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	 EDITORIAL 	 By Alan Cocker

A voice speaking with the lived experience of more than ninety 
years can provide anchoring insight in the uncertain times of a 
pandemic. Emeritus Professor Jack Woodward in the Auckland 
University publication Ingenio writes that infectious diseases are 
part of our lives. He recounts that in 1937 his wife Mary drove with 
her family from Kaitaia to their new home in Invercargill during 
one of the polio epidemics, a trip complicated by travel restric-
tions. As in present times schools and cinemas were closed. Around 
700 young people were paralysed in New Zealand that year from 
polio and 46 died. Regular epidemics of the disease persisted until 
an oral polio vaccine became available in 1961.

In our current pandemic governments battle misinformation 
spread by ‘social media’ and a reductive ‘infotainment’ focus on 
‘victims and villains’ by ratings-driven traditional media. However, 
one positive feature of media coverage has been a return to the 
health expert for their advice on disease control and vaccination. 
During the Second World War the government and the Health 
Department used radio to promote health. In this issue, Claire 
Macindoe outlines how radio was seen as ‘a cultural phenome-
non’ and the most effective option to specifically target adults 
nationwide and educate them on health. Dr. Harold Turbott was 
introduced as the ‘radio doctor’, and the medium of radio became a 
trusted source of information.

Although radio culture in this country developed distinctive 
local forms, film by and large followed the lead of Hollywood. 
Brendan Sheridan looks at the genre of the American ‘Western’ 
with its “clearly established conventions spanning settlers, jour-
neys and ranching to gunfights and ‘Indian Wars’” and examines 
two New Zealand films that he argues are ‘Westerns’.  These films 
are Rudall Hayward’s The Te Kooti Trail (1927) and Geoff Murphy’s 
Utu (1983). Although Sheridan acknowledges that the ‘Western’ can 
often romanticize the past, recent  ‘post-modern’ westerns have 
challenged the preconceptions of history.

Challenging architectural monumentalism, New Zealand ar-
chitect and landscape architect Harry Turbott sought to celebrate 
our dynamic landscape and not impose his structures on it. This 
is the view of his friend, fellow architect and Auckland University 
Emeritus Professor Tony Watkins. He writes a personal reflec-
tion on the work of Harry Turbott (son of the radio doctor Harold 
Turbott), in the context of the wider global environmental crisis. 
Watkins draws a distinction between architecture as a noun and as 
a verb. As a noun it is about objects, as a verb it is about a process. 

He says that for Harry Turbott that process was about learning 
from the natural world and making a broken world whole again.

There is a somewhat seamless segue to our next article by 
Jessica Agoston who argues that in Aotearoa New Zealand there ex-
ists a tangible connection to the natural world and complex layers 
of history. She writes that when the green spaces of public parks 
become the location for temporary public art exhibitions, “the 
power of art and landscape is amplified”. She looks at the biennial 
New Zealand Sculpture OnShore (NZSoS) event held on Auckland’s 
North Shore to “examine the potential of temporary public art to 
meaningfully represent people and place”.

In a recent book1 Adam Tooze argues that the Covid 19 pan-
demic has meant that in all polities, public policy has become more 
difficult with underlying anxiety unsettling the system and we 
have witnessed other issues flaring. A prime example of this has 
been the Black Lives Matter movement and the associated attack 
on monuments of colonial figures. In our final contribution Alanna 
O’Riley asks why in our current climate is there a deafening silence 
about Michael Parekowhai’s statue of Captain James Cook in The 
Lighthouse on Queens Wharf in Auckland. She concludes that 
“Parekowhai’s The Lighthouse illustrates that monuments to com-
plex figures and histories can be used in a way that is productive, 
one that challenges accepted historical narratives and creates new 
discourse around our history and society. All we need to do is start 
the conversation”.

BackStory Issue 10 thus embraces the stories of the use of radio 
to disseminate health messages, ‘Western’ film-making in New 
Zealand, architecture as a verb, how art and landscape can power-
fully amplify both, and a monument of a colonial figure that, in the 
words of a reviewer, cultivates ambiguity and irony as strategies for 
encouraging conversation about our past. 

¹	  Tooze, Adam. (2021) Shutdown: How Covid shook the 
world’s economy. London: Allen Lane.
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claire macindoe

Mothers Need To Know Better:  
Radio, the Department of Health, 

and improving the Nation

When radio broadcasting first crackled onto the airwaves 
it was met with great enthusiasm from the wider public. 
Although we may now associate it more with late night talk-
back sessions and music’s top forty, educational broadcast-
ing was a key feature of early radio and helped to establish 
a deeply ingrained listening culture within New Zealand. 
Educational broadcasts helped to legitimise radio as more 
than just a source of light entertainment. Women were a key 
target for many radio-based educational efforts, viewed as 
both the main consumers of broadcast content and in the 
greatest need of instruction within the domestic sphere. 
Health and the idea of ‘scientific motherhood’ were a key 
component of these efforts. When World War Two required 
the Department of Health to adopt new methods of con-
necting with the public, radio was deemed the most effec-
tive option. Women were responsible for the health of the 
family, and there was already a well-established culture of 
educating women within the domestic sphere via the radio.

keywords # World War Two # Radio # Adult Education # Health  
# Scientific Motherhood#  Domesticity # Radio Doctor # Audience
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“A year or two ago writers on scientific sub-
jects were dreaming about these things; 
to-day they are a reality. Wireless telephony 
has ceased to be a toy for the amateur, it is no 
longer a laboratory experiment; it has become 
a practical utility, and will soon be a necessity.” 

“Wonders of the Wireless Telephone,”  
Waipawa Mail, 7 October 1921, 4.

Radio was still in its infancy when the Waipawa Mail print-
ed this prediction, yet they could not have foreseen just 
how rapidly their classification of radio as a ‘necessity’ 
would become a reality. The Government had only legalised 
non-governmental radio broadcasting and receiving the 
year before, and listening licences numbered a scant 300.1 
There were no real stations to tune in to, broadcasts were 
sporadic at best, and entertainment programming was yet 
to exist. Despite this, radio was already beginning to capture 
the minds and ears of the population. With radio stations 
and regular broadcasting established from 1922, licence 
numbers steadily grew before exploding in the 1930s. Radio 
was a cultural phenomenon. It was found in homes, hotels, 
hospitals and community halls, filling spaces with noise 
and keeping listeners entertained with a variety of different 
musical genres and short talks.2 Radio dramas, a precursor 
to television’s popular soap opera genre, helped to create a 
growing sense of national identity across the country, with 
listeners sharing the experience of hearing a story develop.3 
Magazines and newspapers discussed the latest in broad-
cast programming. Popular broadcasters became notable 
public figures, such as ZB’s Maud Basham, otherwise known 
as the loveable ‘Aunt Daisy’.4 Radio culture was thriving. 

So how did a medium usually associated with music 
and light entertainment become one of New Zealand’s 
longest running sources of health information? Educational 
broadcasting played a significant contributing factor to the 
success and culture of early radio. A wide variety of edu-
cational talks, also known as lecturettes, were provided by 
the various radio stations, with subject matter influenced by 
the time of day and perceived audience.5 These broadcasts 
were a key feature of radio’s development in New Zealand 
throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Listeners were keen to 
learn, and the government promoted the use of radio for 
personal improvement. Women found themselves the in-
tended target of many attempts to encourage better domes-
ticity and motherhood, particularly during the daytime when 
they were considered the key consumers of content. It was 

in this context that, when faced with challenges on how to 
educate the population on matters of health during the war, 
the Department of Health turned to radio

The outbreak of World War Two placed New Zealand’s 
health under an unwelcome spotlight. Pre-war concerns 
regarding nutrition and childhood disease were now giv-
en greater urgency, as rationing removed traditional food 
sources and mothers found themselves facing solo-par-
enting. The war also caused fuel and paper to be rationed, 
meaning that the usual methods of educating the public on 
matters of health, such as pamphlets and posters, were no 
longer viable. Radio, however, continued to broadcast un-
hindered. With an already established culture of radio being 
used to educate women within the home, it made sense for 
the Department of Health to shift towards broadcasting as 
a means to educate the public on matters of health. Women 
were the keepers of the nation’s health, feeding the family 
and raising children, therefore they needed to be educated 
on how to best maintain health during the war. An addition-
al benefit of radio was the ability to cross the urban-rural 
divide, reflecting the widely dispersed, and sometimes 
geographically isolated, population of New Zealand. Broad-
casting health information into the home also allowed for 
difficult matters to be addressed, without embarrassment, 
and remind women that it was their war duty to protect the 
nation’s health. 

learning together, separately:  
the role of early educational broadcasting 

in radio’s development

“This year has had its share of spectacular 
successes in programmes and also of pro-
grammes of real solid worth apart from musi-
cal entertainment, as, for instance, in the talks 
to farmers, the home science dialogues and 
the W.E.A. lecturettes.”

	The New Zealand Radio Guide and Call Book, 19316

Radio’s early popularity in New Zealand was owed, in large 
part, to female listeners. Relegated to the domestic sphere, 
women found radio to be an excellent tool for entertainment 
and education. Initially considered a masculine, scientif-
ic invention, the domestication of radio through physical 
design and female-focused daytime content made the radio 
a domestic tool and an integral part of a modern home.7 
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The friendly voices of broadcasters acted as company for 
housewives, while music could help to liven the domes-
tic chores. Educational lecturettes on household matters 
provided suggestions for increased efficiency and helped 
women to conform to societal expectations placed upon 
them by scientific domesticity. These lecturettes were cru-
cial in helping to develop a culture of radio being viewed as 
a reliable source of information and legitimised for educa-
tional purposes. 

During the first few years of broadcasting, transmission 
was limited to evening hours only, however the growing 
popularity of the medium caused broadcasting hours to be 
extended throughout the 1920s and 1930s in response to 
consumer demand. Radio broadcasting was strictly con-
trolled by the Government during the interwar period, despite 
the existence of a dual system of broadcasters: the publicly 
funded National (YA) radio stations and privately operated 
Commercial (ZB) stations.8 In 1925 the Government mandat-
ed that all stations were required to broadcast a minimum 
twelve hours per-week, excluding Sunday.9 Although a seem-
ingly small requirement, this was significant as it indicated 
that there was a certain standard expected of broadcasting 
stations. Individual stations began to lengthen their evening 
output, before daytime broadcasting hours across New Zea-
land were officially extended during 1927.10 The acceptability 
and popularity of radio was ever increasing. 

A new 3 – 5pm session was developed by the Radio 
Broadcasting Company for all National stations, aimed pre-
dominantly at female listeners, although it was not initially 
advertised as a women’s session. Assessing the content 
broadcast during this time slot reveals a clear gendered 
intention regarding who was perceived to be the listening 
audience. ‘Suitable’ topics were discussed, often relating to 
the domestic realm, such as informative talks on cookery or 
sewing, and broadcasting “afternoon tea” music.11 There was 
a growing perception by broadcasters and advertisers that 
women were the main consumers of radio content due to 
their role within the home, creating the idea of a ‘domestic’ 
audience.12 This would eventually extend to the creation of a 
dedicated ‘Women’s Hour’ programme in the 1930s.13 

Radio did not threaten the societal expectation that a 
women’s role was in the home, as it did not hamper their 
traditional work. Instead, it promoted it. Informative talks 
on household matters advocated for improved domestic 
skills, encouraging women to educate themselves in mod-
ern housekeeping methods, and reinforced the ideal of the 
housewife or mother within the home and upholding fam-
ily values. Some housewives shifted their daily routines in 

figure 1.  Photographer Samuel G. Firth, “Robert Emirali and teddy bear listen to 
a crystal set, 1928,” Sir George Grey Special Collections, 1043-9712,  Auckland City 
Libraries – Tāmaki Pātaka Kōrero, Auckland, New Zealand.

order to be at home to listen to specific broadcasts – such 
was their popularity and the believed value of radio.14 These 
afternoon lecturettes were some of the first purposeful 
educational content to be broadcast, along with ‘interest-
ing’ evening talks of a longer length. While modern listeners 
might associate radio more closely with music, educational 
or informative talks were a key feature of radio from its initial 
development, and were an important facet of developing 
New Zealand’s radio culture and establishing broadcast-
ing patterns. Early governmental debates regarding radio 
had always indicated that it should serve some form of 
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educational role, presenting information to the public and 
fostering societal improvement.15 While the implementation 
of these initial lecturettes on the National YA channels was 
at the impetus of government influence, educational and 
domestic programming also appeared on the Commercial 
ZB channels. This suggests that there was a market for 
these talks more broadly. Listeners paid a licencing fee of 
£1.10s per year to own a radio set, as well as often making 
donations to their local Commercial ZB station, therefore it 
was a consumer item and the interests of the listener had to 
be considered when deciding upon programming.16  If there 
was not some degree of popularity for these educational 
lecturettes, it is unlikely that they would have been replicat-
ed by the Commercial ZB channels. 

Over the course of radio’s first decade there was a 
growing acknowledgement that radio could be considered a 
reliable source of information. Increased broadcasting hours 
allowed for a growing number of educational talks to be pro-
vided over the air. With a culture of listening to the radio for 
information and education beginning to be well established, 
adult education providers grew increasingly interested in 
the potential of radio. At this point educational content, 
such as the afternoon lecturettes, was generally provid-
ed by people who worked for the station, or by a variety of 
specialists who were invited to speak. The Home Econom-
ics Association helped to facilitate some lecturettes on the 
Christchurch-based National 3YA channel, but there was no 
marked reoccurring involvement from any educational insti-
tutions on a national level.17 By the end of the 1920s, howev-
er, adult education providers were beginning to take advan-
tage of the broad reach and appeal of radio. The University 
of Otago Home Science Extension Service (HSES) was the 
first organisation to use the radio to broadcast nationwide 
talks aimed at women at home, particularly those who lived 
rurally.18 Prior to engaging with radio, those interested in 
an educational subject would have attended lectures at a 
public venue, such as a church or town hall, or had to rely on 
written sources. These options were not always available to 
all, especially rural or remotely located individuals and fam-
ilies. Māori would have also had difficulty accessing these 
educational opportunities for similar reasons. Harnessing 
radio broadcasting would enable a far greater proportion of 
the population to engage with what these education institu-
tions had to offer, shifting education from the public to the 
domestic sphere. 

Based in Dunedin, the HSES had been restricted in 
their impact due to a limited geographical reach, however, 
they used radio to far more success.19 Beginning in 1929, 

their 15-minute talks were written by university professors 
from the Home Science Department and discussed scien-
tific and modern approaches to domestic duties, including 
aspects of health.20 Women were the clear target of these 
talks, reflecting the perception that modern women needed 
to be educated on the best way to keep their homes and 
feed their families. Rural women were a particular focus 
of HSES efforts, due to a pervasive belief that they were 
less likely to adapt to modern housekeeping methods than 
their urban counterparts. Professor Ann Strong, Dean of the 
Home Science Department during this period, believed that 
rural women were the backbone of the country, and that 
with correct teaching they could help raise a healthy and 
strong nation.21 Originally from America, Professor Strong 
was aware of successful efforts by American universities 
running extension programmes via the radio. By the 1930s, 
radio was viewed in several western countries as a success-
ful way to educate women in the home, on domestic mat-
ters.22 The HSES radio talks provided education on a variety 
of areas such as sewing, cooking, parenting and healthcare, 
including how to prevent dental cavities and avoid goitre 
– both public health issues.23 Professor Strong questioned 
the relevance of new medical and nutritional knowledge to 
the general public if it was not put into practice. Practical 
advice and application of knowledge was key to many of the 
HSES’s efforts under Professor Strong’s leadership.24

The Workers Education Association (WEA) also saw the 
potential benefits of using radio broadcasting to supplement 
their already extensive education schemes, broadcasting 
from 1927/28 - 1934.25 For the WEA, radio was viewed as a 
way to reach rural workers in particular, as they believed that 
those people missed out on the same educational opportu-
nities as urban dwelling workers. Educating rural adults was 
also an opportunity to “modernise the countryside,”26 partic-
ularly within the domestic realm, and enhance rural living by 
providing interests outside of the farm and home – but still 
within the rural setting.27 Through broadcasting, the WEA 
created the ability to teach adult education within the home 
without the time and travel commitments that would other-
wise be required.28 Radio talks allowed the WEA to extend 
the reach of their educational directive through a variety of 
single lectures that covered a broad range of topics. During 
1934 around 288 lectures were broadcast, covering a wide 
range of topics, including art, history and biography, eco-
nomics and science.29 A March 1933 edition of The New 
Zealand Radio Record and Home Journal indicates just how 
broad the range could be, with talks on “Banking in New Zea-
land,” “Southern Whales and Antarctic Whaling,” “Giants of 
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German Music – Wagner,” “The Middle Ages and Ourselves 
– Religious and Philosophic Thought,” and “Birds of a Feather 
and Human Groupings” broadcast across the nation within 
the same week.30 Topics were only limited by those willing to 
contribute.31 Lectures were generally presented by academ-
ics or specialists, with the WEA receiving wide support from 
various tertiary providers. 

While the HSES and WEA were not the only institutions 
to take advantage of broadcasting, they best exemplify how 
an established programme was modified to take advantage 
of radio very early on. Adults were also not alone in being 
targeted for educational broadcasting. Government and 
broadcasting officials discussed the possibility of airing ed-
ucational material for school children as early as 1926, with 
the suggestion made that broadcasts could be used to sup-
plement both rural and urban school curriculums, and Cor-
respondence School materials.32 Rural and Correspondence 
School children were considered the most likely to benefit 
from educational broadcasting, providing ‘improvement of 
instruction’ through access to specialty teaching.33 Financial 
issues ended up delaying the implementation of broadcast-
ing for school children until April 1931. By 1936, 576 schools 
were using these broadcasts as a teaching resource, as well 
as the Correspondence School and students learning from 
home.34 As children were considered part of the domestic 

realm, this solidified the idea that the home was in need of 
educational outreach and helped establish an ongoing cul-
ture of trusting the radio for information and education.

By the end of the 1930s, less than two decades after 
public broadcasting began, radio was arguably New Zea-
land’s favourite medium. A radio broadcasting system was 
well established across the country, with recognised advan-
tages for reaching the wider public, and broadcast hours 
now covered from morning till night, allowing for continuous 
access to entertainment, information, and education. Or-
ganisations focused on adult education enjoyed increased 
funding in the wake of their radio efforts. Almost 350,000 
radio licences issued indicated a wide appeal, placing New 
Zealand in the rank of fourth highest radio ownership by 
percentage of population globally.35 Radio was a cultural 
icon and a well trusted source of information. 

broadcasting health into the home:  
the department of health’s first foray  

into radio

With radio holding an important cultural role in New Zea-
land, and completely legitimised as a source of information 
and education, it was only natural that the government 
would choose to announce New Zealand’s entry into World 
War Two (WWII) over the airwaves. Choosing to broadcast 
showed the significance and urgency of the event, while 
also allowing for both the urban and rural populations to 
hear the news at the same time. For those who lived rurally, 
relying on the newspaper could sometimes mean delays in 
receiving information. The war had a tangible impact on New 
Zealand’s Home Front. Men left to fight overseas, women 
were manpowered into the essential industries, and ra-
tioning was gradually implemented for an increasing variety 
of goods. For the Department of Health, the war placed a 
growing urgency on health concerns that had come to light 
during the 1930s. The nation needed to be healthy if they 
were going to win the war. While it was every civilian’s pa-
triotic duty to strive for excellent health, they needed to be 
provided with the tools and education to do so, but rationing 
meant that many of the usual methods were no longer via-
ble. Paper restrictions, first introduced in 1940, impacted the 
Department’s ability to distribute pamphlets and posters.36 
Attendance at agricultural events was also no longer possi-
ble, due to fuel rationing or postponement for the duration, 
further diminishing the Department of Health’s ability to 
connect with the rural population.37

Figure 2.  S. P. Andrew Photographer, “Maud Ruby Basham (Aunt Daisy) (left), and 
Elizabeth Barr,” S P Andrew Ltd: Portrait negatives, Ref: 1/2-043465-F, Alexander 
Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.  
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In light of these new challenges, new methods of promoting 
health education needed to be found. Director-General of 
Health Michael Watt had already demonstrated a long-term 
interest in trying to encourage a greater emphasis on health 
education for the public across all health departments. 
Traveling through America and Australia pre-war, Watt had 
been impressed by the American State Health Department’s 
use of radio to provide health advice, and nutritional broad-
casts in Queensland, Australia.38 In New Zealand, health and 
the domestic sciences had been a feature of educational 
lecturettes since the early years of radio broadcasting, but 
without any overt involvement or control from the Depart-
ment of Health.39 While these lecturettes had proven helpful, 
they lacked any consistency and there was no singularly 
authoritative source to rely on. Multiple broadcasters touch-
ing on health issues held the potential for misinformation, or 
contradictory information, to be broadcast.

Beginning in 1941, the Department of Health took the 
unprecedented step of actively using radio broadcasting 
to promote health.40 A series of radio talks were created as 
a direct response to the challenges created by WWII and a 
continuation of the Labour Government’s push to expand 
their broadcasting presence in the home and support the 
creation of the ideal family unit. The Department of Health’s 
radio talks were the first concerted effort made by the 
government to specifically target adults nationwide and 
educate them on health. As the government continued to 
control all broadcasting during the war, due in part to the in-
creased need for censorship, the Department of Health was 
able to easily take advantage of broadcasting as a medium 
for mass communication.

The Department of Health’s first radio venture, Health in 
the Home, was an effort to reduce the spread of misinfor-
mation and ensure public health during a period of war. A 
number of Departmental staff contributed to these broad-
casts, providing content and crosschecking for Health in the 
Home before it was broadcast.41 Complied by Eric Marris, a 
Health Department staff writer, and anonymously present-
ed by Dr Denham of Wellington Public Hospital, Health in 
the Home was broadcast weekly on the National YA chan-
nels.42 Each of the four main stations would broadcast on a 
different day, cycling through the produced content. These 
early talks proved popular with listeners, leading to a con-
tinued run throughout the course of the war. Topics covered 
included a wide variety of medical issues, public health 
advice, nutritional information, and childhood developmen-
tal disorders. The Listener published a health advice column 
in conjunction to the talks, beginning 9 May 1941, written 

by New Zealand’s first State Nutritionist, Dr Muriel Bell, 
and the Director of the Division of School Hygiene, Dr H. B. 
Turbott. Turbott and Bell were espoused by the magazine as 
authoritative sources of health information for readers who 
did not know who “to listen to and accept” during a period 
when there were “so many voices proclaiming ways to keep 
well.”43 A physical column enabled listeners to have a more 
permanent copy of advice already heard over the radio. 

Although popular, broadcasting once a week was not 
enough to be effective. In June 1943 a second opportunity 
arose for the Department of Health to expand their broad-
casting outreach. Charismatic radio personality Colin ‘Uncle 
Scrim’ Scrimgeour was fired from his role as Controller of 
the Commercial Channels, losing his highly sought-after 
early morning broadcast slot on the ZB channels.44 Scrim-
geour had filled his session with a variety of items, including 
health advice. Initially his efforts had been applauded, given 
his large audience reach, and the Department of Health 
had been happy to provide Scrimgeour with information 
and scripts. However the relationship was terminated when 
Scrimgeour knowingly chose to broadcast contentious 
health information about alternative medicines.45 Not only 
did these broadcasts go against official public health ad-
vice, some of the information had the potential to be out-
right harmful. Seeing the opportunity to take over a timeslot 
already established for health broadcasting, and with a 
much broader appeal, the Department decided to establish 
a second series of educational health broadcasts.46

A new radio venture to educate the public on health 
issues required an appropriate person to lend their voice to 
the initiative. The ZB commercial channels were well known 
for their range of broadcasting personalities, most using 
the title of ‘aunt’ or ‘uncle’, creating a sense of family and 
unity.47 Despite a lack of practical broadcasting experience, 
Dr H. B. Turbott was chosen to represent the Department of 
Health over the radio. Initially the offer was only temporary, 
with the idea that Turbott would fill in for a few months, but 
a replacement was never found.48 Turbott’s personal back-
ground made him an excellent choice for the role. He had 
spent many years training in public health, showing an en-
thusiasm for tackling difficult issues, and was exposed to a 
variety of cultural backgrounds and practices. Turbott’s work 
with Māori, specifically researching the issue of tuberculo-
sis, provided him with insight into Māori health problems.49 
This work had earned him a level of respect from prominent 
Māori leaders. Appointed to the Department of Health’s head 
office in 1940, his role as Director of the Division of School 
Hygiene made Turbott keenly aware of health issues facing 
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school-aged children in New Zealand. As Director, there had 
been an increasing focus on the role of health education 
within schools.50 Turbott’s view of education as important 
to prevention also aligned with Director-General of Health 
Michael Watt’s push for greater health education measures.  

From June 1943 to June 1946, Turbott’s voice was broad-
cast into homes across the nation, every morning at 7:30am, 
except Sunday. Simply listed as “Health Talks” in The Listen-
er’s broadcasting guide, usually with little other information 
provided, Turbott’s talks covered a broad scope of topics. 
Unlike the YA Health in the Home broadcasts, which were 
kept “impersonal” and not attached to any names, Dr Turbott 
was introduced as the ‘Radio Doctor’. 51 The personal asso-
ciation provided a warmth and friendliness, much like the 
‘Aunts’ and ‘Uncles’ that were prominent on the ZB channels, 
while Dr Turbott’s position within the Department of Health 
gave the talks authority. As a male, his gender further added 
to his authority and gravitas when broadcasting.52  Female 
presenters were generally limited to less serious subjects of 
conversation, such as domestic topics, since radio exec-
utives believed that was what their home-based female 
audience would appreciate.53 It was not until the 1950s that 
women were able to discuss more serious or controversial 

topics on air, during the unscripted ‘Women’s Hour’ ses-
sions.54 Male doctors were also the societal norm, as women 
represented a small minority of medical practitioners in New 
Zealand in the 1940s.55 Dr Turbott characterised the medical 
professionals that listeners were likely to come into contact 
with at the doctor’s office, providing a sense of familiarity.

tuning in: who is listening?

Identifying who was the listening audience for Dr Turbott’s 
broadcasts can be difficult, but by analysing the content, 
and perceptions regarding listening audiences, we can 
interpret who the intended audience was perceived to be.  
Over the last sixteen years women had been repeatedly 
targeted by radio lecturettes discussing domestic topics, as 
there was an ongoing belief that women needed to be edu-
cated on how to ‘properly’ raise children and run the home. 
Scientific motherhood, a dominant ideology during the 
interwar period,  acknowledged women as controlling the 
domestic sphere, yet also questioned their ability to do so.56 
Institutions promoting this ideology implied that women 
inherently needed guidance and education to properly fulfil 
their role.57 Dr H.B. Turbott’s radio talks can be interpreted as 
a continuation of the idea that women needed to be actively 
educated in scientific motherhood. Mothers and wives were 
viewed as key to tackling some of the wider health issues 
that faced the population, despite being placed under in-
creased stress due to the war. If women were educated on 
how to prevent illness and treat minor injury then the overall 
health of the nation would improve. 

The “Radio Doctor” talks instructed women on the re-
sponsibilities of motherhood, such as food preparation and 
nutrition, as well as how to deal with common childhood 
ailments and provided information on ‘correct’ parenting 
techniques. Nutritional issues were a key subject, reflecting 
the impact of rationing and unresolved pre-war concerns. 
Scripts for these nutritionally focused talks were provided 
by Dr Muriel Bell, who focused on practical advice – much 
like Professor Anne Strong of the HSES did. Cooking advice, 
simple explanations about vitamins and deficiency, and easy 
replacements for rationed or out-of-season goods were 
key elements of Bell’s talks, aimed at helping the housewife 
navigate these issues. Housewives were expected to feed 
the family a nutritionally balanced meal. Not doing so could 
result in developmental defects for their children, which 
could in turn impact their ability to become a contributing 
citizen in the future.  Medical and public health issues were 

figure 3.  Announcement of Dr Turbott’s “Health Talks”, with Dr Bell,  
“Expert Advice on Health,” New Zealand Listener, 9 May 1941, 9. 
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addressed, of course, covering a number of major and minor 
ailments. From athlete’s foot through to cancer, diphtheria 
immunisation to diagnosing appendicitis, even knowing 
when – and how – to call the doctor was discussed. Oral 
health was featured with surprising frequency, including in 
talks on nutrition and childrearing. Mothers were encour-
aged to breastfeed their babies to help them develop jaw 
strength and appropriate spacing for new teeth. Calcium 
rich foods were important for strong teeth and bones, while 
children were not to be trusted to buy their own lunches at 
the school tuck shop due to their propensity for choosing 
sugary treats. Parenting and child development were also 
frequently discussed, providing support for mothers who 
were facing the difficult task of child rearing with a reduced 
support system, given that many men had left to fight. Al-
though arguably outside what might be considered public 
health, children were the future generation of soldiers, work-
ers and mothers, therefore there was concern regarding 
appropriate mental and physical development. A new social 
focus on the quality of childhood and psychological devel-
opment of the child had emerged during the interwar period. 
Mothers were now expected to invest more time and energy 
into their children to ensure that they not only had the best 
start to life, but also developed appropriately.58 Rural moth-
ers were publicly critiqued for not dedicating themselves 
enough to their children’s needs, ignoring that many of them 
played a key role in running and maintaining the farm on 
top of their domestic chores. While mothers were the key 
audience for these talks, fathers were often mentioned or 
spoken to within Turbott’s discussions.59

From these factors we can see that women, particularly 
mothers, were perceived to be the key demographic for Dr 
Turbott’s talks. They represented a continuation of edu-
cational efforts established during radio’s early years and 
were believed to be for the betterment of New Zealand as a 
whole. Radio was deemed the best way to reach women as 
it didn’t disrupt their domestic lives. Although the Depart-
ment may have broadcast the talks with a specific audience 
in mind, radio was accessible to anyone with a licence and a 
receiver. Archival files with fan mail to Dr Turbott reveal that 
there was broad public appeal for these talks. While moth-
ers were listening, they were joined by young teenagers 
wanting to know how to rid themselves of pimples, old men 
asking how to reverse their balding crowns, and the odd 
businessman who wanted a copy of talks on occupational 
health for his workers.60 Turbott’s listeners were varied, but 
all shared the same concern for their health and those who 
surrounded them. 

figure 6.  “Why Make An Old Soak Out Of 
Me?” AAFB 24223 W2555 Box 39/39c A57,  
Archives New Zealand Te Rua Mahara o te  
Kāwanatanga, Wellington. 

figure 4.  “Lock Away Danger In Your Home,”  
AAFB 24223 W2555 Box 7, Archives New Zealand Te Rua 
Mahara o te Kāwanatanga, Wellington. 

figure 5.  “Knocked Flat By A Sneeze,” 
AAFB 24223 W2555 Box 3/ DC.35,  
Archives New Zealand Te Rua Mahara  
o te Kāwanatanga, Wellington. 
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legacy

Dr Turbott’s health talks were seemingly popular and effec-
tive, however a post-war return to normality meant that he 
could leave the airwaves in 1946 to return to other Depart-
ment of Health work. This would not be the end of the ‘Radio 
Doctor’ though. Turbott returned in 1952, as New Zealand 
faced a wave of poliomyelitis sweeping the country. His 
job was to reassure and educate the public, encouraging 
healthy habits such as handwashing and covering coughs 
and sneezes. Radio ownership had continued to expand, 
and a post-war economic boom allowed for an increasing 
number of portable transistor radios, and cars with radios 
installed, to flood the market. The Department of Health still 
considered the radio an effective method of educating the 
public, allowing Dr Turbott into the intimate sphere of the 
home. Broadcasting allowed the listeners to feel as though 
Dr Turbott was talking directly to them, which in turn en-
abled difficult conversations to take place. Between 1952 
and 1984, when Dr Turbott gave his final radio broadcasts, 
discussions were held on alcoholism, drugs, contraception, 
abortion and AIDS. This continuation of broadcasting was 
enabled by radio’s longstanding role as a source of educa-
tion and information, and the deeply embedded listening 
culture that remained pervasive throughout New Zealand. 

conclusion

From the first few years of radio’s development, a culture of 
using the radio to broadcast educational information began 
to exist. Women were targeted as they were viewed as both 
the main consumers of radio content and in the greatest 
need of instruction within the domestic sphere. These talks 
helped to legitimise radio as more than just a source for 
light entertainment. At the outbreak of World War Two the 
Department of Health needed to find a new way to educate 
the public on keeping healthy. The health of the family was 
considered a woman’s responsibility to ensure, therefore it 
was crucial that they be reached. A long-established cul-
ture of listening to the radio for educational and informa-
tive content made broadcasting the obvious choice for the 
Department of Health. Through their various talks they were 
able to connect with women within the domestic sphere and 
reinforce perceptions that women required to be guided in 
how best to care for their families.  

figure 7.  Portrait of Dr Harold Turbott in retirement, Bill Beavis Photographer. 
Photo Courtesy of the National Library of New Zealand.
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The Western and  
the New Zealand Wars

There are multiple parallels between the 19th Century 
migrations into indigenous lands in the American West and 
Aotearoa. These include conflicts over land between in-
coming Europeans and indigenous nations, the complicated 
loyalties that arose during these conflicts, and later roman-
ticisation of the time period. This paper examines two films 
set during the New Zealand Wars and compares these films 
to the American Western genre, in particular through the 
lenses of historical fiction and historiographic metafiction. 
These approaches provide insight into how the films depict 
events and why the way they are depicted is dependent 
upon historical context. These films, The Te Kooti Trail (1927) 
and Utu (1983), engage with similar subject matter and 
depict the same time period but portray history in radically 
different tones.

brendan d sheridan

keywords # Western # New Zealand Wars # Colonial Films # utu # Te Kooti
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There are several representations of the New Zealand 
Wars (particularly the period of 1863-1870) in New Zealand 
cinema: Rewi’s Last Stand (1925), The Te Kooti Trail (1927), 
The Last Stand (1940), Pictures (1980), Utu (1983), and River 
Queen (2005). This paper examines the two films that are 
Westerns, Rudall Hayward’s The Te Kooti Trail (1927) and 
Geoff Murphy’s Utu (1983). These films were chosen as they 
both draw inspiration from similar historical events and 
persons, as well as the written histories of James Cowan. 
Furthermore, these films can be examined through the 
lenses of historical fiction and what Linda Hutcheon terms 
historiographic metafiction. 

	 Historical fiction and historiographic metafiction 
are two different methods for viewing the past. Historical 
fiction depicts the past according to a fixed historiography 
(though often according to a range of stereotypic narra-
tives). Meanwhile, historiographic metafiction emerged 
from the postcolonial movement and reassesses previous 
conceptions of the past, as well as the impact of past events 
upon the present. The Te Kooti Trail stands as an example of 
historical fiction and Utu as an example of historiographic 
metafiction, in addition to both being Westerns.

	 The Western is a genre with clearly established con-
ventions spanning settlers, journeys, and ranching to gun-
fights and “Indian wars”. Many Westerns draw on the legacy 
of James Fenimore Cooper and his stories set in the frontier 
of the United States. Douglas Pye argues that in Cooper: 

A current of romantic narrative, capable of 
inflection in more than one direction, meets 
other currents of thought associated partic-
ularly with the idea of the West and its signif-
icance for America, and this conjunction of 
romantic mode and complex thematic gave a 
shape to the western”. 

The American Old West has many parallels with the 
European (and predominantly Anglo-Protestant) settlement 
of Aotearoa, including contact with indigenous peoples 
and the conflicts which emerged. Kynan Gentry, Andrew 
Thompson, and John M. MacKenzie argue that the European 
settler battles against the Plains Indians were not dissimilar 
to the New Zealand Wars.

Unsurprisingly, there is a continuation of the Western’s 
ideas in the films The Te Kooti Trail and Utu. While Aotearoa 
was not directionally focused, like the West, the roman-
ticised un-Europeanised lands held appeal. That said, 
the conventions and ideas of such frontiers have varying 

figure 1. Dean Martin starred in Rough Night in Jericho(1967). The advertising  
campaign for this movie asked the question: “Who says they don’t make Westerns like 
they used to?” Film still from a private collection ARC.
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interpretations, as Pye also notes: “The life of the frontier 
was both enobling, because it was close to nature, and 
primitive, at the farthest remove from civilization. The Indian 
could be both a child of nature, primitive but innocent, 
and the naked savage.” The dichotomy of the friendly na-
tives and villainous savages was a commonly understood 
trope, as was the desire to turn Aotearoa into a ‘Pastoral 
Paradise’. Though the Western is a broad genre, it is in the 
sensationalist Westerns that the greatest influence on New 
Zealand popular culture is felt. Many of the Western ideas 
were disseminated in the form of novels in New Zealand, 
often featuring ‘Boys Own’ narratives featuring young men 
involved in exciting and dangerous experiences, extending 
later into film. 

historical fiction westerns

The sensationalism of wild west dime novels is where the 
New Zealand Western finds most commonality with the 
American embellished reality of the frontier, at least with 
regard to the New Zealand Wars.

In dime novels the western became increasingly  
extravagant and fantastic, although it was fed by actual 
events—the Indian wars, the adventures of outlaws and  
lawmen, the cattle drivers. Actual people became the basis 
of heroes of dime-novel sagas in a constant process of 
romanticizing actuality in the service of sentimental fiction 
and the adventure story.

The use of actual historical characters and specific 
events, either outright depictions or acting as inspiration, 
in New Zealand Wars Western Films reinforces the parallels 
with the American Western. However, while the American 
Western Film can feature wholly invented characters and 
plots, the New Zealand Wars Western Film is more akin to 
historical fiction.

Linda Hutcheon describes historical fiction as “that 
which is modelled on historiography to the extent that it is 
motivated and made operative by a notion of history as a 
shaping force”. This definition implies that for a work to be 
classified as historical fiction it must also be tied to histo-
riography.  In this sense some of the early twentieth century 
films by Rudall Hayward are historical fiction due to their  
adherence to James Cowan’s histories The New Zealand 
Wars volumes 1 and 2. Hayward’s later film The Last Stand 
(1940) even credited Cowan as that film’s “official historian” 
and uses a copy of Cowan’s history as a framing device.

This adherence to Cowan’s work is apparent in The Te 

figure 2. Detail from a poster for Rudall Hayward’s 1927 film The Te Kooti Trail. 
The Te Kooti Trail (1927) P03841. Poster Collection, Ngā Taonga Sound & Vision.  
Production Company: Whakatane Films.
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Kooti Trail. The main plot of the film transpires during the 
Colonial Government’s pursuit of Te Kooti, the Māori dissi-
dent and prophet of the Ringatū movement. While colonial 
troops pursued Te Kooti across the Bay of Plenty in 1869, 
the prophet’s forces besieged a mill operated by a French 
settler, Jean Guerrin, and his Māori wife Erihapeti. On taking 
the mill following Guerrin’s death, Te Kooti has Erihapeti 
remarried to one of his followers, while a young Māori wom-
an who was defiant towards Te Kooti is executed. Captain 
Gilbert Mair, on hearing of the attack rushes to free the mill, 
however he arrives too late. The film subsequently depicts 
Mair’s later command of colonial forces in the pursuit of the 
prophet, including killing Peka te Makarini (Te Kooti’s lieu-
tenant) in battle. 

The events of The Te Kooti Trail are directly discussed in 
Cowan’s history, specifically chapter 30 of The New Zealand 
Wars volume 2, dubbed The Hauhau Wars (1864-1872). While 
the film does show some fictionalised situations, as noted 
below, it focuses on historical figures who were in the area 
at the time. Jean Guerrin, Te Kooti, Peka te Makarini, Gilbert 
Mair, and even the tragically fated young woman Monika, 
sister of Erihapeti, are based upon genuine historical figures. 

	 The predominantly fictional figures included by 
Hayward are his “lost legion” of an Englishman, an Irishman, 
and a Frenchman serving under Mair’s command. The love 
story between Monika and a warrior called Taranahi is also 
considered an addition by Hayward. Regardless, Hayward 
follows the events of Cowan’s account quite accurately. 
The loss of the mill, the forced marriage between Guerrin’s 
widow and Te Kooti’s follower Rangihiroa and the killing of 
Monika are all events recorded by Cowan. The film is a direct 
representation of an historical account, framed by the per-
spective of a Pākehā historian, though it has been adapted 
into the form of a Western.

The Western is quite formulaic in its construction and 
its plots. David Lusted argues that there are seven basic 
Western Genre plots, though more than one can feature in 
a single narrative. For The Te Kooti Trail the plots of “The 
Cavalry (cavalry vs. indians)” and “The Marshal (lawman vs. 
outlaws)” clearly feature. In the film, Gilbert Mair is quite 
clearly the Marshal, while Te Kooti and his followers are 
outlaws. Westerns also include many standard character 
types in addition to the Marshal (two examples are friendly 
Natives, and the indigenous maiden), including different 
types of villains. “Villainy became as central as heroism…the 
worst villainy of all is overwhelmingly represented by sav-
age Indians.” However, for the New Zealand Wars Western 
these character types are reinterpreted to suit the setting, 

for example the villains are clearly Māori, taking the place of 
Native Americans. Also, given the period of the New Zealand 
Wars depicted, it is not sufficient to only show some Māori 
as friendly natives, but also Māori who actively fight along-
side the settlers and military. 

Native allies of settlers are not without precedent in the 
American Western either. Such representation appeared in 
the American Western about 10 years prior to The Te Kooti 
Trail with William S Hart’s The Silent Man (1917). In this film:

Although the Cheyenne are the villains… 
the Pawnee scouts are cited as friendly  
Indians…they even replace the more conven-
tional cavalry as the last-minute rescuers of 
the railroad folk from the final mass attack of 
the Cheyenne

There is a very similar scene shown in The Te Kooti Trail with 
the Arawa men rallied by Gilbert Mair to battle against Te 
Kooti and his Ngai Tūhoe followers. To fit the time period, 
Māori are depicted simultaneously in the film as the indige-
nous villains and the cavalry.

The Te Kooti Trail is notably the first on-screen rep-
resentation of Māori allied to the Crown during the New 
Zealand Wars. As stated above, they are the “cavalry” rallied 
by Gilbert Mair in the desperate attempt to save Guerrin’s 
mill. The role the allied Māori play here is quite clear cut. As 
Alistair Fox describes the attack: 

Te Kooti’s attack on Geurrin’s mill is modelled 
closely on the Indian attacks in Griffith’s 
westerns, as is the pursuit of Taranahi when 
he rides off to seek help, and the suspense as 
to whether the colonial forces (the equivalent 
of the cavalry) will arrive in time to rescue the 
besieged defenders of the mill.

The scene is potentially a homage to The Silent Man with its 
similar scene where the Pawnee come racing to aid the be-
leaguered railway folk from the Cheyenne. However, in place 
of the Pawnee the soldiers are implied to be Ngāti Pukeko 
and in place of the Cheyenne are followers of Te Kooti.

Ngāti Pukeko’s role in the film is the heroic cavalry riding 
(or in this case running) to the rescue. Given the nature of the 
film, it is unsurprising that they are reduced to background 
figures, as they fulfil the sole role of the cavalry. Typically, in 
Westerns the cavalry has little characterisation among the 
rank and file.  However, often historiography omits details of 
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active participants, such as Māori allied with the Crown. Until 
the late 20th century, analysis of their service and motives 
outside of one or two individuals, was sparse.

Bruce Babington notes this lack of attention: “Mair’s 
kūpapa are, except for Taranahi, faceless”. These men are ig-
nored in terms of characterisation, so context is required for 
the depiction of these characters. Babington uses the word 
kūpapa to describe these Māori allies, which is a term that 
has a complicated history. Danny Keenan notes that:

These days, amongst Māori, the connotation 
‘kupapa’ is used in different contexts, and its 
meaning varies greatly, from ‘one who does 
not rise to the debate or fray’ (a neutral) to 
‘one who crawls on all fours’ (a traitor).

The term’s varied usage can depend on regional location of 
Māori, and upon their hapū’s or iwi’s political stance during 
the New Zealand Wars, or even the speaker’s own perspec-
tive on Māori allying with settlers. These particular Māori 
soldiers, depicted later in the film, have received some 
scholarly attention in recent years, in particular in Tangata 
Whenua: An Illustrated History (2014) and in Ron Crosby’s 
Kūpapa (2015). 

These soldiers are of the Te Arawa iwi who occupy areas 
of Rotorua and the Bay of Plenty with a history of supporting 
the Crown during the New Zealand Wars. They are a sig-
nificant group as of all the allied Māori in the late stages of 
the New Zealand Wars (from 1868 to 1872), this unit were 
commanded by Pākehā officers. Te Arawa had supported 
the Crown ever since the Waikato campaign, but it was later 
from 1870 that they truly became distinctive from other 
allied Māori with the Arawa Flying Columns.

Following the battle of Ohinemutu in 1870, Donald 
McLean, the Native Affairs Minister, was convinced of their 
capability but had a differing approach to previous allied 
Māori divisions. In Kūpapa, Crosby explains:

McLean had also seen repeated reports of 
the difficulty Pākehā officers had had with 
more senior Te Arawa rangatira in particular. 
However, the performance of the young Te 
Arawa men in the field had been exemplary 
under two young Pākehā officers who were 
fluent in te reo, and who were able to inspire 
their men into amazing acts of courage and 
resilience.

The solution seemed to McLean to be to separate the 
younger fighting men of Te Arawa from their rangatira, and 
to have them led by those two young Pākehā officers. This 
was unusual as typically allied Māori incorporated their 
own traditional leadership structures. The two officers who 
had so impressed McLean were George Preece and Gilbert 
Mair, the impressively bearded officer of The Te Kooti Trail. 
The Arawa men were organised into mobile flying columns 
of 80-90 men, better kitted out than larger units of allied 
Māori, and with more modern weaponry.

While Ngāti Pukeko wear traditional dress in the rushed 
mobilization race to save Guerrin’s Mill, a later scene shows 
Te Arawa soldiers dressed in their recognisable attire of mi-
litia coats, caps, and kilts. The careful use of material culture 
is understandable given Hayward’s endeavour to provide 
a visual record of Aotearoa New Zealand’s past on screen, 
providing further historiography to the historical fiction. 
Even so, despite the effort at historical accuracy, little time 
is spent on character. Though the Ngāti Pukeko ‘cavalry’ has 
some reasoning under the conventions of genre, the same 
cannot be said for Te Arawa. Most of what the audience sees 
of the Arawa Flying Column in the Te Kooti Trail is of silent 
soldiers happy to follow Gilbert Mair into battle. Little is 
spent examining their own ideas or motivations, such as the 
difference of opinion among Te Arawa themselves on fight-
ing alongside the Crown. 

Keenan argues that participation of allied Māori “were 
probably only understood by those who participated.” In this 
sense, Hayward’s lack of character development is not un-
expected considering the source material, James Cowan’s 
histories. As argued by Alistair Fox, Keith Grant and Hilary 
Radner: “In Cowan’s The New Zealand Wars...he repro-
duces the discourse of colonial imperialism, including its 
Darwinian assumption that colonisation entailed an inevita-
ble march of progress towards civilisation”. It suits Hayward 
to simply present Te Arawa as being motivated by the 
‘civilising’ goal of the colonial government. For allied Māori 
to have more nuanced motives in regards to their involve-
ment, such as tribal prosperity or historical grudges, would 
complicate and potentially disrupt the historical narrative to 
which Hayward adhered. 

	 In sum, the historical fiction Western is concerned 
with accuracy or at least presenting itself as accurate. The 
Te Kooti Trail links directly to historical events and to a noted 
historian. Even so, the narrative being presented is still 
highly slanted. While there was some small input from Māori 
involved in the Te Kooti Trail’s production and a preliminary 
screening was offered to Tūhoe elders to avoid offence, 
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their voices were still subject to Hayward and, by extension, 
Cowan. The depiction of Ngāti Pukeko, Ngai Tūhoe, and Te 
Arawa are narrowed by a predominantly Eurocentric view of 
history. Hayward adhered to the nation-making narratives of 
the early 20th century westerns, so it is unsurprising that in 
the 1980s Geoff Murphy instead followed the example of the 
post-modern western.

post-modern westerns

Following Hayward there were no cinematic depictions of 
the New Zealand Wars until the 1980s, potentially due to the 
availability of film funding. Because of a number of historical 
and social factors, the style of the Western that emerged 
shifted from being historical fiction to historiographic 
metafiction. Examples of these influential social events are 
the Māori Land March, the Māori Renaissance, the emer-
gence of postmodern discourse, as well as international 
film trends such as the postmodern Western. These events 
challenged preconceived narratives in historical discourse, 
which coincided with the development of the historiograph-
ic metafiction model.

Historiographic metafiction is a postmodern approach 
to depictions of history. Hutcheon states that it “represents 
a challenging of the (related) conventional forms of fiction 
and history writing through its acknowledgement of their 
inescapable textuality”. This idea is apparent in on-screen 
representations of history which abandon direct depictions 
of events as they are, in favour of creating representations 
that are inspired by specific historical events. Such repre-
sentations are arguably less interested in a historical truth 
and instead express a desire to present an ideological truth. 
They are also less likely to adhere to single overriding sourc-
es like Hayward did with Cowan. Hutcheon argues that:

Historiographic metafiction shows fiction to 
be historically conditioned and history to be 
discursively structured, and in the process 
manages to broaden the debate about the 
ideological implications of the Foucaldian 
conjunction of power and knowledge—for 
readers and for history itself as a discipline.

Such films are more likely to challenge previously perva-
sive ideas surrounding the New Zealand Wars, especially 
colonial constructs of European dominance and “civilising” 
influence on Māori. Previous narratives were challenged 

through a greater nuance towards indigenous groups as 
represented on screen, a more prevalent use of non-Euro-
pean languages, and a further incorporation of indigenous 
cultures and practices on screen. They also offer a greater 
visibility of European women on screen or even depicting 
European officers in a different light to how they were previ-
ously portrayed.

This is not to say that the historiographic metafic-
tion is an outright rejection of previous works, instead 
it reassesses existing conventions. As Hutcheon states: 
“Historiographic metafiction appears, then, willing to draw 
upon any signifying practices it can find operative in a so-
ciety. It wants to challenge those discourses and yet to use 
them, even to milk them for all they are worth”. Therefore, 
even when aspects of the New Zealand Wars and Hayward’s 
depictions are being challenged, many features of the pro-
ductions are maintained. Both Murphy and Hayward orien-
tate their films around the same dynamic figures of Gilbert 
Mair and Te Kooti, as well as events in their lives. Cowan’s 
histories lead to Hayward’s films. Murphy then approaches 
the same source material as Hayward at a later stage, but 
incorporating the nuance offered by his Māori collaborators. 

	 A key feature of this New Zealand Wars metafiction 
is the composite nature of events and characters, which is a 
departure from Hayward’s reliance in the historical record. 
The blending can be seen as a contrast between realist 
historiography and the more postmodern historiographic 
metafiction. Amy J. Elias explains:

Realist historiography desires a historical 
truth that is not Truth but that is still binding, 
a pragmatist, robust history of reasonable 
belief. Radical postmodernist historiography 
desires a Dionysian playground of language 
and a historical ground from which to declare 
the end of historical grounds.

The postmodern does not have the desire of its predeces-
sors to show the events as they happened. Instead, such 
representations gauge the feeling of the period by commin-
gling and blending key historical figures and events together.

Geoff Murphy produced just such a Dionysian play-
ground of language and history in the 1983 film Utu. It is an 
anarchic, borderline parodic, nuanced Western. The film 
presents a greater degree of characterisation for Māori, 
likely as a result of many Māori having key positions in the 
production. Activist and director Merata Mita was appoint-
ed casting director, Pita Turei as stunt coordinator, Lee 
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Tamahori as second unit director, and the film had a kau-
matua on site with Joe Malcom. The film also featured a 
widespread use of spoken Te Reo (by both Māori and Pākehā 
characters) joined with subtitles.

The film follows Te Wheke, a scout for the colonial troops, 
who arrives at his home village to find them slaughtered by 
cavalry in a raid, whereupon he swears vengeance. This leads 
to Te Wheke gathering a following to resist colonial rule, all 
the while pursued by the colonial militia under the command 
of the racist Colonel Elliot. His immediate pursuers, howev-
er, are the contemplative Lieutenant Scott and the erudite 
Corporal Wiremu. Following various engagements, including 
a settler’s own vendetta against Te Wheke, the film ends with 
a trial in the bush by firelight where European protocol and 
tikanga are debated to determine who should execute Te 
Wheke for his crimes in pursuit of revenge.

In contrast to Hayward, Murphy does not base Utu 
around a single historical event, instead he is inspired by 
several. Most significantly are Rangiaowhia (1864), the killing 
of the missionary Carl Volkner by Kereopa Te Rau (1865), and 
the Bush Trial of Wi Heretaunga (1870), and most important-
ly the Pursuit of Te Kooti (1868-1872). Murphy’s depiction 
of the New Zealand Wars also adds an additional Western 
plot: “The Revenge (the wronged man vs. the truly guilty)”. In 
this case Te Kooti is the wronged man and Colonel Eliot is 
the truly guilty. The plot is obvious from the title, the Māori 
word “utu”. In certain contexts, this word means revenge, 
vengeance, retaliation, payback, retribution, though it can 
also mean cost, price, wage, fee, payment, salary, reciprocity. 
Thus, a close reading of these definitions implies that the 
film is about revenge, but also the price of colonisation.

As mentioned above, Te Wheke and his quest for ven-
geance is inspired by Te Kooti, Kereopa Te Rau, and Wi 
Heretaunga. Meanwhile, in place of the middle aged and 
bearded Gilbert Mair of Hayward, there is the young, ide-
alistic, and clean-shaven Lieutenant Scott (not unlike 
the treatment Disney gave John Smith in their 1995 film 
Pocahontas). Murphy is also willing to draw inspiration from 
the larger-than-life, but still historical officers G. S. Whitmore 
and Thomas McDonnell, whose accurate egocentrism con-
struct Colonel Elliot. Through Elliot, the film introduces the 
bigoted officer character, a popular villain of post-Vietnam 
Westerns. The composite character of Colonel Eliot is par-
ticularly reminiscent of Richard Mulligan’s bombastic perfor-
mance as General Custer in Little Big Man (1970). As much 
as Elliot appears a caricature, his classism, paranoia, egotism 
and apoplexy all are qualities seen in either McDonnell or 
Whitmore. McDonnell displayed a melodramatic attitude 

while campaigning and Whitmore was noted for a casual 
classist attitude. 

	 As the depiction of colonial officers shows, Murphy’s 
difference from Hayward is most apparent in tone. The tonal 
difference is especially acute towards Māori allied with the 
Crown. A poignant scene depicting the complicated circum-
stances of allied Māori and even the entire colonial experi-
ment is presented beside a river while Te Wheke’s pursuers 
are taking rest. A soldier, Henare, asks Wiremu: “Why do we 
fight tribe against tribe?...On and on it goes, and always the 
Pākehā sides with the ones who best advance his cause.” 
Henare reflects on the conflict, seeing it as settlers taking 
advantage of internal disagreements. There is also a fatal-
istic view towards the conflict, because when Wiremu tells 
Henare to stop he simply responds “āpōpō” (tomorrow, at 
sometime in the future. The cynical impression of the con-
flict is also reflected in Wiremu’s exchange with Scott: “Sir 
will these help to make a better world?” “[I doubt it]” “Then 
does it matter which side we’re on?” The soldiers involved in 
the fighting are weary, under no illusions over who it bene-
fits, but can see no other path. This is a significant departure 
from the smiling, affable Arawa Flying Column depicted by 
Hayward. Murphy instead presents the New Zealand Wars 
as a time of moral ambiguity, where soldiers expressed un-
certainty over the rightness of their actions. 

While the allied Māori in Utu are not identified as a 
specific historical group, their uniforms and location of 
action and the placement as serving under Pākehā officers 
also shows a clear evocation of the Arawa Flying Column. 
Three characters in the film exhibit a fuller elaboration of 
what it meant to be seen as kūpapa. Te Wheke, Henare, and 
Wiremu. Te Wheke is the ultimate disillusioned allied Māori. 
In the opening of the film, he is a scout for the militia, but the 
slaughter of his village turns him against the Crown. Henare 
is a character who openly questions his role in fighting 
alongside Pākehā and is disillusioned with his role in aiding 
the colonial experiment, questioning the nature of the fight 
of tribe against tribe. Wiremu is perhaps the most compelling 
figure, as when openly confronted about his role as a corpo-
ral in the flying column he acknowledges the damage done 
to his people but responds that he swore an oath of loyalty.

 	 Murphy’s difference in tone from Hayward does 
not change the fact that he too draws from James Cowan’s 
works. The entire final scene of Utu is a reworking of 
Cowan’s story of The Bush Trial, which inspired the film. The 
film shows familiar points, while also defying their prior de-
pictions. This creates what Hutcheon terms an “attraction/
repulsion” with convention in the film.
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Perhaps this contradictory attraction/repulsion to structure 
and pattern explains the predominance of the parodic use 
of certain familiar and overtly conventionally plotted forms 
in American fiction, for instance that of the Western: Little 
Big Man. 

The repulsion of typical narratives is also demonstrated 
by Utu’s liberal use of parody. Dramatic lines and actions by 
the cultured and destructive revenger Te Wheke are often 
undercut by comments from his men. In particular is the 
scene where Te Wheke and his men capture a supply wagon. 
While digging through the goods, one of Te Wheke’s men 
cuts open a sack of flour, buries his face in it and exclaims 
“Look! I’m a Pākehā!”

The film strikes a balance between humour and drama. 
As noted above, multiple features enable comparison be-
tween Murphy’s film and Little Big Man. There is the idealis-
tic culturally aware young man who is serving in the colonial 
forces under a bigoted and moronic commanding officer. 
Additionally, the portrayal of indigenous peoples is far more 
complex and sympathetic than earlier Westerns in the 20th 
Century. The humour and parody on display in both films are 
part of the goal to reassess previous historical narratives. 
Hutcheon argues that:

Historiographic metafictions...use parody not 
only to restore history and memory in the face 
of distortions of the “history of forgetting”, but 
also, at the same time, to put into question 
the authority of any act of writing by locating 
the discourses of both history and fiction 
within an ever-expanding intertextual net-
work that mocks any notion of either single 
origin or simple causality.

Restoring history and engaging with intertextuality is of 
particular relevance in examining Utu through the lens of 
the historiographic metafiction. While any film is a prod-
uct of its time, and the stylistic and narrative choices of 
Hayward do reflect the 1920s, Utu is also actively aware of 
its time of construction. 

The struggle over the land is an ongoing issue within 
Aotearoa, something which historiographic metafiction 
asserts. Merata Mita stated in an interview: “What’s mani-
fested in this film is what’s happening today.” Utu actively 
highlights the struggle for land in the film, a subject that is 
absent in The Te Kooti Trail. Te Wheke’s declarative state-
ment “This is our land” echoes the comparatively recent 
events of Dame Whina Cooper’s Land Hikoi (1975) and 

figure 3. Utu Redux poster image courtesy of the Aotearoa New Zealand Film  
Heritage trust. Utu Redux Poster (2013) P234170. Poster Collection, Ngā Taonga Sound 
& Vision. Production Company: Kiwi Film Productions Ltd
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the occupation of Bastion Point (1977). His line: “Could we 
put 10000 warriors on the streets of Auckland for just one 
hour?” is also reminiscent of the protests endemic during 
the period. The film’s discourse is not just located in the 
past, like the Te Kooti Trail, but also in its present. It ac-
knowledges the struggle for Māori as an ongoing issue to 
be addressed and confronted, rather than something to be 
consigned to history.

conclusion

The representation of the Western in relation to the New 
Zealand Wars bears close parallels to the depiction of the 
West in American cinema. Whether it is the early twentieth 
century narratives of nation making or late twentieth century 
post-modern and post-colonial representations reassess-
ing interpretations of the past. Films like The Te Kooti Trail 
are westerns depicting colonisation as a bold enterprise 
with villainous opponents, that exemplify civilising lands 
perceived as untamed. Meanwhile Utu pays closer attention 
to the cost of colonisation and the “civilising” enterprise, 
noting the divisions it creates and the damage inflicted on 
indigenous peoples.

With both films showing ties to trends in American 
Westerns, a possible future Western set during the New 
Zealand Wars might follow suit. Though what form it might 
take is difficult to predict. Westerns typically still adhere to 
the post-modern ideas that emerged in the 1970s, though 
there is still space in the New Zealand Wars Westerns to 
better represent women as active agents and not passive 
participants in the period. Historical figures such as Hēni 
Te Kiri Karamū would be ideal inspiration for a heroine in a 
future revisiting of the period. While the Western is a genre 
that can often romanticise the past, ever since the 1960s it 
has also challenged preconceptions of history. The genre 
can better reach audiences than dusty tomes, and there are 
still many prevalent ideas of Aotearoa New Zealand history 
that deserve to be challenged. 
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Harry Turbott in the Wide World1

a reflection by tony watkins

Harry Turbott (1930-2016) was much more than an archi-
tect and a landscape architect. In his self-effacing, humble, 
bare-foot,2 New Zealand way he challenged both the creep-
ing gentrification of an increasingly passive society and the 
morphing of the built-environment into a threat to the future 
of a planet he both loved and respected. In this reflection 
Tony Watkins weaves relationships between Harry’s story 
and the story of the global environmental movement. At this 
time of environmental crisis looking back suggests how we 
might move forward.
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Harry’s Arataki Visitor Centre is but a pause on Tiriwa’s jour-
ney. If you do not know the story you cannot understand the 
architecture. Tiriwa, with powerful incantations, lifted Rangi-
toto, the mountain that blocked the view to the south from Te 
Ahuahu to the entrance of the Manukau, onto his shoulders. 
He strode across the Waitakeres and walked out across the 
Waitemata. When the cold water hit his loins he dropped his 
burden, and that is where you find Rangitoto today.

Of course before Tiriwa came along the land had already 
been telling other stories since the dawn of time. The erup-
tion of Rangitoto is but a recent chapter. In an earlier chap-
ter the enormous volcano which once stood off Ahuahu had 
almost completely eroded away. In a dynamic, constantly 
changing world Geology is more story-telling than science. 
Volcanos appear and disappear. With a little imagination 
you could say they move. It is a mistake to dismiss Tiriwa’s 
journey as nothing more than a myth.

However there are myths that do need to be dismissed. 
In our own time most human activity is driven by three great 
myths. It would be more correct to call them marketing lies, 
but they are so ingrained in our society, our bureaucracies, 
and our neoliberal economy that they seem to be beyond 
question. In endless strategic reports they form the foun-
dation for a vision of a paradise that remains always just 
beyond reach, and prevents us from seeing the paradise we 
already possess.3

The first myth is the anthropocentric view that human 
beings are the centre of the universe. The second myth is 
that we can “manage” at least the planet, if not the cosmos. 
The third myth is that with a static built environment we can 
make certain the uncertainties of a dynamic world.

All the frozen, dead architecture now being built by “de-
velopers”4 gives form to these illusions. It not only cashes 
up our inheritance but also attempts to still the story of an 
earth coming into being. Our cities are full of award-winning 
empty carcasses waiting only to be cast out onto the dung 
heap, because they have no story to pass on that might be 
of interest to future generations. Architecture that forgets 
that life is about continuity, connections, and relationships 
destroys rather than develops.5

Equally all the frozen, dead plans now being imposed 
on society by “planners” give form to these illusions.6 What 
we now are beginning to call “spatial” planning is little more 
than reductionist thinking empowering “developers”, and 
disempowering everyone else.7 Stories don’t need plans to 
keep them under control. Stories open up possibilities. Re-
placing one plan with another plan will do nothing to solve 
any environmental problems.8 Winston Churchill wisely said: 

“Plans are of little importance, but planning is essential.”9

All architecture exploits and damages the natural world. 
Architects dig it up, cut it down, or use vast amounts of en-
ergy to transform nature into another lesser reality. The first 
question we all need to ask is whether our architecture is 
going to leave the world a little richer or a little poorer.

Gardeners in contrast have a different worldview. They 
plant, they propagate, they graft, and they enrich the soil. 
They walk away and leave a garden behind, bursting with 
blossoms and flowers.

Harry was a landscape architect. Harry’s architecture 
caught the energy of an earth coming into being, and de-
lighted in the sheer joy of being alive. He carried the story of 
creation forward without seeking to control where it might 
be taking him. With joy and delight Arataki celebrates the dy-
namic landscape. The Waitakeres are not a backdrop to the 
building. They are the reason for the building. The architec-
ture invites us to experience the Waitakeres more intensely 
than we would ever have thought possible. As with any good 
story we find ourselves saying, “Yes, yes, it is so, but I have 
never been able to put it so clearly”. Papatuanuku. Tiriwa.

figure 1.  Harry Turbott.  
Photograph by Tony Watkins.
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that they were free to play with the planet. A few thousand 
years later the Greek philosopher Protagoras said “Man is 
the measure of all things”. 12 Again it was very reassuring to 
know that humans could ignore the consequences of their 
actions. More recently the United Nations still persists in 
using the term “shelter” to describe architecture.13 Anyone 
who wants to be fully alive should embrace life rather than 
shelter from it. Comfort fuels a passive society.14 In our time 
it is common to misquote “He tangata, he tangata, he tanga-
ta”, with a glib translation that “it is people, it is people, it is 
people” that are important, not realising that this Te Aupouri 
phrase was actually a warning to people who were about to 
become food in a hangi.15 It is so easy for truth to be “Twist-
ed by knaves to make a trap for fools.”16

A closer reading of our own time might suggest that the 
Renaissance introduced the idea that science would make 
it possible for human beings to control the universe.17 You 
could then move quickly on, to say that Rachel Carson’s “Si-
lent Spring”, in 1961, pointed out that human beings were not 
necessarily benevolent.18 Selfishness, greed and the lust for 
power opened up the possibility of human beings destroy-
ing the planet. From 1961 to 1991 there were 30 good years 
with kaitiakitanga in ascendancy.

The 1991 Resource Management Act19 came at the end 
of this time and introduced Kaitiakitanga into New Zealand 
law.20 It was the first time that an indigenous term had been 
used in British law. After intense debate the Select Commit-
tee acknowledged that kaitiakitanga could not be translated 
into English. “Guardianship” and “stewardship” were anthro-
pocentric terms.

Harry was part of all this story. If you called in to visit 
Harry at his house in Karekare he would always insist that 
before any korero you should take a long walk along the 
beach or through the bush. It was a necessary preparation. 
Only when you had felt the west coast salt in your hair could 
you catch the flavour of hot soup, or feel the warmth of an 
open fire. Shelter for Harry was nothing more than a pause 
on a journey. The experience of being outside was a nec-
essary preparation for the experience of being inside. For 
Harry landscape informed architecture.21 

The Arataki Visitors Centre was built in 1992. It was a 
celebration of the golden years. The woodbutcher’s art at 
a grand scale. Kawarau a Maki finding a place in the sun. 
People belonging in place. Tangata whenua. The pou lifted 
out of the bush with karakia, but then returning to the bush 
to nourish new life. Another pou. Another story. Life moving 
on. People rising up above the canopy of ferns so that they 
might see beyond the horizon.

kaitiakitanga

An anthropocentric worldview sees human beings as the 
focus of everything. Everything is measured in human terms. 
We are sitting in the cockpit of planet earth, making deci-
sions with ourselves in command. We are free to manage 
the planet to satisfy our own whims and desires.10 We feel 
benevolent if we save an occasional kiwi or a kakapo. An 
anthropocentric view fails to recognise that the planet has 
no need of us, and will go on living long after we have de-
stroyed ourselves. Sadly it might be more correct to say that 
what we have not destroyed will go on living. History will not 
remember our generation kindly, but it will remember Harry.

In contrast kaitiakitanga recognises that we are part of 
the natural world. Beyond recognising that we need air to 
breathe, water to drink, or the sun to keep us warm, kaitiaki-
tanga assumes that we also need a healthy planet before 
we can say that we are healthy. Maori have always said 
that the individual cannot be healthy if the whanau is not 
healthy. Kaitiakitanga means that we feel the pain of every 
carbon-offset tree that is chain-sawed down in Auckland. 
When every kiwi or kakapo dies we die too. Kaitiakitanga 
however is positive rather than negative. It means that we 
delight in every flower that blooms, and relish the joy of ev-
ery beautiful sunrise. Kaitiakitanga is about being fully alive.

Histories easily become more concerned with assert-
ing values than exploring the truth. Anthropocentric his-
tories are common enough. Genesis was anthropocentric. 
Fuelled by arrogance it asserted the myth that man was 
created in the image of god, and given dominion over the 
earth.11 It was, of course, very reassuring for humans to know 

figure 2.  The Arataki Visitors Centre, Waitakere Ranges.  
Photograph by Tony Watkins.
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building as a verb

With the first images of earth taken from space in 1968 a 
new chapter in the human story began.22 The era when “You 
could enlarge the world simply by sailing in a new direction” 
was over.23 The planet was suddenly not as large as we had 
always assumed. We realised that we had already passed 
the carrying capacity of the earth. Our language moved be-
yond “the wise use of resources” and “conservation” to “tip-
ping points” and irreversible “climate change”.24 We had run 
out of more planet to exploit with our architecture. The cost 
of our built environment had become more than the planet 
could afford. Life as we had known it was beginning to break 
down. We had reached limits and gone beyond them into 
unknown territory. The sixth great era of extinctions was 
well on the way.

The first United Nations global environmental confer-
ence was in Stockholm in 1972.25 At the beginning it was 
assumed that technical, scientific solutions could be found 
to fix environmental problems. A filter could deal with 
smoke pollution. It was however quickly recognised that 
our political structures could not deal with the questions 
being asked. An understanding of ‘gaia’ followed, as it was 
recognised that everything was interconnected. The fourth 
phase was the realisation that the questions were spiritu-
al.26 The residue of all these unresolved ideological strug-
gles continues, but that is another story.

A further series of conferences dealt with critical is-
sues, such as population, which had been seen as likely to 
derail the main agenda at Stockholm.27 This first series of 
United Nations environmental conferences then concluded 
with consideration of the built environment, at Habitat 1 in 
Vancouver in 1976. The call went out to NGOs (Non Govern-
ment Organisations) to bring a chainsaw to the parallel NGO 
Forum. The local beaches were strewn with logs. At the end 
of the first day Wellington architect Ian Athfield and the New 
Zealand team had finished their building and headed off to 
the pub. Other countries were still planning what they would 
do, and finalising their designs. Ian understood that building 
was a verb.28 It is tragic that critics and authors have tried to 
turn Ian’s own house into a noun.

One reading of history would be that of the struggle 
between empowering and disempowering.29 The idea that 
disempowered people escaped to New Zealand to be free. 
When you build you empower yourself. You discover limits 
and possibilities. You can make ethical choices. You tell 
your own story. The Habitat 1 NGO Forum was a challenge 
to the concentration of political power. After a week the 

figure 4.  Karekare Beach looking towards Paratahi Island. 
Photograph by Tara Jahn-Werner.

figure 3.  A window in Harry Turbott’s home  looking 
down on Karekare Beach. Photograph by Tony Watkins.
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focus of Habitat 1 had moved down to the Forum. Margaret 
Mead famously announced “Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. 
Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”30

Harry built his own house at Karekare. There was noth-
ing unusual in that. New Zealanders once assumed that if 
you needed a house you simply built it. Most architects built 
their own homes. Stories abound of the Surf Club helping to 
carry timber up the hill to Harry’s house.31 When you build a 
house yourself the stories of the doing are as important as 
the structure.32

The story of Harry’s rebirth of Trounson Kauri Park is more 
important than the buildings or boardwalks. The architecture 
merely gave form to the building of the community. Harry 
lifted people up so that they might see beyond their horizons. 
The almost forgotten park became the largest employer in the 
north. The new nursery reversed assumptions by supplying 
seedlings to Waipoua. Pride replaced subservience.

When, with Harry’s guidance, we were rebuilding the Pa-
ra-o-Tane Palace in Rarotonga, we set up forms in front of 
the building, and the women gathered to tell stories. Not only 
of place and culture, but also of Polynesian navigation and 
the wider Pacific.33 In the remembering of traditional stories 
life was breathed into the spirit of the building. Each year for 
four years Harry took a group of 15 or 20 students from the 
University of Auckland to spend a month in Rarotonga. It was 
total immersion in a culture, a place, and building as a verb. 
Harry believed in education rather than teaching.

Like Arataki the palace was a pause on another journey. 
The back verandah, with the gods carved into the posts 
looked up to the mysterious dynamic volcano. The front 
Colonial verandah looked out to the cricket pitch and the 
great white ships that had brought salvation. The Queen 
planted a coconut in the middle of the pitch to stop people 
playing cricket.

Back in Auckland the students were being taught 
about architectural objects, not architecture. Building as a 
noun is very different from building as a verb. There was a 
presumption in the University that architects needed to be 
trained to build award-winning monuments. The history of 
architecture was concerned with Egyptian pyramids, Greek 
temples, or Palladian villas. Architectural objects left behind 
by barely remembered civilisations.34 In their time they had 
attempted to provide certainty in an uncertain world, just as 
most architects do today. 

In a market-driven consumer society a building be-
comes nothing more than just another consumer product, 
to be bought, sold, and traded for a profit. You can throw the 

architecture away when you tire of it, because it never did 
mean anything to you. The need to save “heritage” buildings 
is symptomatic of a dysfunctional society.

The story of design as a noun focuses on the design of 
things. Perhaps well designed objects, but nevertheless ob-
jects. Products. Design as a verb is concerned with process. 
For Harry the process of healing a broken world and making 
it whole again. The current environmental crisis is a design 
issue. We need to learn from the natural world.

The result of design as a verb does not need to be a 
product. Lion Breweries sought advice from Harry about the 
design of a resort at Mimiwhangata. Harry convinced the 
board that any architecture would degrade a magnificent 
site. Today Mimiwhangata is a farm park for all the enjoy. The 
only truly sustainable building is the one you do not build.

When the bush at Big Muddy Creek, linking Arataki to 
the Manukau, was to be subdivided, Harry worked with us 
to reverse the decision. It was a close call. The answer to an 
architectural question is not necessarily a building.

figure 5.  Para-O-Tane, Rarotonga.  
Photograph by Garth Falconer.
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timeless vernacular

Bernard Rudofsky’s exhibition “Architecture without ar-
chitects”, in 1965, was a revelation to the anthropocentric 
architects of New York.36 There was a brief pause, with time 
to admire the images, but the idea that design belonged in 
place, culture and time was too great a challenge to the idea 
of design as an intellectual activity. 37

Indigenous cultures have always quietly got on with 
life, with a close relationship to the earth. Aborigines did 
less damage to Australia in 60,000 years than Europeans 
have done in last 200 years. Vernacular architecture simply 
belongs.38

Harry’s architecture also simply belonged. The Glasgow 
house wraps around a pohutukawa in the same way that a 
pohutukawa wraps around an eroding cliff.39 Harry loved 
pohutukawa, as he loved life. His life was as natural as the 
Karekare salt air. You feel the presence of Harry when you 
breathe deeply.

There will be volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, floods and 
bushfires. The city of Auckland will pass away. The stories of 
Harry and Tiriwa will remain.40

integrity is always threatening

John Scott’s Aniwaniwa Visitors Centre was one of New 
Zealand’s best buildings. Like Arataki it was concerned with 
the story of Tuhoe written on the land. John was concerned 
about the forest, not the building. A window at your feet 
focused your eye on the moss, the ferns and the understo-
ry, preparing you for the experience of moving outside the 
building. There was no need for any clutter of human inter-
pretation, which only got in the way.

The Department of Conservation (DoC) did not un-
derstand. The building was enlarged so that more clutter 
could be fitted in. Finally, at the time the Ruatoki raids were 
closing a culture down, the building was also closed down 
to take away the threat of its way of seeing the world. Even-
tually it was demolished, just as Rua’s settlement had been. 
Great architecture challenges the way of seeing of those 
who want power over the earth. People who love power find 
humility unbearable.

Harry added another chapter to John Scott’s Waitangi 
Visitors Centre. However the two architects respect for each 
other, and for place, was eventually overcome by the archi-
tecture of others. Arataki is now suffering from Tiriwa’s story 
being obscured by interpretation. Seeing is not the same as 
understanding. Sometimes you only need to know how little 
you know.

The golden era of the global environmental movement 
seemed to be too good to be true35, and it was. Many peo-
ple felt threatened by the idea of putting the planet ahead 
of profit. The United Nations UNCED Conference in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992 moved the world from the golden age of the 
Holocene to the Anthropocene. The language of the “Brundt-
land Report” was anthropocentric. Rio changed the meaning 
of development. The architects exploiting the world rejoiced. 
Once again it was business as usual, with no concern for a 
dying planet.

The IPCC (United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change) reports began making it very clear that the 
extinction of the human race was just around the corner, but 
for politicians it was all too hard. A passive society obsessed 
with hedonistic comfort was never going to vote for a gov-
ernment to make changes they were not willing to make for 
themselves. From 1991 to 2021 we have had 30 lean years, 
with the avaricious making money from “development”. In 
the next 30 years humans will determine the future of the 
planet. Growing out of our dilemma is not an option.

Harry never embraced any of the new greenwash fads. 
He realised that focusing on “zero-carbon architecture” or 

figure 6.  Harry Turbott's place looking down on 
Karekare beach. Photograph by Tony Watkins.

“resilience” was just an avoidance tactic for not dealing with 
the real issues. Architecture is only timeless when it is at 
one with the earth.
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1.	 In A Micronaut in the Wide World, the imaginative life 
and times of Graham Percy, Auckland University Press, 2011, 
Gregory O’Brien told the story of another New Zealander 
who led a simple life of relevance to the whole world.

2.	 Behind every word there is a story. There were many 
Maori pathways in Auckland that had been in use for 
centuries. When Europeans in boots began using them they 
turned to mud. Hence barefoot has the architectural conno-
tation of what Australian architect Glen Murcutt would call 
“touching the earth lightly”. Touch this earth lightly, Glenn 
Murcurtt in his own words Philip Drew, Duffy & Snellgrove, 
Sydney, 1999. Doing the least possible damage.

3.	 The Climate Change Commission’s 2021 Advice to 
Government  CCC-ADVICE-TO-GOVT-31-JAN-2021-
pdf,  began with a vision of a neoliberal consumer paradise 
rather than any evaluation of current realities or possibilities. 
The Advice then failed to explain how we might get from 
a growth economy to the CCC vision, even if we wanted 
to. In contrast IPCC reports focus on current realities and 
inevitable consequences.

4.	 The word “development”, with a completely new mean-
ing, was introduced into the United Nations lexicon at Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992, at a conference called UNCED, the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Development. 
The move away from the concerns of Stockholm resulted in 
environmental goals being replaced by development goals.

5.	 The architects of world signed the “Declaration of Inter-
dependence” in Chicago in 1993. This was a New Zealand 
and Australian initiative, taken to the International Union of 
Architects by Graeme Robertson and Alan Rodger.

6.	 Auckland’s “Unitary Plan” has nothing to do with 
planning. It is an attempt to define what “developers” will 
be encouraged to build to achieve the Council “planners” 
vision of urban form. The reductionist thinking in the idea of 
uniformity is contrary to the declared diversity agenda.

7.	 The Natural and Built Environment Act 2021 seeks to 
impose a Spatial Plan over all of New Zealand. The idea of 
zoning was introduced into New Zealand in the 1953 Plan-
ning Act. This introduced our transport problem as it was 
then necessary to drive from one zone to another. Zoning 
has passed its use-by date, but it is simplistic enough to be 
within the understanding of planners and politicians.

8.	 Declaring that our forebears have made mistakes is no 
foundation for any presumption that we will do better. We 
need to learn from the past, not condemn it. Maori look back 
to move forward.

9.	 Churchill in Quotes, Ammonite Press, 2011, p136.

10.	 The purpose of the Natural and Built Environment 
Act 2021 is a quotation from Our Common Future, Oxford 
University Press, 1987, p43. “Sustainable development is 
development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs.” This is a nonsense statement that assumes 
infinite growth is possible on a finite planet. Long ago when 
I coined the term “sustainability”, along with Stewart Brand 

and Allan Rodger, we meant sustaining the life of the planet. 
The word since then has been captured to mean sustaining 
everything except the life of the planet. In 1995 at WSSD 
in Copenhagen Gro Harland Brundtland agreed with Tony 
Watkins that the phrase, and the way in which it was being 
used, was unfortunate.

11.	 “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and conquer it, Be 
masters of the fish of the sea, the birds of heaven and all 
living animals on the earth.” The Jerusalem Bible, Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 1966, Genesis 1.

12.	 Protagoras c.481-411nBC Quoted by Plato in Theaete-
tus. The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations (2nd Ed). London: 
Oxford University Press, 1968 p402. Harry was very intoler-
ant of academic pretentiousness. The fact that the Oxford 
University Press quotes Plato quoting Protagoras does not 
give the quote credibility. Repeating a lie often enough does 
not make it true. The Chicago citation only suggests that 
PBRF encourages the spreading of rumours.

13.	 NZIA Environmental Policy Position Paper 14, Farewell 
to “Shelter”, Tony Watkins, 1992.

14.	 “Comfort is one of the greatest enemies of the planet. 
Comfort more than anything will destroy everything. It will 
destroy civilisation. Because comfort means people stop 
being alive.” From https://culturalicons.co.nz›50-tony-wat-
kins. An hour interview with John Walsh, author and NZIA 
Communications Manager. One episode of the Cultural 
Icons programme of The Depot, Devonport.

15.	 This would be New Zealand’s most misquoted and mis-
understood whakatauki. In the early 19th century Meri Nga-
roto, a Te Aupouri wahine rangitira, made a plea for the lives 
of a group of manuhiri to her marae at Ohaki, upon hearing 
of the plans of her relatives to massacre these visitors, 
including her lover. The people, tangata, were about to be-
come food in the hangi. Ngaroto was referring to whakapapa 
as the most important thing. Her successful plea and her 
mana are the reason that women now have speaking rights 
on both Te Aupouri and Te Rarawa marae. Tony Watkins is 
Te Rarawa, so that this is also his story. It’s not the people 
but Kaupapa, Khylee Quince, Director of Maori and Pacific 
Advancement in the law school of Auckland University of 
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New Zealand Sculpture OnShore: 
Popular, Successful and  

Vitally Important
jessica agoston

“The field of art…  
a site of infinite crossings among languages.” 

Germano Celant1

As a result of not being subject to the same rules, regula-
tions and public consultation requirements of permanent 
public artworks, temporary art occupies a privileged posi-
tion. If a member of the public does not like what they see, 
they need not worry. The artwork in question will be gone 
soon enough. This position presents not only an opportunity 
for engagement with a large, diverse audience, but also, as 
will be suggested, the necessity for the temporary to engage 
meaningfully with the physical, historic, and cultural layers 
of the site on which it occurs. Taking the Auckland Council 
Public Art Policy as a point of departure, and using New 
Zealand Sculpture OnShore (NZ SoS) as a proxy for tem-
porary public art exhibitions that co-opt public spaces, the 
complex matrix and inherently political nature of public art 
will be explored and examined. Specific attention is given to 
site, audience, time and space that combine create place. 
The theories of Lucy Lippard, Mary Jane Jacob, John Dewey 
and others inform the critical discussion. Interviews with 
multiple people who had significant roles in the develop-
ment and creation of NZ SoS as it exists today offer deeper 
insights into the historical background, ideology and pur-
pose that underpins the exhibition.

keywords # Temporary Public art #Place making # Identity # Art as experience  
# Cultural history # Site specific # Auckland # Outdoor exhibitions
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Our modern cities no longer have dedicated town squares 
for public forums and discussions that were once com-
mon place. Yet, the need for such physical spaces within 
the public sphere is no less essential. Today, we often find 
that the open green spaces of parks morph back and forth 
between being a space of rest and respite, and the tangible 
place where diverse cultures and ideas or ‘languages’ might 
cross paths and converge. In such public spaces we find 
ourselves not only in direct relationship with one another, 
but also with time, space, and place. In addition, in Aotearoa 
New Zealand there exists a tangible connection to the nat-
ural landscape and complex layers of history. When these 
green spaces become the location for temporary public 
art exhibitions, the power of art and landscape is ampli-
fied. The exhibition itself is transformed into the fulcrum 
for ‘infinite crossings among languages.’2 It is here, at this 
unique ephemeral junction, that the potential for meaning, 
placemaking, representation and dialogue between diverse 
cultures resides, and the additional opportunity to address 
pressing social issues presents itself.

New Zealand Sculpture OnShore (NZ SoS) is one of 
the longest running temporary outdoor art exhibitions in 
Aotearoa. The now biennial fundraising event takes place 
over fourteen days in November at the stunningly beautiful, 
palimpsestuous site of O Peretu Fort Takapuna.3 Owing to 
its long history and co-opting of a significant piece of public 
land, NZ SoS presents fertile ground from which to examine 
the potential of temporary public art to meaningfully repre-
sent people and place.

Founded in 1996 by Genevieve Becroft QSM, NZ SoS 
was originally conceived as a local community fundraiser for 
the New Zealand Women’s Refuge. First held at the Mairangi 
Bay Arts centre, the inaugural exhibition raised $23,000. The 
following year, Becroft generously offered her own home 
and garden – a large, architectural award-winning property 
on the shores of Lake Pupuke – to host the event. By 2007, 
with over 5000 people streaming through her gates, wind-
ing their way through her beautifully manicured garden, and 
across her lawns, the beloved local fundraiser naturally had 
to find a new home – which it did, not far from Lake Pupuke, 
at O Peretu. The “stunning clifftop park with the backdrop of 
Rangitoto Island and the Hauraki Gulf lent itself perfectly to 
the staging of the country’s largest exhibition of contempo-
rary sculpture.”4

Today, the now biennial event welcomes in excess 
of 20,000 visitors across fourteen days in November. 
Showcasing up to 100 works by established and emerg-
ing Aotearoa-based artists, whose practices span from 

figure 1. Aerial view of NZ Sculpture on Shore at O Peretu. 
Image reproduced with permission from the Sally Dewar, NZ 
Sculpture on the Shore Board Chair.
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sculpture to sound art, it has established itself as one of 
the country’s longest running and largest public art exhibi-
tions. It is also the largest single donor for the New Zealand 
Women’s Refuges, raising hundreds of thousands of dollars 
to support the work they do.

However, running through NZ SoS as it exists today is a 
complex matrix of intersecting points of tension: a palimp-
sest site history; the beauty of the natural landscape; social 
issues surfaced by fundraising for the Women’s Refuge, and 
the public vs private debate. Given its complexity, NZ SoS 
demands critical attention. Nowhere else do we encounter 
the potential of reciprocal relationships between the pub-
lic audience, temporary art and significant social issues of 
family violence; presented amidst a quintessentially Tāmaki 
Makaurau (Auckland) landscape, on a site steeped in layers 
of Māori, colonial, and military history. 

the eternal public vs private debate

One of the challenges that arises when analysing public art 
exhibitions from a critical perspective is the debate as to 
what exactly constitutes public space and public art. While 
some critics may suggest that events of the type and form 
of NZ SoS are not public, owing to the fact that they are 
organised by a private entity and entry is granted by way 
of invitation or purchasing a ticket, such a position runs 
counter to the definition of public art outlined in the Auck-
land Council Public Art Policy. Public art, or art in the public 
sphere as defined by the policy encompasses “…both the 
council’s own public art activity as well as any arts activity 
in public places that is intended as public art and planned 
and delivered by external third parties.”5 Public place and 
public space, again defined by Auckland Council, is “…a 
place that is under the control of Auckland Council and 
CCOs (council-controlled organizations), and that is open to, 
or being used by, the public, whether or not there is a charge 
for admission.”6

Sally Dewar, NZ SoS Board Chair similarly stated in a 
phone interview: “It is very much a public event. All 20,000 
tickets are sold to the public.”7 Thus defined as a public 
event, it can be asserted that NZ SoS not only has the ca-
pacity, but also the obligation to “… celebrate the region’s 
creativity, highlight Māori identity as Auckland’s point of 
difference, reflect and express the diversity of Auckland’s 
people, respond to our unique natural landscape and the 
special character of our built environment, generate pride 
and belonging, and transform Auckland’s public places.”8 

Because all art in the public sphere is inevitably read as a 
cultural touchstone, as the preceding quote implies, at its 
most fully realised NZ SoS could become a tangible repre-
sentation of ‘us’.  Public art is ideally the tangible expression 
of collective identity; it is what communities lean on to find 
a sense of grounding and place in amidst the liquefaction 
in uncertain times. The implication of this is that, in addition 
to being celebratory and responsive, exhibitions such as NZ 
SoS must also serve as the starting point for conversations, 
engage in representation, and meaningfully contribute to 
the role of placemaking. 

headlands, pōhutukawa, and  
the waitematā: the invisible background 

of beauty and violence

American poet and transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson 
says, in his 1841 essay “Thoughts On Art,” that art which 
finds itself “exalted by the beauty of sunlight, by the play of 
the clouds, by the landscape around it…”9 becomes imbued 
with the physical and metaphysical transcendental qualities 
of nature itself. An encounter with art outdoors, therefore, 
presents an opportunity for a transformative experience. At 
an individual level, such an encounter might offer a subtle 
shift in perspective. Considered collectively, as part of a 
wider exhibition shared with others in a community across 
space and time, the potential for a larger transcendental 
experience that transforms a space into a place emerges. 
American artist and writer Lucy Lippard offers a related, 
contemporary take on Emerson’s philosophy which speaks 
to the reciprocity and dialogue between people and the en-
vironment: “Places bear the records of hybrid culture, hybrid 
histories that must be woven into a new mainstream. They 
are our “background” in every sense… Space defines land-
scape, where space combined with memory defines place.”10 
It is vital therefore, that the public art encountered in these 
outdoor public spaces “…ideally creates better places and 
provides enjoyment, insight, and maybe even hope to its 
participants, viewers, and users.”11

Embracing these positions and applying them to NZ 
SoS, we see that the multidimensional layers of the site 
beyond its physical charm alone must be acknowledged. 
Standing on this elevated headland, gazing at military forti-
fications and ancient pōhutukawa in the foreground, Narrow 
Neck beach (a known taonga) below, and out across the 
harbour to Rangitoto in the distance, we absorb history. Not 
only aesthetically beautiful, O Peretu holds a special place 
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concrete and timber structures at O Peretu lies the not al-
ways pleasant histories and memories of many.

In addition to the historic, metaphysical and spiritu-
al properties of O Peretu, it is undeniable that it offers an 
exceptional outdoor stage for a temporary public art exhibi-
tion. In a NZ SoS promotional video, Becroft discusses the 
reason for selecting O Peretu as the new site: “Well I used 
to love walking around on that lovely headland… we all went 
and had a look, and yes! It was very good.”13 The question, 
however, is good for what purpose, and for whom? One 
could argue that as NZ SoS exists to raise funds to support 
the very necessary work of the Women’s Refuge, the ‘good’ 
resides simultaneously in fundraising, and the presentation 
of art beyond the often intimidating white walls of a gallery 
proper. Both are very valid points. However, it is a well-
known fact that Aotearoa has a disproportionally high rate 
of domestic violence, a fact that is brought to attention by 
the very raison d’etre of NZ SoS. According to Emma Gilbert, 
(Team Leader, Te Puaruruhau - Child Protection and Family 
Violence Intervention Team, Auckland District Health Board), 
“New Zealand police attend a family violence call out every 
four to six minutes in New Zealand. The police researchers 
estimate they are only seeing 18-20% of true family violence 
occurrences (because so many don’t contact the police).”14 
These alarming statistics, together with the significance of 

figure 2. The Fort. Built in 1886-89. In addition to holding German prisoners of 
war, the fort was used to imprison Ngāti Pāoa men who refused conscription in 1918. 
It is now used by NZ SoS to host the school children’s art exhibition that is part of their 
event. Photograph by Jessica Agoston.

in the narrative history of Ngāti Pāoa. In conversations with 
the author, George Kahi, Kaumatua of Ngāti Pāoa, speaks 
of the deep layers of history and stories of conflict, strug-
gle and hope that his people experienced at and around O 
Peretu dating back to the 1300s. As one of the five iwi in 
Tāmaki Makaurau which trace their ancestry back to the 
Tainui Waka, Ngāti Pāoa have an ancestral and present day 
connection to this area that runs far deeper than what we 
see in front of us, or what we might find if we scratch the 
surface of the clay. Theirs is a history that stretches in all 
dimensions, which for the most part is rendered invisible at 
the site.

From a purely physical perspective, this headland was 
prized for its strategic central position between fertile North 
Shore maunga by all who have come to utilise this land over 
generations. Given its geographical advantages, it is not 
surprising that the headland became a strategic site for the 
New Zealand Navy during both the first and second World 
Wars after initially being built as a fort in response to the 
perceived Russian threat in the 1870s and 1880s. “In World 
War I the nucleus of a camp was built at Fort Takapuna as 
a training area for Māori and Cook Island reinforcements. 
In 1918 the camp accommodated German prisoners of war 
and in 1919 was used as a hospital for flu victims.”12 It is 
clear that bound within the sedimented layers, tree roots, 

figure 3. World War II era gun fortifications on the O Peretu headland facing  
towards Rangitoto. Photograph by Jessica Agoston.
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the site to Ngāti Pāoa, highlights the essential need for NZ 
SoS to give intentional consideration to these aspects, and 
actively endeavour to give these marginalized groups voices 
through embedding them into the thematic and curatorial 
mandate of their now significant and highly visible platform.

unearthing public art realities: 
a lack of critical analysis

Permanent public art works are generally analysed and 
considered from an art historical, critical, socio-political 
or cultural perspective. However, the same level of criti-
cal attention has not been afforded to temporary outdoor 
public art exhibitions. Often, the discussion of temporary art 
occurs within the echo chamber of news and popular media, 
together with the now ubiquitous social media platforms 
where the public themselves hold the court of opinion. The 
reason for this lack of critical attention is multifaceted and 
difficult to pinpoint. It is reasonable to assume that tempo-
rary exhibitions, such as NZ SoS (despite their large scale 
and high level of public visibility), are not held to the same 
artworld standards and expectations as a result of their 
being outside the artworld sphere of private galleries, public 
art institutions, and artist-led cooperatives. Additionally, as 
Shelley Chignell, NZ SoS board member points out, critical 
attention may also be lacking due to the exhibition being 
located beyond the Heart of the City arts precinct: “We’re on 
the North Shore, which is art-world Siberia.”15 

An additional confounding factor which has contribut-
ed to NZ SoS being overlooked from a critical perspective 
is that it is unclear whether it is an exhibition or an event. 
Indeed, even on their own website these two words are used 
interchangeably. The not always cohesive and thematical-
ly disparate works on display, combined with the non-art 
focused accoutrements that go along with events – food 
vendors, port-a-loos and fencing for example (all of which 
are standard, unavoidable elements of large-scale anythings 
held in the public sphere), naturally makes an analysis and 
evaluation grounded in art historical criticism more chal-
lenging. Unsurprisingly, a concomitant level of disregard by 
the arts establishment persists. The discussion, now demot-
ed to the realm of popular opinion, inevitably has a tendency 
to focus on the dichotomy of failure or success, and a judge-
ment of ‘good’ or ‘bad’. 

What matters most, it seems, (and this is true for the 
vast majority of arts and cultural exhibitions and events in 
Aotearoa) is the number of people going through the gate; 

the amount of money raised and the number of artworks 
sold. Very rarely does the discussion of temporary public 
art delve into broader philosophical thought or intellectual 
inquiry which considers the contribution that the temporary 
might make in terms of enriching the fabric of our society, 
and strengthening the increasingly tenuous ties that bind. 
Of course, the primary focus for NZ SoS is fundraising, so 
quantifiable measures of success are of vital importance. 
However, when the financial imperative is the primary de-
ciding factor informing both creative curatorial decisions 
and critical assessment, the prospect of a genuinely site and 
socially responsive offering is diluted. It is diluted further still 
when the whole is transformed into a selfie-ground... – the 
place to be and be seen. From this point of understanding, it 
is very unlikely that NZ SoS would be described by the me-
dia, let alone the artworld, as an exhibition concerned with 
representation and imbued with meaning, much less a fully 
integrated transformative aesthetic experience of the type 
John Dewey outlines in his seminal text Art as Experience. 

Perhaps this is where the potential of the ephemeral 
resides – in the experiential. We live in an experience-cen-
tric culture, “…dominated by the attention economy, the 
ultimate result of which is a scarcity of attention and thus 
lack of public engagement with issues of the day.”16 Through 
the temporary’s ability to capture the attention of the public 
(a public whose attention is being pulled in multiple direc-
tions, numerous times a day by advertisers, social media, 
and the unrelenting pressures of a global pandemic and the 
far-reaching tendrils of its flow-on effects), exhibitions such 
as NZ SoS have the capacity to be a panacea. It can serve 
as entertainment, while simultaneously performing a vital 
role within our cultural and political ecosystem. Through 
becoming the locus for truly meaningful shared experiences 
which foster understanding and connection across cultures, 
languages, time and space, it could become a powerful 
cultural ally.

shifting tides: the development of 
a responsive new genre 

Over the past 30 years, temporary outdoor public art exhi-
bitions have become increasingly popular and widespread. 
This is in part because of their ability to draw in and enter-
tain the public, whilst simultaneously offering a site for the 
expression of pressing issues, which ideally leads to the 
manifestation of productive, fruitful encounters. Indeed, the 
temporary nature of these events reduces, to a degree, the 
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fear or anxiety which may be generated by the creation of 
permanent public artworks. The risk of public controversy, 
or negative criticism from the artworld (which often rains 
down on permanent public artworks) is largely evaporated 
when both the artists and exhibition organizers know that 
what they are creating is unlikely to become the subject of 
ongoing public scrutiny. Temporary public art, by virtue of 
its temporality, does not need to strive for universality or 
subscribe to populism. In a few days or weeks, it will have 
disappeared. When the constraints of permanence give way 
to the openness of the temporary, the opportunity for pure 
creativity, genuine engagement with issues, and the pushing 
of boundaries surfaces.

However, there is concomitant risk inherent in ephem-
erality. When the temporary exhibition becomes so large, 
so well attended, it often devolves into populism and the 
quest for mass appeal, rather than striving for genuine 
engagement with a community and the pursuit of place-
making. A vast variety of work may generate excitement, 
but ultimately it “is nothing more diverse than furniture 
scattered about the sidewalk waiting for the moving van. 

Yet order and serenity do not emerge when these things 
are forced together in the van.”17 Without a curated linking 
of artworks responding collectively to a theme, which then 
flows into the overall experience of the exhibition itself, the 
critical disregard may continue. 

Viewed from this perspective, in tandem with the en-
twined threads of the social, political, and cultural issues 
that make up the fabric of NZ SoS in its entirety and the 
general lack of critical analysis of exhibitions of this nature, 
a challenge arises. How can a curatorial pathway be delin-
eated within the exhibition itself so that it might be able to 
act as a powerful communication and placemaking tool, 
rather than an outdoor dealer gallery, or source of superficial 
entertainment? How does one avoid the mire of reducing 
the focus of analysis to specific individual artworks and 
their relative success, failure or quality? How can the trap 
of critiquing solely from the perspective of event-related 
qualities and functions, rather than through an art criticism 
and public art focused lens be avoided? The answer lies in 
critiquing NZ SoS as a whole, and placing it in the category 
American curator and writer Mary Jane Jacob refers to as 
“…“projects” and a new genre known as site exhibitions.”18 
Considering NZ SoS in its entirety as a public art “project” 
lifts the discussion out of the popular event sphere and 
into the sphere of public art, thus making it possible to give 
meaningful consideration and “constructive reappraisal”19 of 
the event in and of itself.

growth, development and mixed messages: 
capitalism and the outdoor museum

In 2007, the founders of NZ SoS established The Friends 
of Women’s Refuge Charitable Trust (FOWR) which wholly 
owns New Zealand Sculpture OnShore Limited (the company 
which runs the event on behalf of the FOWR Trust). Given the 
growth and relocation of the exhibition from a private garden 
to a significant public site, establishing a corporate structure 
was necessary in order to support the fundraising mandate 
of the trust. Today, as has always been the case, 100% of the 
profits from artwork, ticket, and booklet sales are donated 
to the Women’s Refuge, via the FOWR. Certainly this formal 
structure has proved effective when considering the calcu-
lable facts and figures that create the all-important business 
return on investment. This evolution, however, ushered in a 
transition away from the original ethos of a volunteer group 
of philanthropically minded North Shore women, to that of a 
bureaucratic and rationalised institution akin to a museum. 

Replete with a board of directors, paid positions in-
cluding a general manager and professional curators, and 
an engrained methodology and expectation for the display 
and production of the exhibition, NZ SoS now finds itself 
facing both internal and external pressures that coincide 
with being a public icon. Appearing every other year, in the 
same location, NZ SoS has become a hybrid outdoor public 
gallery and a dealer showroom. On offer is a visual extrav-
aganza for public enjoyment and enrichment, as well as an 
opportunity for art collectors to attend exclusive openings 
and buy highly desirable artworks by established artists, 
all whilst raising money for a worthy cause. The magnifi-
cent gala event is what all those who attend have come to 
expect, not least because this is the way the exhibition is 
promoted and advertised. Today, NZ SoS is practically and 
ideologically a long way away from the original event held in 
Becroft’s garden on the shores of Lake Pupuke.

The institutional structure and commercially-focused at-
titude which now underscores NZ SoS, coexistent with the 
omnipresent challenges and competition for funding within 
our creative sector generates dualities of tension. As a result 
there is a trade-off between the exhibition and its populist 
role in the public sphere and the content of the exhibition 
itself. The artists, including the curators, find themselves 
walking the knife edge of creating works which need to 
function on multiple levels. From a curatorial perspective 
there is an urge to be genuinely site responsive, acknowl-
edging the shifting expectations and roles of temporary art 
in the public sphere on the one hand, while on the other, 
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there is a realisation that the work presented must appeal 
not only to a broad public audience, but also to the high net 
worth individuals of the art market.

Perhaps this trade-off is inevitable when grassroots 
community initiatives become so popular and ‘successful’. 
When the focus is on width rather than depth is there any 
meaningful space left for representation and placemak-
ing? In a discussion with the author, Deborah White ONZM 
recalls the early days of the event: “We were all there, in 
Becroft’s garden, having a glass of wine and canapes that 
she had probably made herself. Then a woman from the 
Refuge started to speak. We all stopped. It was just so 
moving and real. I’m pretty sure all the artwork sold that 
year because we all had a true sense of what it [the work of 
the Refuge and the reason for the exhibition] all meant.”20 
Perhaps, when 20,000 people stream through the gate at a 
public park, and hospitality now comes after ‘tapping and 
going’ at an on-trend food truck (hashtag Iloveartandculture. 
Prayer hands emoji,) the distance between the human, and 
the number on the ticket or the price sticker, becomes so 
great that ‘what it all meant’ is distorted by the pursuit of 
increased return on investment and likes. It seems that even 
within temporary fundraising exhibitions, the omnipresent 
tension between art and finance casts its shadow. 

By virtue of the fact that the primary objective of NZ SoS 
is commercial, albeit a philanthropic form of commercial-
ism, there is a consequential restriction on the ability of the 
curator/s to fully inhabit their role, leading to a thwarting of 
NZ SoS contributing meaningfully to the dialogue of aware-
ness raising and placemaking. It is open to conjecture that 
given this ‘capitalist model’, NZ SoS may be better located in 
a dedicated event centre. In such spaces, the social and cul-
tural expectations and objectives of art events in the public 
sphere, particularly those which co-opt historically, cultur-
ally, and spiritually significant sites, are less likely to exert 
their critical gaze. In remaining at O Peretu, the challenge for 
the event organisers is to develop a shared common lan-
guage to meet the needs of disparate groups. While satisfy-
ing the board, sponsors, and sybaritic art market buyers on 
the one hand, on the other it needs to balance the desires 
and core motivations of the artists – curators included – 
alongside the social needs and expectations of the Tāmaki 
Makaura community, and the many spirits present within the 
site itself. 

meeting where we stand: 
a suggestion for the way forward

In essence, the layers of tension present in NZ SoS sym-
bolise those which have prevailed at O Peretu and across 
wider society for many hundreds of years. This presents a 
significant and confounding challenge for the profession-
al curator/s whose task it is to stand within a centre that 
cannot hold in our current era and “moment of racial reckon-
ing.”21 As the desire and need for places that truly represent 
the diversity that is ‘us’, grows, the weight that rests on the 
shoulders of temporary public art has increased. Yet this 
increased weight need not be a burden. In being a charitable 
organisation, not strictly an institution, NZ SoS possesses 
the gift of flexibility. It is capable of expanding its internal 
world view, and embracing the potential of ephemerality to 
become an event which is visually engaging  and success-
ful in terms of its self-determined quantifiable parameters, 
while simultaneously being a fully integrated transforma-
tive aesthetic experience which meaningfully responds to 
and creates place within the wider community. Perhaps the 
place to start for NZ SoS is exactly where it stands: outside 
the institution proper, investing financially and philosophi-
cally in the possibilities of genuinely engaged and site-re-
sponsive public art. From this location, it might be possible 
to foster reciprocal discussion, connection, representation, 
and ultimately create a sense of place. If this cannot tran-
spire on a stunning headland such as O Peretu which is 
itself an infinite crossing of languages, where can it?
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Imperial rule has long been supported by the establishment 
of monuments. However, in our current climate of tumultu-
ous politics and failing social systems, these monuments 
occupy increasingly shaky ground. Given a growing crusade 
against monumental statues the public silence on Michael 
Parekōwhai’s statue of Captain James Cook in The Light-
house (Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland, Aotearoa New Zealand, 
2017) is deafening. In Aotearoa New Zealand, Captain James 
Cook is a familiar, albeit divisive, figure. To some, Cook is 
known as a British navigator, explorer, and cartographer; a 
founder of nations, friend to natives, with enlightened and 
scientific motivations. To indigenous communities, Cook 
was the thief, murderer, and kidnapper who knowingly 
spread disease when arriving in the Pacific with the intent to 
find ample land for the British Crown to colonise. This essay 
explores the significance of the statue of Cook within The 
Lighthouse, particularly in relation to the legacy of colonial 
monuments and memorialisation. In The Lighthouse, sculp-
tor Michael Parekōwhai recasts Cook as a complex emblem 
of personal and collective identity, highlighting issues of 
place, legacy, and sovereignty. Parekōwhai revises the role 
of the colonial monument, reclaiming Cook as an instrument 
in the balancing of historical and national narratives. 

alanna o'riley

The Colonial Elephant in the Room: 
Michael Parekōwhai’s The Lighthouse 

and Captain James Cook.

keywords # Captain James Cook # Colonial monument # Colonisation 
# Michael Parekōwhai # The Lighthouse # Aotearoa New Zealand # Public art  
# Statue # Identity
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“Public statues not only help to legitimate struc-
tures of authority and dominance but are also 
used to challenge and resist such structures and 
to cultivate alternative narratives of identity.”1

Imperial rule has long been supported by the establishment 
of monuments. From the Emperor Augustus to Queen Victo-
ria, conquerors have used monumental structures to com-
municate their authority and foster reverence. For centuries 
they have stood strong as proud products of imperialism. 
However, these monuments occupy increasingly shaky 
ground. Across the world, monumental statues of late and 
‘great’ imperialists are being challenged. At the University of 
Oxford, England, students protested the presence of South 
African politician Cecil Rhodes’s statue.2 Long-growing 
tensions over statues of Confederate leader Robert E. Lee 
erupted into violence in Charlottesville, USA, leading to the 
death of one and injury of many.3 The death of George Floyd 
and consequent global escalation of the Black Lives Matter 
movement brought urgency to the debate around colonial 
monuments, and saw many monuments topple.4 In Aotearoa 
New Zealand, monuments to colonial figures such as Cap-
tain John Hamilton and Sir George Grey have increasingly 
become sites of protest.5 A University of Otago (Ōtepoti, 
Dunedin) study found that of the 123 statues of historical 
figures on public land, nearly a quarter have been attacked 
at least once.6 Given the growing crusade against imperial 
monuments, and what they represent, the public silence on 
Auckland’s Captain James Cook sculpture is deafening.7 

The representational figurative sculpture of Captain 
James Cook is part of The Lighthouse8 a controversial work 
by the sculptor Michael Parekōwhai (Ngā Ariki Kaipūtahi, 
Ngāti Whakarongo, Rongowhakaata),9 an artist renowned 
for his ground-breaking art that saw him represent Aotearoa 
in the 2011 Venice Biennale. One might be hard pressed to 
find an Aucklander who has not heard of this work, which 
was unveiled in February 2017 on Auckland City’s prominent 
Queen’s Wharf. Organised by Auckland Council, and funded 
principally by realtors Barfoot & Thompson, the 1.5 mil-
lion-dollar sculpture is the largest gift of public art Tāmaki 
Makaurau has ever received.10 From the outset the work was 
controversial: media and public attention has focused on 
the 1950s state-house exterior of the work, and what such 
an iconic structure represents.11 However, if one peers in-
side the home, something even more intriguing is revealed. 
Among the colourful constellations that adorn the home’s 
walls is a shiny, over-life-sized statue of Captain James 
Cook, captured in a moment of contemplation.12 

figure 1.  The Lighthouse by Michael Parekōwhai. Photo Courtesy of the Auckland 
City Council. Photographer Jinki Cambronero.

While the irony of a real-estate company funding a mil-
lion-dollar sculpture of a state-house (given the current 
housing crisis and historical failure of New Zealand’s social 
housing system) has not been lost on many, discussion of 
Captain Cook’s presence within the work has been notably 
absent. This essay addresses the situation by exploring the 
significance of the statue of Cook within The Lighthouse, 
particularly in relation to the legacy of colonial monuments 
and memorialisation. In The Lighthouse, sculptor Michael 
Parekōwhai recasts Cook as a complex emblem of personal 
and collective identity, highlighting issues of place, legacy, 
and sovereignty. Parekōwhai revises the role of the colonial 
monument, reclaiming Cook as an instrument in the balanc-
ing of historical and national narratives.
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The actions and consequences of Cook’s voyages in 
Aotearoa15 are only just beginning to be openly discussed on 
the public stage, becoming a major topic of discussion with 
the advent of the Tuia 250 celebrations in 2019, a commem-
oration of 250 years since Cook and his company landed 
on New Zealand soil.16 Questions around the commemora-
tion of a man largely responsible for unspeakable loss for 
the Rongowhakaata Māori and ongoing pain for Indigenous 
communities have started an important and necessary de-
bate around monumentalising such a figure. Māori scholar 
Tina Ngata (Ngāti Porou), an important figure in the debates 
around Tuia 250, highlights that colonial power is ratified by 
Cook’s memorialisation:

‘If we accept that these commemorative 
events are one of those tools that sit along-
side the statues and the memorial days that 
function to uphold colonisation then our par-
ticipation becomes problematic, it becomes a 
kind of endorsement.’17

In New Zealand alone there are thirteen monuments to 
Cook, while more than one hundred exist around the globe.18 
The most notable monuments to Cook in New Zealand 
are two statues in Gisborne, both of which have been the 
objects of political resistance. The ‘Crook Cook’ statue 
on Kaiti Hill was recently relocated to the local Tairāwhiti 
Museum after years of vandalism, including being doused in 
red paint in 2016 as a symbol of Māori bloodshed.19 Another 
Cook statue along the Gisborne (Tūranganui-a-Kiwa) river-
side walkway has endured its own attacks, graffitied with 
the words ‘Thief Pakeha’20 and ‘This is Our Land’ during Tuia 
250 protests in 2019.21 This statue was again graffitied in 
accordance with the worldwide Black Lives Matter pro-
tests in 2020: the paint read ‘Black Lives Matter and so do 
Māori’.22 The defacement of New Zealand’s Cooks echoes 
the treatment of Cook monuments in Australia. At St Kilda, 
Melbourne in 2018 his statue was painted pink and scrawled 
with the words ‘No Pride’ written alongside the Aboriginal 
flag. Sydney’s Hyde Park statue was defaced in 2017 with 
graffiti reading ‘No Pride in Genocide’ and ‘Change the Date.’ 
The Hyde Park23 monument was defaced again during Black 
Lives Matter protests in 2020.24

On the surface, sustained attacks on statues of a fallen 
eighteenth-century navigator may appear futile. These stat-
ues are mere physical material, carved and cold: but they do 
not simply represent Captain James Cook. The commission-
ing and construction of monuments to Cook is a part of the 

figure 2.  The Lighthouse by Michael Parekōwhai. Photo Courtesy of the Auckland 
City Council. Photographer Jinki Cambronero

In Aotearoa New Zealand, Captain James Cook is a familiar, 
albeit divisive, figure. In settler-based narratives, Cook is 
known as a British navigator, explorer, and cartographer; a 
founder of nations, friend to natives, with enlightened and 
scientific motivations. To Indigenous communities, Cook 
was the thief, murderer, and kidnapper who knowingly 
spread disease when arriving in the Pacific with the intent to 
find ample land for the British Crown to colonise. Upon the 
arrival of Cook and his company in New Zealand in October 
1769, several events unfolded which have been described 
in a variety of ways – meetings, skirmishes, misunderstand-
ings, and the ever-popular label, encounters.13 Regardless of 
how the events are characterised, the outcome is the same: 
Rongowhakaata14 Māori were raped, infected, kidnapped, 
murdered, and otherwise injured by those aboard Cook’s 
ship, the HMS Endeavour. And these first ‘encounters’ were 
only the beginning. Cook’s voyages to New Zealand laid the 
foundation for colonial expansion and marked the beginning 
of what was the attempted annihilation of the Māori culture 
and population which, even today, communities continue to 
battle against.
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nation-building process, in which settlers impose authority 
by erecting images that embody both the past and present 
power of the state. Michael Billig labels this kind of na-
tion-building ‘banal nationalism’ where the nation is repro-
duced through everyday reminders of nationality, including 
statues.26 As Ngata states, these statues of Cook that depict 
him as a heroic peacemaker are, for Indigenous communi-
ties around the Pacific, indicative of the misremembering 
of colonial history and of their communities’ present-day 
struggle against the colonial forces that Cook epitomises.27 
Just as Cook represents the power of colonisers, he also 
represents the ongoing struggle and pain of the colonised. 
In Aotearoa New Zealand, Cook is an ultimate monument 
to colonisation, representing both its actions and its con-
sequences that have come to shape the country’s current 
national identity. As art historian Nicholas Thomas states: 

‘Cook is never just a dead man: he is an 
emblem of a moment in history and, for many 
people, still a national founder figure. What is 
unavoidably celebrated, then, is not just Cook 
or Cook’s response, but something of the 
nation that came after him.’28

In light of its central location in Auckland and significant me-
dia coverage of Michael Parekōwhai’s The Lighthouse, one 
might have expected discussion of Cook to take centre stage 
or, at an extreme, that the work might experience an on-
slaught of vandalism. It might also have attracted a critique 
akin to that of other monuments to him, such as those in 
Gisborne and Australia. In fact, little attention has been paid 
to Cook’s presence in Auckland’s ‘lighthouse’. Even the con-
troversies of the Tuia 250 celebrations did not generate any 
discourse around Parekōwhai’s Cook. It would be too sim-
ple to suggest that people do not know that Cook is seated 
inside the edifice: he is a well-lit, over-life-size statue. And 
it would be equally unfair to assume that people choose not 
to consider the statue due to the ambiguous nature of the 
work. So why is it that Cook is not being discussed? Might it 
be that the statue has been neither significantly critiqued nor 
discussed because no one knows quite what to say? Auck-
land’s Cook is unlike any Cook we have ever seen. This is not 
Cook as we have known him.

Parekōwhai’s statue of Cook takes the popular historical 
representation of Cook (such as the Gisborne statues) and 
turns them on their head. The heroic, idealised and proud 
Cook is instead fashioned as a forlorn, flawed man. The 
usually active Cook, armed and primed for action is here 

passive, slumped and defenseless, seated on a model-mak-
ing table that he grips onto, as his legs dangle, like those of a 
child, not quite reaching the floor. The Cook we see is not the 
confident conqueror we have become accustomed to; he ap-
pears uncertain and pensive. It is as if we have peered inside 
his office and caught him before or after a battle, when all 
the guises of strength and sureness are stripped down and 
we are left simply with a man, one who is reflecting on the 
destruction left in his wake or considering what devastation 
may lay before him. Parekōwhai’s new portrayal of Cook lev-
els him, revealing Cook to be just a man, not the figurehead 
of colonial power that he has been constructed to be. 

This is not Parekōwhai’s first attempt at taking on a New 
Zealand icon. The artist has previously critiqued the work of 
renowned New Zealand painters Colin McCahon and Gordon 
Walters.29 Both artists produced work that can be consid-
ered ‘culturally complex’ (to put it mildly) and for this have 
been both heroicised and villainised in the public eye, not 
unlike Cook. Just as he did with McCahon and Walters’ work, 
Parekōwhai creates an inversion of Cook. The artist satirizes 
his subjects and in so doing strips them of their iconic status 
that has historically held them beyond judgement. He shows 
us James Cook the individual, with personal motives and 
justifications. Anthropologist Annette Hamilton suggests 
that in commemorative art there exists a hidden dialogue 
between viewer and monument, one that commands both 
remembrance and reverence.30 The dialogue in this instance 
is unclear. Does Cook’s simple humanity allow us to consider 
his actions from a more grounded standpoint? Is the tradi-
tional colonial authority of the figure diminished? Should 
we feel sympathy or resentment? The ambiguity allows us 
to create our own conclusions, offering a new pathway to 
viewing Cook. What is certain is that the separation of impe-
rial ideology from the individual dismantles the iconic status 
paid to Cook, perhaps with the hope that this might enact a 
dismantling of the system he stands for. 

What motivates Parekōwhai to use the largest public 
art commission in Auckland to critique a colonial figure? 
The answer is personal. Born in 1968 in Porirua, in the North 
Island of New Zealand, Michael Parekōwhai is half Europe-
an and half Māori (Ngā Ariki Kaipūtahi, Ngāti Whakaron-
go, Rongowhakaata). As a Rongowhakaata Māori, Cook is 
a major part of the artist’s history and whakapapa.31 Yet 
Parekōwhai is also Pākehā, meaning his European ancestry 
is enabled by the colonisation of Aotearoa that followed 
Cook’s voyages. Therefore, Cook is a complicated part of 
Parekōwhai’s identity. Parekōwhai often uses his practice 
to explore notions of identity, into which he finds ways to 
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interrogate colonial histories by pushing against accepted 
beliefs and unchallenged narratives.32 Therefore, his Captain 
Cook in The Lighthouse can be considered a continuation of 
Parekōwhai’s wider practice and a work that holds immense 
significance for the artist. 

While Parekōwhai’s portrayal of Cook encourages us to 
consider his interiority, the sculpture’s materiality implicates 
the work’s surroundings. Instead of using bronze or marble 
to represent Cook – materials which are loaded with histor-
ical European concepts of aesthetics, beauty and authority 
– Parekōwhai casts his statue in stainless steel. The glossy,
mirrored surface of the work is a nod to American artist Jeff
Koons’s work, imbuing the same quality of plasticity and
playfulness.33 The reflective surface of the work brings Cook
into the modern world in a material way and also functionally
in that the statue becomes a representation not only of Cook
but also what he reflects. His surroundings become another
actor in the work. Therefore, it is no surprise that Parekōwhai
has carefully considered the work’s surroundings. Inside The
Lighthouse, Cook is dwarfed by an empty space. The gleam-
ing white room appears evacuated, cleared out. However, the
emptiness is interrupted by a mass of bright LED shapes and
squiggles that cover the walls and windows of the house’s
interior. These lights represent the constellations around
New Zealand, a navigational tool for both Māori and Europe-
an explorers. Timed in a sequence, the lights move around
Cook so that he is constantly encompassed by their glow,
he is at their mercy. One final feature of the work is still to be
installed: a neon matariki star cluster34 including signatures
from the Treaty of Waitangi,35 which will add further to the
layered meaning of the work.

Observing Cook from various standpoints around the 
lighthouse/state-house structure, his figure reflects off the 
ocean, as well as off Auckland’s main street, Queen Street, 
and the viewers themselves. The work’s location is vital to its 
meaning. Standing not on land but rather a wharf, the work 
projects into the Hauraki Gulf, which flows out to the ocean 
surrounding Aotearoa’s shores, including the East Coast 
of the North Island where Cook and his company landed in 
1769. The Lighthouse looks out towards Auckland’s North 
Shore where Parekōwhai grew up and also to Bastion Point, 
land which was the focus of a long-running land dispute 
before being returned to Māori in the 1980s.36 The artist 
states that the neon constellations invoke the concept of ahi 
kā,37 the Māori notion that title to land has been won through 
whakapapa’s continuous defence and occupation of the 
land, effectively keeping the home fires burning, the lights 
on. Ahi kā is Ngāti Whātua at Bastion Point, Rongowhakaata 

figure 3.  Captain Cook in the interior of ‘The Lighthouse’ by Michael Parekōwhai. 
Photo courtesy of the Auckland City Council. Photographer David St George.

in Gisborne, and Māori across New Zealand who fight for 
decolonisation. Parekōwhai strengthens the significance of 
this idea by seating Cook in front of an empty fireplace, sug-
gesting that while his fire has long burnt out, the fire of Māori 
communities continues to burn bright as they swirl around 
him in full technicolour. Furthermore, Parekōwhai’s sculpture 
could be seen to be its own protest occupation, occupying 
a prime piece of real estate in Auckland’s CBD, with Cook 
imprisoned within its walls. 

Parekōwhai’s portrait figure of Cook also exists inde-
pendently of The Lighthouse, in a stand-alone version titled 
The English Channel. This statue has been exhibited exten-
sively in Australia, most notably at QAGOMA38 in Brisbane 
in 2011 and at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Syd-
ney, where it was installed in 2015. These presentations of 
Parekōwhai’s Captain Cook further illustrate the importance 
the artist places on the siting of the work and its environ-
ment. At the Art Gallery of New South Wales, The English 
Channel was displayed in front of a large window looking 
out to the harbor where Cook and his company landed in 
1770. Four years earlier, the comprehensive exhibition of 
Parekōwhai’s oeuvre, The Promised Land at Brisbane’s 
QAGOMA in 2011, seems to have been a test kitchen for The 
Lighthouse. There, visitors were greeted to an installation 
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titled Memory Palace in which the statue of Cook sat within 
a coral-colored home which was based on those in Auck-
land’s central suburb of Sandringham.39 In this work, the 
constellations that we see in The Lighthouse were replaced 
by security guard figurines interspersed with bowler-hat-
ted men. Like The Lighthouse, Memory Palace was redolent 
with symbolism and references to personal and collective 
identity: the suburb of Sandringham is a recently gentri-
fied area of Auckland and the bowler hatted figures are a 
nod to the Belgian Surrealist Rene Magritte’s iconic figures. 
Parekōwhai’s security guard images are iterations of his 
Kapa Haka work which focuses on the artist’s personal and 
cultural identity. The repeated figurative casts of Kapa Haka 
are based on Parekōwhai’s older brother, Paratene, who is a 
security guard, and the work interrogates the dichotomous 
nature of the job. A security guard is a figure of authority, yet 
the role is often considered to be a lowly job, the domain of 
the disenfranchised, who in New Zealand are often those of 
Indigenous descent, a lasting consequence of Cook’s arrival 
and what would follow.40

After trialing the concept in Memory Palace, Parekōwhai 
arrived at The Lighthouse. He changed the scattered men 
into neon lights, and the building evolved into a state-house, 
a more striking New Zealand icon than the coral Sandring-
ham model. In his comprehensive article on The Lighthouse, 
arts commentator Anthony Byrt outlines the symbolic im-
portance of the state-house in New Zealand: 

‘We still put our most vulnerable in the hous-
es Parekōwhai’s sculpture is modelled on, 
despite the fact that they were never really 
built to last this long; right now, there are re-
sistance movements in Glen Innes against the 
eviction of longtime state house residents. 
History matters here, too: one of the champi-
ons of mass state housing, John A. Lee, also 
tried to evict Ngāti Whātua from Ōrākei in the 
1930s – the same tribe that said enough was 
enough at Bastion Point 40 years later. There 
is also the colonial quirk that the state house, 
architecturally speaking, is a design modelled 
on the idealised English cottage and trans-
planted on the other side of the world.’41

Locked inside the state-house, Cook is inextricably impli-
cated in the connotations that come with the structure. 
While the Englishman is caged inside the house’s walls, the 
viewer is free to observe him from outside, moving around 

and above the statue. Cook is imprisoned, fated to serve an 
infinite sentence of solitude. Cook’s entrapment might be a 
symbolic gesture by the artist, but it may also serve a more 
functional purpose. With the vandalism and defacement of 
statuary monuments in mind, Parekōwhai may have shut 
the public out of the home for good measure. The structure 
may even enact a vandalism upon Cook’s figure for us. The 
bright, blood-red panels on the house’s windows and doors 
evoke tukutuku,42 panels or warning signs, but could be 
alternatively viewed as a reference to the red paint used to 
deface monuments. In this way, the artist acknowledges the 
fraught history of colonial monuments while ensuring his 
work will stand the test of time, incorporating a symbol of 
resistance as a reminder of intent. 

Cook absorbs significance from what is around him, the 
structure he is housed in and the location of the work. This 
also includes the viewer. As one looks at Cook, and all that 
he reflects, through the whirling light and colour, one inevi-
tably finds themselves on his surface. Looking at ourselves 
reflected on the surface of this Englishman, we are forced to 
consider our position in relation to him and to the history of 
Aotearoa. To what extent might we be a complicit part of his 
legacy? Writer and architect Nathaniel Cheshire summarizes 
this by stating: 

‘This is not Captain Cook. Of course it’s Cap-
tain Cook, but how do I know what that dead 
navigator looked like? Immediately I am cer-
tain that his huge face is just someone else’s 
face, the butcher down the road, whatever. He 
might as well have been me. Or you. We are all 
implicated in this place. Don’t you dare turn 
your back.’43

The Lighthouse takes on Cook, a figure both adulated and 
detested across New Zealand and around the Pacific, and 
creates an entirely new mode of representation. Many con-
temporary responses to monuments of authority propose 
that they should be taken down or that other structures 
should be erected that can work in conversation with them. 
In the USA, more than forty-five Confederate monuments 
have come down in at least twenty-seven cities across the 
country since the summer of 2020.44 In New Zealand, in 
2017, there were calls for a monument to Colonel Marmad-
uke Nixon in Otahuhu to be taken down: Nixon was the lead-
er at the Battle of Rangiaowhia where Māori elders, women 
and children were slaughtered.45 Slightly further south in the 
city of Hamilton, the statue of Captain John Hamilton was 
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monuments – and the role they play in building and uphold-
ing prejudice – in the spotlight. So why do we ignore their 
critique on our soil? Majority politics have long held New 
Zealand above the discrimination and injustice taking place 
overseas, preferring instead to create a mythic image of 
Aotearoa as a clean, green, beautiful haven from all that is 
wicked. The ugly truth is that our country is built on system-
ic violence against Māori that began with Cook’s arrival and 
has continued into the present day where Māori continue to 
face inequality and brutality. And if this makes us uncom-
fortable, it should. We should be ashamed, and many are. 
But rather than moving through this shame, towards knowl-
edge and action, we sink into it. We overlook Cook, we dis-
miss decolonisation, we rebuff protest. Because we would 
much rather forget than reflect.

The Lighthouse is about reflection: the reflections that 
play off Cook and reflections on the history of Aotearoa 
New Zealand, Cook’s place in New Zealanders’ personal and 
collective identities, and the role of colonial monuments 
in modern art and discourse. A lighthouse is defined as a 
beacon of light, a force that both welcomes and warns. It 
also shows a way forward, signalling a new destination. 
Parekōwhai’s The Lighthouse illustrates that monuments to 
complex figures and histories can be used in a way that is 
productive, one that challenges accepted historical nar-
ratives and creates new discourse around our history and 
society. All we need to do is start the conversation. 

finally removed from the Civic Square in 2020. After years of 
debate, the decision was triggered by Black Lives Matter.46 
However, in The Lighthouse, Parekōwhai illustrates that 
there is yet another path to challenging colonial monuments. 

Challenging Cook head on, the artist completely shifts 
the portrayal from hero to human, using a reflective form 
to amplify the meaning of the figure. While the downtown 
Auckland work is a statue of Cook, it is also a figurehead 
of Māori resistance, New Zealand’s housing crisis, Pacific 
and European navigation, the viewer, and the artist him-
self. Parekōwhai has taken the failing form of the colonial 
monument and created a piece of public art that conveys a 
narrative that is complex and involved, considering not only 
Cook’s historical impact but New Zealanders own current 
endorsement of him through celebrations such as Tuia 250. 
Unlike the formal colonial monument that instructs with 
a clear narrative and directive, in The Lighthouse there is 
no informative plaque, there is not even a label to tell us 
what the work is called, let alone who we see when we peer 
through the windows of the house. Parekōwhai knowingly 
evades any set interpretation of his work by creating ideo-
logical obstacles, encouraging viewers to engage with the 
work and draw their own conclusions.47 And it is the work’s 
ambiguity that gives it impact. The artist explains: 

‘It is not the object that contains the impor-
tance, but how we see and interpret what the 
object contains, what exists around it, and the 
shadow that the object casts.’48

It is the role of public art to excite, start conversations, push 
the limits, question the unquestioned. As an artist who has 
been consistently cast in the role of a trickster,49 in The 
Lighthouse Parekōwhai creates a work that evades explana-
tion, stirring public discourse and challenging histories. He 
entices the viewer to contemplate and interrogate precon-
ceived notions about art, history, legacy, and memorialisa-
tion. In a country with an abundance of symbols of colonial 
power, The Lighthouse is a timely reminder that official 
histories are constructed by the victor, but that there are 
always multiple viewpoints and stories to be recorded and 
considered. Parekōwhai’s Captain Cook is a timely reminder, 
even before the surge in worldwide recognition of the Black 
Lives Matter movement, that monuments are living makers 
of meaning, meaning that stands to be dismantled in the 
face of continuing injustice. 

The question remains: why has Parekōwhai’s Cook been 
ignored? Global Black Lives Matter activism put colonial 
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