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Mwamira Teuana: Songs from Kiribati ~ Popular and Pleasant

Teweiariki Teaero

Two I-Kiribati academics at the University of the 
South Pacific, Teweiariki Teaero of the School of 
Education and Dr Temakei Tebano of the Atoll 
Research Unit on Tarawa, are finally putting the 
finishing touches to a collection of traditional 
Kiribati songs and hope that it will be ready for 
publication in 2007.  They have been working on 
the collection for the last five years.
 
The two academics believe that the task of putting 
the lyrics of these old songs into print form has 
been rendered necessary in a climate where such 
songs have been ‘cannibalised’ in the interest of 
re-mixing, lyrics have been distorted over time, 
staggering mushrooming of interest among youths 
in western music and a corresponding decline 
in interest in indigenous music, and copyright 
infringements have been rampant. The meanings 
of many of the words and phrases in the songs 
are unknown to many I-Kiribati today, and the 
intriguing stories behind these songs are being 
lost.

The overriding objectives behind this undertaking 
are:

the preservation and celebration of an 
important art form;
giving credit to the original composers, most of 
whom have moved on to join the ancestors;
recording in permanent form our oral traditions, 
values, worldviews, important events that 
shaped our lives and relationships as expressed 
through the lyrics of these songs;
celebrating the elegant creations of these old 
masters, and
providing material that could be used in the 
local schools' curriculum where resources on 
local knowledge are scarce.
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The collection also elevates songs as legitimate 
sources of ancient words of wisdom and a record 
of a people's past.  

There are about 130 songs in the collection. Many 
of these songs are more than 60 years old. Some 
recently composed songs have been included to 
reflect recent changes in the country. Admittedly, 
there are far too many Kiribati classics to be 
published in one book so Teaero and Tebano are 
planning to put together a few volumes. This first 
one is tentatively entitled Te Mwamira Teuana. 
Mwamira is the ancient art and magic of making 
songs popular and pleasant to the ear. Teuana 
means one. 

The collection will be illustrated using the art of 
Teweiariki Teaero and photographs by Associate 
Professor Tony Whincup from Massey University, 
a world-renowned photographer who has made 
Kiribati his specialty.

Reactions from the Director of the USP Kiribati 
Campus Dr Ueantabo Mackenzie, Kiribati elders, 
contemporary composers, music enthusiasts, 
teachers and curriculum development officers have 
been overwhelmingly positive. The USP Kiribati 
Campus has been approached for consideration of 
the publication of this anthology through its Pacific 
Arts and Culture funds.


