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Daren Kamali, Tales, Poems and Songs from the Underwater World (ANAHERA Press, 

2011) 

 

Daren Kamali is a performance poet of Fijian, Wallis and Futuna descent, resident in New 

Zealand since 1992.This bilingual (English and Fijian) edition of his poetry (accompanied by 

a CD) was published in 2011. 

Kamali’s poetry is a genuine if naïve attempt to connect the ancient Pacific Islander 

cultures to the twenty-first century peoples who have migrated, mainly to New Zealand and 

Australia. It is therefore a truthful attempt to reconnect displaced people to their original roots 

while reaffirming their presence in other lands and settings, and as such, it deserves attention. 

The book includes seventeen titles. It isn’t a book of poetry in the strict sense of the 

word. A few of those titles are actually the lyrics to some of the songs on the CD; as it stands, 

the collection is a little uneven: somehow, one feels that hip-hop lyrics on the paper do not 

convey meaningful ideas as easily and/or eloquently as when accompanied by a beat box. 

Where Kamali reaches the reader/listener most effectively is in those poems where he 

reminisces about the ancient culture and traditions that are hardly seen or perceived outside 

the resorts where mostly Australian and New Zealand tourists flock for cheap 

accommodation, inexpensive reef diving and sunny hassle-free afternoons by the pool bar. 

Kamali draws attention to the increasingly precarious state of the Pacific coral reefs 

(‘Ocean of Commotion’), where the harmful effects of overfishing, rubbish dumping, nuclear 

testing and pollution are compounded by ‘earthquakes/ and tsunamis’:  

 

Humans are selfish creatures  

they don’t care about us [sea creatures] anymore  

our lives seem insignificant. 

 

The migration of his family (and by extension, of many Fijians) is also a subject 

important to Kamali. ‘Immigrants’ Story’ is dedicated to the Kamali family, and talks of the 

sacrifice migrants make, yet they never give up their  

 

undying love 

for your people 

your culture. 

 

Apart from the CD, (probably a necessary complement to the book, since the song 

lyrics are not poems and therefore they cannot really be read as poetry), the book includes 

Munro Te Whata’s cartoon-like illustration of Kamali’s ‘He has superpowers’, as well as the 

reproduction of a lovely painting by Leahna Gill, who also designed the cover. 

What I found lacking in Tales, Poems and Songs from the Underwater World is a 

more ambitious, in-depth exploration of the ancient cultural sources and motifs. Kamali does 

not appear to be searching for an epic in his poems. If tone, rhythm and symbolism are 

significant elements of poetry, they are scantily used in this book. 

There can be no doubt Kamali is a fine performer (the CD is good proof), but his 

aptitude for live performance does not translate so well onto the page. 
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The tone of epic poetry for which the ancient Fijian culture rightfully deserves 

recognition is missing – at least in the English version. Of the Fijian translation, a language I 

know nothing about, I am obviously unable to voice an opinion. 

I could not help comparing Tales, Poems and Songs from the Underwater World to 

Albert Wendt’s The Adventures of Vela, the splendid free verse novel by the formerly NZ-

based Samoan writer, now a matai in his native village in Upolu. Wendt’s impressive effort 

captured Samoan myths, traditions and historical events with exquisite musicality, aptly 

reinforcing the undeniable oral quality of his free verse. Kamali may have taken a first step 

towards composing a rhapsody of the Fijian people and its ancient culture, but in order to 

reach that destination, a lot more will be required of the poetic power he has within. 

 

Jorge Salavert 


