices. How 
we see ourselves in relation to the rest of nature 
matters, especially as we contemplate the 
losses around us and to limit the grief to come. 
Meanwhile some birds are perching to varying 
degrees of population precarity and some are 
forever prone.
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