
As another cycle of Matariki moves across the 
skies of Aotearoa it presents an opportunity to 
refl ect on a history which charts aspects of the 
collection of knowledge and the translation of 
traditions in New Zealand since Maori and 
European fi rst made contact.

In the 1800’s the Victorian attitude towards 
museums was one of worship.1 If knowledge was 
power, then these monolithic halls represented the 
strong arm of British dominion. Having originally 
developed out of a combination of the private art 
collection and the academic institution, the museum 
became an independent entity whose primary role 
was one of instruction through the collection and 
study of objects. 

On the other side of the world Maori were utilising 
traditional practices developed over hundreds of 
years in a different mode but not for dissimilar 
purposes. Knowledge was a powerful tool in a 
society in which oral conventions were a signifi cant 
means of conveying skills and understanding. 
When Matariki (Pleiades) became visible in the 
winter months it signaled the beginning of a time 
traditionally put aside by Maori for Wananga and 
the transferal of specialised knowledge. This 
process took place in the Whare Wananga,2 the 
equivalent of a school of learning, and as with the 
educated elite of Great Britain, it was the domain 
of a select few. 

These alternate approaches to the development 
of centres of knowledge exchange demonstrate the 
diversity of two cultures which would inevitably 
come together in an often unpredictable and 
constantly evolving fashion. 

T RA D E  A N D  E XC H A N G E

Early encounters between Maori and European 
prior to the arrival of the now infamous Dutch 
and English explorers were not infrequent. Maori 
accounts suggest that at fi rst the European sailors 
were thought to be turehu (fairy people) or 
patupaiarehe (fair-skinned fairies) but as contact 
became more frequent, interaction progressed 
from the feared mythical creatures viewed from a 
distance to be quickly supplanted by a ready trade 
and exchange of goods.3 Very few records of these 
occasions exist but these early meetings were to 
defi ne the beginning of a highly charged and often 
turbulent history of knowledge exchange.

E T H N O G RA P H I C  E X A M P L E S

In 1769 Captain James Cook was instructed by 
The Royal Society to collect specimens on his 
travels from which to “build up practical knowledge 
on the basis of meticulous observation and experimental 
testing, for the benefi t of humankind”.4 Any objects 
procured from the “natives of the several lands where 
the ship may touch”5 would upon his return to 
England be subjected to examination, classifi ca-
tion and fi nally stored in lofty temples of art and 
academia. European expansion programmes were 
fast becoming competitive scientifi c races as 
much as unrestricted expeditions of understated 
dominance. This period also marked the beginning 
of a burgeoning museum craze, which quickly sped 
across Europe with unqualifi ed and relentless 
‘collectors’ plundering fi rst the antiquities of their 
own and neighboring countries6 and then shifting 
their attentions to the ethnographic ‘curiosities’ of 
“Countries Hitherto Unknown”.7 

AC A D E M I A

The importance and signifi cance of the term 
‘Curiosity’ was at its peak in the eighteenth 
century.8 It represented an attention to detail, an 
uncompromising diligence and a connoisseurship 
unprecedented at any other time since the 
scholarly revival of the Renaissance. “The person 
of intelligence and learning who was not ‘curious’ was 
almost impossible to conceive”.9 During this period 
there was no clear distinction between academia 
and scientifi c study as the pursuit of knowledge 
was primarily restricted to the wealthy. This 
changed in England with the opening of the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 held in the technological 
masterpiece, The Crystal Palace. The primary 
outcome of this event was an awareness by 
Parliament that the previously elitist domains 
of galleries and museums should become public 
“by which all classes might be induced to investigate 
those principles of taste which may be traced in the works 
of excellence of all ages”.10 

D RAW I N G  R O O M

The principal Victorian middleclass activity was 
the acquisition of social acceptability and status, 
a pursuit that governed every aspect of life. “There 
have always been two main reasons for a private individual 
to accumulate possessions: a love of the objects themselves 
and a satisfaction in the social prestige they confer”.11 
To enter the inner sanctum of a Victorian home 
was an opportunity to be subtly instructed as to 
the attributes of its owner. A carefully positioned 
sheet of music or painting would suggest know-
ledge of the arts. A well placed book with an 

appropriate passage within view indicated a 
demeanor appropriate to literary pursuits. The 
display of fashionable antiques showed knowledge 
of history and scholarship, and the accumulation 
of foreign and fanciful treasures and ethnographic 
specimens demonstrated that the hosts were both 
well traveled and fi scally solvent. 

H E I R L O O M S  

Those that immigrated to New Zealand came ill 
prepared for the experience.12 The strictly defi ned 
parameters of Victorian society were understand-
ably diffi cult to transplant and then maintain in 
the colonies. Early settlers were expected to not 
only transfer ideas of social order from Great 
Britain and other European nations, they were also 
required to transport the possessions and trappings 
associated with their standing.13 They brought 
with them only the most precious things from the 
world they had left behind. These objects provided 
a sense of the familiar to their owners but also 
extended a very physical connection with 
traditions that had been taken for granted prior to 
their relocation from the motherland to unknown 
territories. 
 
G I F T E D  TA O N G A

Maori sensibility toward the personal object was in 
sharp contrast to the Victorian colonist. Although 
Taonga denoted attributes including status and 
social standing, they were also often the physical 
representation of an ancestor and as such provided 
the ‘owner’ with genealogical links, rights of 
passage, spiritual protection and geographical 
connections.14 Many early European ‘collectors’ 
of these objects were geologists and geographers 
surveying possible colonial settlement locations in 
which interaction with local iwi was commonplace 
and necessary for the procurement of land. Some 
of these men developed close relationships with 
Maori and subsequently came into possession of 
many artifacts both gifted and purchased. Also at 
this time was a burgeoning tourist industry from 
Europe which among other outcomes resulted in 
the production of ‘native’ objects by Maori devel-
oped specifi cally for trade.

TA B L E AU

Governor George Grey’s assimilationist policies of 
the 1840’s and 50’s encouraged Maori to assume 
all of the expectations of Victorian colonial society. 
While some Maori were eager to make this life-
style modifi cation15 for others it was a far more 
diffi cult transition. With the introduction of disease, 
war and inter-racial marriage and traditional customs 

in many cases superseded by European ways the 
Maori population began to decline signifi cantly. 
Painters such as Charles F. Goldie took it upon 
themselves to document what they believed was 
the demise of the Maori as a race and a culture. 

K E T E  A N D  C LU T C H P U R S E  

Around the turn of the century European settlers, 
now commonly referred to as Pakeha by Maori, 
were beginning to revel in the frivolities of the 
new society they had created. With a thriving 
independent economy Pakeha had begun searching 
for an identity that defi ned a New Zealand style 
and represented a new way of life removed, but 
not that distinctly different, from that of the 
motherland. Also at this time there was a radical 
shift in perception. For most middleclass Pakeha 
Maori were quickly becoming relegated to a 
romantic notion of the ‘Noble Savage’, which 
in turn made it permissible to introduce “Maori 
imagery in their literature, poetry and art”16 without 
fear of social prejudice. It also became popular to 
decorate interiors, fabrics and accessories with 
Maori motifs, with the practice of collecting and 
displaying Maori artifacts, begun in the mid 1800’s, 
once again becoming a fashionable pastime. 

C O N T E M P O RA RY  P RAC T I C E S

For the next one hundred years Maori and Pakeha 
have endeavoured to establish a distinct and 
individual tradition of knowledge exchange and 
interaction, which has grown out of a dynamic 
and sometimes inequitable colonial history. 

As a nation we have made progress towards a place 
where intrinsic links and a reconnection with 
traditional ideas and skills have developed beyond 
the defi nition of two separate cultures, where 
transformative practices have grown to eclipse 
specifi cally Maori or Pakeha readings. We have 
entered a period that collapses the past in a way 
which allows a true understanding of knowledge 
exchange. The contemporary museum has become 
a place for the collection and study of ideas and 
objects associated with both cultures and a 
combined history. Whare Wananga have adopted 
European models of instruction in order to ensure 
the continuation of traditional skills and wisdom. 

It is time to move beyond the cultural cringe of 
our antipodean heritage and refl ect on a history 
which has provided opportunities to create a 
unique tradition of exchange, trade and 
understanding. 

A Concise Combined 
Colonial New Zealand 
History of Tradition.

 [  Kar l  Ch itham ]

[ ~ . 0 1 ] [ ~ . 0 2 ] [ ~ . 0 3 ]

Her
Majesty’s Pleasure.
[KUINITUNGA]

[17 June~15 JULY.2006]

A curated exhibition celebrating Matariki and combined (Maori and Pakeha) colonial histories

[LIST OF MAKERS]

HEIRLOOMS

Emily Siddell [Fig ~.12]

Apryl Reilly [Fig ~.05]

Annie Hall [Fig ~.13]

Sarah Hillary [Fig ~.11]

Yasmin Dubrau [Fig ~.10]

Octavia Cook [Fig ~.07]

Jane Vile [Fig ~.08]

Fran Allison [Fig ~.14]

ETHNOGRAPHIC EXAMPLES

Alicia Courtney 
Mathew McIntyre Wilson [Fig ~.01]

GIFTED TAONGA

Kate Harbutt 
Alicia Courtney [Fig ~.06]

Mike Nuku

TABLEAU

Suzanne Tamaki
Rona Ngahuia Osborne [Fig ~.15]

DRAWING ROOM

Tim Main
Richard Fahey [Fig ~.04]

Matthew Couper 
Vicki Fanning
Crystal Chain Gang

TRADE AND EXCHANGE

Raewyn Atkinson [Fig ~.02]

Matthew Couper [Fig ~.09]

ACADEMIA

Areta Wilkinson

KETE AND CLUTCHPURSE

Kate Harbutt [Fig ~.16]

Emily Siddell 
Teaomarama Ngarimu
Emaraina Small
Alicia Courtney 
David Thomas [Fig ~.03]

Mathew McIntyre Wilson8
 P

o
n
so

n
b
y
 R

d
 A

u
ck

l
a
n
d

P
O
 B

o
x

 6
8
-72

6
N

e
w
t
o
n

A
u

ck
l
a
n
d
 1

0
3
2

O
b
je

ct
sp

a
ce

 a
ck

n
o
w
l
e
d
g
e
s 

it
s m

a
jo

r
 su

p
p
o
r
t
e
r
s:

C
r
e
a
t
iv

e
 N

e
w
 Z

e
a
l
a
n
d

T
 0

9
 3

76
 6

2
1
6

F
 0

9
 3

76
 6

2
4
6

in
f
o

@
o
b
je

ct
sp

a
ce

.o
r
g
.n

z
w
w
w
.o

b
je

ct
sp

a
ce

.o
r
g
.n

z

B
e
n
se

n
 B

l
o
ck

T
h

e
 C

u
b
e

T
h

e
 A

S
B

 T
r
u

st
s

Published
on the
occasionof 
Her Majesty’s Pleasure 
[KUINITUNGA]

at Objectspace, 
a dedicated
centure for
Innovative
craft and
design that
puts objects
into play.

[~.04]

 [ E N D N O T E S ]

1.   K .  Hudson,  Museums of Inf luence .  
Cambridge .  (1988) .  Pg .46

2.   E .  Best ,  The Maori As He Was .  
Well ington.  (1952) .  Pg .84

3.   A .  Salmond, Two Worlds :  f i r st  
meetings between Maori and 
Euro peans 1642-1772.  Middlesex .  
(1993) Pg .62

4.   A .  Salmond, Two Worlds :  f i r st  
meetings between Maori and 
 Europeans 1642-1772.  Middlesex .  
(1993) .  Pg .97

5.   A .  Salmond, Two Worlds :  f i r st  
meetings between Maori and 
 Europeans 1642-1772.  Middlesex .  
(1993) .  Pg .112

6.   K .  Hudson,  Museums of Inf luence .  
Cambridge .  (1988) .  Pg .20

7.   A .  Salmond, Two Worlds :  f i r st  
meetings between Maori and 
 Europeans 1642-1772.  Middlesex .  
(1993) .  Pg .99

8.   K .  Hudson,  Museums of Inf luence .  
Cambridge .  (1988) .  Pg .21

9.   K .  Hudson,  Museums of Inf luence .  
Cambridge .  (1988) .  Pg .21

10.   K .  Hudson,  Museums of Inf luence .  
Cambridge .  (1988) .  Pg .48

11.   K .  Hudson,  Museums of Inf luence .  
Cambridge .  (1988) .  Pg .39

12.   A .  K .  C.  Petersen,  New Zealanders 
at  Home. Dunedin .  (2001) .  Pg .34

13.   A .  K .  C.  Petersen,  New Zealanders 
at  Home. Dunedin .  (2001) .  Pg .36

14.   E .  Best ,  The Maori As He Was .  
Well ington.  (1952) .  Pg .86

15.   A .  K .  C.  Petersen,  New Zealanders 
at  Home. Dunedin .  (2001) .  Pg .21

16.   A .  K .  C.  Petersen,  New Zealanders 
at  Home. Dunedin .  (2001) .  Pg .100

A
u

ck
l
a
n
d
 C

it
y

L
io

n
 F

o
u

n
d
a
t
io

n
P

u
r
f
e
x

Curated by Karl Chitham 

[ Fig ~ . 0 1 ]

[ Fig ~ .  0 2 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 4 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 3 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 7 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 8 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 0 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 9 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 1 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 5 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 6 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 6 ]

[ Fig ~ . 0 5 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 2 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 3 ]

[ Fig ~ . 1 4 ]

[ L o c a t i o n ~ S E E  R E V E R S E ]




