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Whakarāpopoto (Abstract) 
The content of this thesis is the representation of Māori in New Zealand film and in 

New Zealand film studies. The thesis, however, goes much further than this, in that I 

explore film theory, film audiences and film history, three crucial areas in the film 

studies discipline, and I consider these important aspects by theorising them through 

mātauranga Māori and mātauranga-ā-iwi parallels. My motivation has been to ensure Māori 

and Pacific Island students of Film, Television and Media Studies (MAPIS) have a 

pathway to a deeper understanding of film studies. In the current teaching of New 

Zealand film studies, there is very little about Māori outside Post-Colonial theory 

discourse, there are no specifically ‘Māori’ film audience studies, and there are very few 

Māori scholars writing specifically in film history. This thesis, therefore, explores ways 

film studies could become more relevant to MAPIs, simply by using cultural theories 

that are generally taken-for-granted knowledge, and writing their own stories into New 

Zealand film history. 

 The project weaves a ‘whiripapa,’ a three-stranded cord or rope, with each strand 

representing a specific tool developed primarily as a point-of-commencement to 

support MAPIs in their study of film. In the theory strand I look at mahi-toi, and more 

specifically Whatu Tāniko, a fine-finger weaving process and technique, to discuss theory 

and to inspire a film analysis tool to aid in the close reading of film texts from a specific 

world-view. The methodologies strand focuses on whānau-centred research groups called 

Rōpū Whānau, which have been conducted in four Hunga Mātakitaki or viewing 

audiences amongst my two predominant hapū. The history strand borrows the kōrero 

shared in the Rōpū Whānau to construct a kōrero-based New Zealand film history. These 

kōrero are divided into four cinematic eras (silent cinema to 1939, 1940-1969, 1970s and 

1980s, and the 1990s). I use the tāniko-based film analysis tool to analyse a selection of 

films (generally two or three) from each era, and centre each one on a constant through-

line of kōrero.  

 Although each tool in this thesis can stand on its own, the whiripapa 

acknowledges that the tools are more useful when each one is understood and 

interconnected with the other. Therefore this thesis continually interweaves tāniko, 

whānau and kōrero as the unbroken whiripapa through the centre. In developing these 

tools, mātauranga becomes relevant to film studies, and as a result MAPIs are more likely 

to see success and, I hope, will excel in the discipline. 

 

v 

 



 

  

vi 

 



Whakaihia: Dedication 
 

 

 

 

 

Arohanoa (Grace) Manaaki 

 

Toku kaiako 
Toku kohatu 

Te rangi o toku waiata-aroha 
Te hotuhotu o toku manawa 

Ko koe toku pūtake 
 

I never truly lived until you were born 

 

 

 

Ka maumaharatanga au o ngā tōtara katoa kua haere ki te āo kahurangi i waenganui o 
tēnei mahi: 

 

Himinake 
Te-Hau-o-te-Rangi 

Te Rautohunga 
Hone Mitai 

Tepene 
Erena 

Merepeka 
Connie 
Lita 

Hamiora 
 
 

Ka mokemoke mātou mō koutou āhua, reo, me o koutou katakata hoki. 
Tino pouri mātou ngakau. E kore rawa e warewaretia koutou. 
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Wāhanga Whakaūpoko (Introductory Chapter) 
As is customary amongst Māori,1 2 I start this thesis by introducing who I am. I provide my 

whenua (land) context to situate myself as the author of this work, who is a product of 

whānau (family) and rohe (tribal territory). This is important, in order to establish the 

kaupapa, the foundation, rationale and background, of this study.  

 

Ko wai āu? (Who am I?) 
  

Toku pepeha mai i te taha o toku Koroua 
Ko Mātaatua te waka; 

Ko Kaputiaterangi me Putaūaki ngā maunga; 
Ko Ōhinemataroa me Te Orīni ngā awa, 

Ko Ngāti Awa te iwi. 
Ko Ngāi Taiwhakaea te hapū, 

Ko Taiwhakaea Tuarua te whare tipuna, 
Ko Te Pāroa te marae, me te tūrangawaewae, 

Ko Whakatāne te rohe, 
Ko Marupō tuarua te tipuna. 

 
 

Toku pepeha mai i te taha o toku Kuia; 
Ko Ngatokimatawhaorua te waka, 

Ko Pouerua te maunga, 
Ko Waitangi te awa, 

Ko Ngāpuhinuitonu me Ngāti Hine ngā iwi. 
Ko Ngāti Kawa te hapū me te whare tupuna hoki, 

Ko Oromāhoe te marae, me te papakāinga, 
Ko Taiāmai me Pewhairangi ngā takiwa, 

Ko Rāhiri te tupuna. 
 
 

Tōku pepeha mai i te taha o toku matua; 
Ko te Oriental Queen te kaipuke taua moana, 

1 I italicize kupu (words) in te reo rangatira (the language of chiefs or ‘Māori’ language), but not proper nouns or 
the names of sections. 
2 I am using the noun ‘Māori’ here, and throughout this thesis, with much caution as a title for the tangata 
whenua (people of the land) of Aotearoa/New Zealand. On many levels, Māori is a problematic term as it 
homogenises all iwi (tribes, nations) such as Ngāti Awa, Tūhoe, Te Whānau-ā-Apanui and Te Whakatōhea – 
which are all in the same territory but are all distinct - into a single entity. What will become apparent in this 
thesis, particularly in the methodological chapter (Chapter 2), is that there are various tensions and challenges 
with this term because, before being ‘Māori’ I am Ngāti Awa, through whakapapa (genealogical connections). 
However I have equally strong Ngā Puhi links because my mother was born in Kawakawa in Te Taitokerau 
(The Far North), aspires to return there when she passes away, and that is where I will go too. Māori is a term 
of homogeneity that identifies all tribes as the same because it is easier for the non-Māori to comprehend 
them. Where I can, I follow the 28th Māori Battalion serviceman John Rangihau (1975) and Emeritus 
Professor Hirini Moko Mead (1990) who both advocate that ‘Māori’ need to return to what makes our hapū 
and iwi significant and distinct. The majority of Māori on film, particularly post-sound synchronicity, do not 
have an iwi association. Thus, where it has been necessary, I have referred to us as Māori. 
 

 

                                                 



Ko Zetland ngā moutere, 
Ko Ranatiki ki te Tokerau te moana, 

Ko Gunn te iwi. Ko McWilliams te hapū. 
 

Ko Jani Katarina Taituha Wilson taku ingoa. 
 

Here in my pepeha (personal and sub-tribal proverb) I introduce myself through the key 

geographical locators that link me to the predominant whenua (lands) to which my whānau 

and I connect. These lands are in Oromāhoe (Te Taitokerau, The Far North), Pāroa 

(Whakatāne, Waiāriki/Bay of Plenty) and Zetland or The Shetland Islands off the north-

eastern coast of Scotland. However, I have never been to Zetland and have yet to research 

my father’s side of our whakapapa (genealogical layerings) as he does not know any of it, 

and none of our Scottish family are known to be still living. Traditionally pepeha are 

immediately followed by whakapapa, the recitation of the names representing one’s 

genealogical layers or connections. While there is a section completely dedicated to mihi in 

the section entitled ‘Mihimihi,’ as directed by some pākeke (adults, my mother’s generation) 

from my Ngā Puhi side, I do not proffer my whakapapa. It is also not appropriate on my 

Ngā Puhi side for wāhine (women) to recite whakapapa. As the following pages will explain, 

anonymity and privacy are highly valued, particularly by the pākeke on my Ngā Puhi side. 

Thus, to put the minds of the pākeke at ease, the names of those who have generously 

participated in this study do not appear anywhere in this thesis.3 

 

My pepeha shows that our whānau belongs to two predominant hapū (literally means ‘to be 

pregnant’, but metaphorically means clans, subtribes), Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti Kawa 

and two predominant iwi (tribes, nations, bones), Ngāti Awa and Ngā Puhi-nui-tonu. It is 

common to belong to more than one iwi and many hapū. However, the connections 

between Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti Kawa have endured for upward of a dozen 

generations through tomo (promissory or arranged marriages, betrothals). The traditions 

belong to ancient political, economic and historical alliances that were common prior to 

Pākehā settlement some two-hundred years ago. Some kōrero say the ties between our hapū 

extend back to the days of Toroa the ariki (chief) of the Mātaatua waka (vessel, canoe, 

boat). Supposedly, Toroa and his younger brother Puhi quarrelled over a kūmara (sweet 

3 The exception here is one member of the Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) who so suddenly passed 
away a year after the Rōpū Whānau was conducted at Te Pāroa. Thus, this whanaunga’s name appears in the 
list of dedications in ‘Whakaihia.’ 

2 

 

                                                 



potato) patch,4 and Puhi was so incensed that he relocated to the Far North (McGarvey, 

2009b; Taonui, 2009a, 2009b). But Puhi was pursued northward by his grandson Rāhiri5 

who is the eponymous ancestor of Ngā Puhi.6 Thus, the connections between Ngā Puhi 

and Ngāti Awa are through Toroa, Puhi and Rāhiri, but tomo further strengthens the links 

between our hapū and gives our whakapapa ongoing currency. Initially, my kuia’s people 

were Ngāti Rāhiri, but in the early 1800s the hapū had grown too large, and Ngāti Kawa 

detached from Ngāti Rāhiri. However, Ngāti Rāhiri are still acknowledged as the tuākana 

(older sibling of the same gender) hapū.  

 

My koroua (grandfather) is from Ngāi Taiwhakaea and my kuia (grandmother) is from Ngāti 

Kawa, and theirs was the last tomo between our two hapū. With urbanisation, the 

introduction of ‘love marriages,’ and the influence of the West on New Zealand society, 

tomo is seldom practiced today because the notion of ‘arranged’ marriage is seen to force 

people into mismatches (and unhappiness) for political and economic reasons. My mother 

and her siblings are the last tomo children of the union between Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti 

Kawa, and are therefore very precious taonga (treasures, highly prized, valued items). With 

every non-tomo-practising generation such as mine, the alliance between our two hapū 

dissipates. However, this thesis highlights our links because those who invested their time 

and kōrero (stories, narratives, talks) into this study whakapapa to one or both sides of my 

whānau. 

Study Background 
This study is about the representation of Māori in New Zealand film and New Zealand 

tertiary film studies. In the year 2000, I began a double degree in Film, Television and 

Media Studies (FTVMS) and Māori Studies at the University of Auckland, having already 

completed studies in Performing Arts some years prior. In FTVMS, I was one of about 35 

students streamed into a Māori and Pacific Island Students in FTVMS (MAPIs) tutorial to 

get extra support from a tutor who was passionate about seeing more Māori and Pacific 

Island students succeeding in the discipline, and it was he7 who named us ‘MAPIs.’ Whilst 

4 Kūmara patches were symbolic of mana whenua (prestige, status and honour associated with connections to 
land) because they indicated the land was inhabited. Thus, whoever owned the kūmara patch had mana whenua 
over the land. It is most likely that Puhi, who was the younger of the two brothers, was unhappy with the 
whenua allotted to him. 
5 Puhi had a daughter Te Hauangiangi, and she and her husband Tauramoko had Rāhiri. 
6 There is a saying in the North “Mehemea he uri koe nō Ngā Puhi, kihai e koe i puta i a Rāhiri, he hoiho ke koe” 
which means ‘If you claim to be Ngā Puhi and did not descend from Rāhiri, then you must be a horse.’ 
7 Sam Cruickshank was a wonderful tutor, who (very patiently) tutored us and other general tutorials, 
completed a Masters degree, wrote poetry, and conceptualised some of the up-and-coming shows on the then 
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some of us passed our initial course (I only managed low B’s and C’s), by Stage Three the 

number of MAPIs had dwindled to around half a dozen. We sat New Zealand Film Studies 

course together, which was then a Stage-Three core paper. Despite being taught in the 

largest Polynesian community in the world there was very, very little in the paper about 

Māori, and even less about the wider Pacific.8 Needless to say, we MAPIs were 

disappointed not to see many faces resembling ours in the films viewed throughout the 

paper, and even less talk about our cultures.9 The micro-contribution of Māori and Pacific 

Islanders was addressed through Post-Colonial theory which links otherwise disconnected 

nations in the wake of cultural imperialism. However, Post-Colonial theory was privileged 

over cultural knowledge, or in this case, mātauranga (traditional knowledge). Although 

exposing the forces of colonisation and recognising associations between subjugated 

peoples is important, post-colonial rhetoric positions Māori as victims of colonisation. Be 

that as it may, this is not the language used amongst our whānau,10 our pākeke (older adults), 

or on our marae (sub-tribal residence). Unsurprisingly, the course neither reflected us 

(particularly theoretically), nor did it appear to place value on the contribution of Māori and 

Pasifika to film in Aotearoa/Niu Sila either on or behind the camera. It was difficult to 

engage with the content or be excited about it, particularly when we were not seeing 

soon-to-be-launched Māori Television, at the same time. A true inspiration. Here, I acknowledge him for his 
inspirational teaching work which, considering I am writing this thesis, was effective. E mihi maioha ana au ki a 
koe, Hamiora! Kia māia, kia manawanui i tou mahi ki te tāwahi, e hoa. 
8 Māori are a Pacific culture too, and many more Pacific Islanders are New Zealand-born. Therefore, New 
Zealand and Pacific film studies should be appropriate spaces for Māori and Pacific Islander students to 
contribute. However, I want to be very clear that whilst I am interested in opening up more space for all 
MAPIs in film studies, I am not writing on behalf of all Pacific nations who have their own languages, 
cultures and beliefs. 
9 The extent of Polynesian filmmaking and the contribution of Polynesians to the screen in this paper 
included: one lecture on Once Were Warriors (1994, dir. Lee Tamahori); one on Pacific Filmmaking (of which 
sixteen minutes was spent watching the film O Tamaiti (1996, dir. Sima Urale); and a guest lecture by Barry 
Barclay.  
10 It is often said by kaumātua in our rohe that without whānau, there is no hapū, and without hapū, there is no 
iwi. Thus, whānau is the foundational building block of Māori social organisations (L. T. Smith, 1996, p. 18). 
Te Puni Kōkiri (2003, in Cunningham, Stevenson and Tassell, 2005) recently considered three whānau 
collectives. The first is whakapapa whānau who have shared ancestry, the second is kaupapa whānau who have 
shared interests and may or may not have shared ancestry, and the third is statistical whānau who are those 
who reside in the same household, who may or may not share ancestry (pp. 15-16). Joan Metge (1995) 
includes whakapapa and a shared commitment to kaupapa as the important components of her understanding 
of whānau too. But I would expand these definitions beyond Te Puni Kōkiri and Metge because amongst our 
whānau, inclusiveness is a fundamental. For instance, in my whānau, ‘whānau’ includes friends with long 
associations, ‘out-laws’ who were once married/de-facto into the whānau and who have given us tamariki, are 
considered to be brothers and sisters, cousins, aunties and uncles, long after marital break-ups. All the koroua 
and kuia (old people) in the iwi are considered to be grandparents, any of their off-spring, including whāngai 
(foster, traditional adoption) are kaihana, tuākana (elder siblings or cousins of the same gender) or teina 
(younger siblings or cousins of the same gender). Meanwhile, rangatahi (youth) are irā mutu (nieces and 
nephews), and their babies are considered mokopuna (grandchildren). Thus, our whānau considers ‘whānau’ to be 
much more than simply ‘family.’ I focus on our form of whānau in Wāhanga Rua which is dedicated to 
‘Methodologies.’  
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ourselves on the screen, reading about ourselves, or hearing about our century-long 

contribution to New Zealand film or to film studies. Thirty-five of us began the degree; 

four of us graduated.11  

Later, after having my daughter, I completed a Master’s Degree in Film Studies, again at 

Auckland. After graduating, I began tutoring in FTVMS and saw a similar cycle of new 

MAPIs barely passing, failing or dropping out of the first-year course. An important 

moment leading to the conceptualisation of this thesis came when my own MAPI students 

responded to an essay question about screen stereotypes, for which I was the principal 

marker. Many of them wrote about ‘Abu’ the Indian shopkeeper from The Simpsons, 

‘Goldstein’ the Jewish finance flunky from the ASB Bank television advertisements, and 

‘Elle Woods’ in Legally Blonde (2001, dir. Robert Luketic). Why did the MAPIs not take the 

opportunity to write about stereotypes associated with themselves? Why were they not 

drawing on the plethora of Polynesian portrayals on New Zealand screens like ‘Geoff da 

Māori’ or ‘Sione the Samoan’ from The Naked Samoans’ cartoon-comedy Bro’Town, ‘Jake 

the Muss’ from Once Were Warriors (1994, dir. Lee Tamahori) or the various Polynesian 

hospital staff in TV2’s Shortland Street? Why were they avoiding theory altogether? What 

kind of theory could be more relevant for them? These questions lead to various concerns 

that directed my thinking, three of which I unpack below. 

 
Central Concerns 

At the beginning of this study I was concerned there were no Māori or Pacific FTVMS 

scholars to draw inspiration from and to support or create debates. However, Angela 

Moewaka Barnes (2011) has since submitted a very fine doctoral thesis about ‘Māori film’ 

as a source of taonga. Although film has been critiqued by Māori scholars and filmmakers, 

most of those engaging in such critique are from outside the film studies discipline. Despite 

the importance and usefulness of their writings, what they bring to the discussion of film is 

from a range of other sources in other frameworks. At the time of writing, there are no 

specifically Māori film historians, one film theoretician, and one specifically Māori 

television audience study in the discipline of geography, and another where a few audience 

members were casually interviewed after a film screening on a marae.  

11 The four of us have all gone on to graduate studies; our only Pacific MAPI graduate is a Pacific reporter on 
TV One after completing a Masters Degree in FTVMS. One is a documentary filmmaker who will commence 
her PhD in filmmaking practices within the next year. And our sole male MAPI graduate is now a general 
practitioner at Wellington Hospital. 
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Another concern was that mātauranga (traditional knowledge) was not yet considered 

relevant to film studies, and on many levels, vice versa.12 Like many indigenous film 

scholars, I was directed to Post-Colonial theory because that was what was available. Prior 

to studying film, I had never encountered Post-Colonial theory. The film discipline is 

deeply entrenched in European, British and North American philosophies, whereas Māori 

epistemologies are based on whakapapa, the recitation of genealogical layerings by often 

impressive feats of memory. For instance Elsdon Best wrote of Tamarau of Ngāi Tūhoe, 

who spoke before the Native Land Court, reciting from memory 1400 individual names 

from his whakapapa to prove his customary title to the piece of land his hapū were claiming 

back from the Crown (Best, 1925, p. 344). Reciting whakapapa connects a person with their 

own identity, their part in a collective and, literally, with the environment. Whakapapa is 

considered the heart and core of the Māori world because one cannot be Māori without it 

(A. Mahuika, 1998). Ultimately, the different cultural bases from which Western and Māori 

epistemologies emerge mean that there will always be tensions and challenges between 

them.  

Lastly, I was concerned that film studies would continue to exclude Polynesian views on 

film because MAPIs were barely passing, failing or dropping out of the discipline. This 

meant there were few chances to advance to post-graduate study to challenge the status 

quo in film studies and it would remain a Pākehā-centric specialisation. My MAPI 

colleagues and students were mostly anxious about the many theories underpinning film 

studies, such as Post-Colonial theory, structuralist film theory, formalist film theory, and 

psychoanalytical theory. These trajectories were like a kiss of death to the majority of my 

MAPI colleagues. 

At its preliminary phase, this project was simply a visual historiography of Māori in feature 

film. But these three concerns became the foundation for the wider conceptualisation of 

what this thesis has organically developed into. I realised to be a change agent in FTVMS I 

would need to create a starting point for future MAPIs. If I, a single mum, was to spend 

four more years away from Whakatāne, away from my whānau and friends, away from my 

young daughter at some times for weeks, and supporting her on ‘the Benefit,’ I would need 

12 My cousin and I attended a conference paper in 2010 and I asked what he thought at its conclusion. His 
response was that the speaker knew his ‘Western stuff’ but very little about his ‘Māori stuff’and thus he had 
lost interest early. Because this was at the conceptualisation phase of this thesis, I became aware of how in 
this project mātauranga and film studies needed to be as strong as each other so that both potential audiences 
would gain. Kia Ora Cuz! 
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to make this thesis mean something. Thus, this project, the site of commencement, the 

tools, research, ideas, literature, concepts, and hypotheses in the area of film studies for 

future and potential MAPIs, I think, is worth it. 

 

 

Specific Stylistic Features 

Italicizations 

In terms of the italicization of kupu Māori (Māori words), I do not want there to be any 

confusion about reading them or in pronouncing them, particularly the vowels. Thus, here 

I proffer a very basic vowel ‘key’ to assist with the reading of te reo rangatira in this thesis. 

There are kupu such as ‘hope’ (pronounced ‘hor-peh’) which in te reo are ‘hips,’ ‘waist’ or 

‘loins,’ but ‘hope’ has an entirely different meaning in English. For instance, a = as in car; e 

= as in egg; i = as in been; o = as in door; and u = as in tune. Consonants are pronounced 

as in the Greek alphabet, except that ‘wh’ is the equivalent of ‘f,’ and ‘ng’ sounds the same as 

the common suffix ‘ing’ but without the ‘i'. This though, reflects the Ngāti Awa dialect as 

the sounds ‘wh’ and ‘ng’ have different associative sounds in other rohe. I also italicize 

passages of kōrero-ā-te-whānau (speech, stories, talks by our family) which appear in a 

different size font, begin with the speaker’s code in bold type, and are indented to 

distinguish them from the body text. 

 

Footnotes 

I use frequent, in-depth footnotes to provide a cultural or socio-historical context and/or a 

deeper understanding, and to position the thesis firmly within whānau, hapū and iwi.  

 

Whiripapa (The Three-Stranded Cord) 

During the conceptualisation phase of this project, kapahaka (haka team) and raranga 

(weaving) were very important practices to which I constantly returned to as inspiration. 

Weaving, in particular, became useful when unknotting methods and theory, as subsequent 

chapters will show. After a long hāro13 process (the scraping of flax), three specific whenu 

(strands) were selected to represent each film studies element. Whiripapa are three-stranded 

13 The haro (scraping) process requires a small incision to be made with a mussel on the underside of the 
harakeke (flax). The shell is then used to scrape the green away, extracting the muka (flax fibre). 
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cords or ropes.14 Without each distinct and separately prepared whenu, the whiripapa and the 

entire piece it is attached to would soon be useless and impractical. Each whenu in this 

thesis, representing ariā (theory), tukanga (methodology) and hītori (history), has been 

carefully stripped, rolled, and separated out so the associated kaupapa can stand on its own. 

However, like the whiripapa, each strand is more useful when it is understood, 

interconnected with, and reinforced by the others. Whiripapa can be attached to kete 

(baskets) as the kīwai (handle). The kīwai is the part of the kete that makes it a functional 

item. The kīwai, such as this whiripapa, must be sturdy to withstand the practical use of the 

kete, and is therefore a very significant component. 

 

This project is structured so that, by the conclusion, the dexterity or inelegance of my 

fingers as I touch, bend, and twist each strand into the others can be identified by other 

film scholars who have a similar kaupapa. In the same way, experienced weavers are skilled 

at recognising if a woven item is legitimate or tika (right, correct, legitimate) by examining 

its underside. Like the weavers inspecting a piece of weaving, film scholars – and most 

importantly MAPIs - will likely be able assess the legitimacy of this project as a set of viable 

film studies tools.  

 
Ngā Whenu e toru (Three Strands) 

 
Whenu Tuatahi: Ariā (First Strand: Theory) 

At the outset, Ariā considers Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (2006) assertion that indigenous 

students are intimidated by theory, particular in its writing (p. 29). I propose that because 

many mahi-toi (arts) are ancient practices deeply rooted in theory, for many Māori mahi-toi 

are part of their ‘taken-for-granted knowledge.’ It is hoped this discussion will encourage 

Polynesian students to value their various forms of mātauranga (traditional cultural 

knowledge), and to consider and deconstruct cultural concepts on a theoretical level. For 

an example, I turn to haka. A significant element of haka that is taken-for-granted is the 

takahi, which means to tramp, tread or step. It is very important in haka that the rōpū 

(group, team) all takahi at the same time to keep the performers in synch. But takahi in 

different areas are distinct from one another. For instance, the Ngā Puhi takahi is 

recognisable because it is more an inward pivot on the ball of the foot than a tramp or step. 

This differs from Ngāti Porou where the distinctive takahi element is how high they 

14 It has been said that Maui snared the sun with ropes made of muka because of its ability to withstand heat. 
For more kōrero about Maui-tikitiki-ā-Taranga/Maui-Pōtiki see (Harvey, 2009a; Higgins and Meredith, 2011a; 
Reedy, 2011; H. Tupara, 2011b). 
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elevate, almost propel, their foot off the ground, opposing the traditional Ngāti Awa tū 

wāhine (female stance) which according to kōrero I have heard was primarily without takahi. 

Although the purpose of the takahi is the same amongst all iwi, the distinct takahi have 

specific origins and are mostly adopted according to the style of a well-known haka 

exponent in that area. This prompts questions such as ‘why do we takahi like this, and that 

rōpū do theirs like that?’ ‘Who is the tipuna this enacts?’ ‘How long have we been doing this 

takahi?’ Asking such seemingly trivial questions about takahi, an apparently insignificant 

part of haka, forces a deeper, more analytical, specific and historical thinking that is 

culturally framed. By identifying theoretical materials in one’s own taken-for-granted 

knowledge, Western film theory becomes far less intimidating because we already know it. 

This theoretical strand will demonstrate that mātauranga is theoretical, practical, and is 

manifest visually and aurally.  

 

In the theory strand I claim that while Post-Colonial and the increasingly popular Kaupapa 

Māori theories have undoubtedly contributed to this study, they are not the central 

theoretical trajectories. Instead, the central theoretical concept in this project is Whatu 

Tāniko (tāniko), and I draw mostly on writings by tohunga o te wharepora (expert of the 

weaving house), Erenora Puketapu-Hetet (1989, 1999). In particular, I focus on Puketapu-

Hetet’s idea that traditional or tāniko tika consists of a specific tāniko process, technique and 

patterning (pp. 26-28). By likening this to pre-production, production and post-production 

in the filmmaking process, I have transposed Puketapu-Hetet’s idea into a type of film-

analysis tool, Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko or Tāniko-inspired film analysis which I 

utilised in the historical strand. Correlating the practices is essentially a way of encouraging 

students to think of taken-for-granted knowledge and praxes theoretically, and more 

critically. A most significant outcome of this process is the potential of MAPIs to engage in 

long-overdue film analyses. 

 

Whenu Tuarua: Tukanga (Second Strand: Methodologies) 

This strand unravels how the three whenu in this project are organized and how they 

function. Therefore, the whenu are separated out again, but this time into smaller aho 

(threads).  
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The first aho is Tukanga Tuatahi: Ariā (Tāniko as Film Theory Methodology) which outlines 

how tāniko, an artistic theory, practice and tangible item, became the central focus of the 

theory chapter.  

 

The second aho, the most substantial and important of the three, is Tukanga Tuarua: Ngā 

Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū me Ngā Rōpū Whānau (Sub-tribally Based Viewing Audiences: 

Familial Research Groups). Here, I consider the whānau as the audience, a research group, 

and, on a level, the chief researchers in this project. ‘Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū’ are 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti Kawa – specific and discrete audiences, who are, nevertheless, 

connected, as I indicated earlier, as one whānau. The ‘Rōpū Whānau’ discussion sets out the 

elements borrowed from Kaupapa Māori Research methods, and the need to acknowledge 

the diversification of whānau kaupapa (family codes of conduct). ‘Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau’ details 

the main parts of the research process undertaken for the audience study strand. ‘Hui-ā-

Rōpū Whānau’ are particularly important because this is where precious whānau kōrero are 

entrusted to me. These kōrero are then woven into the kōrero-based hītori strand.  

Whenu Tuatoru: Hītori (Third Strand: History) 

In the final aho Tukanga Hītori (History Methodology), I provide era-specific film histories 

in Mātātuhi (literature overviews), and then kōrero responses to the selection of films. Here, 

‘Kōrerorero’ (discussions, dialogue, conversations) are compared with and interwoven into 

New Zealand film history literature. Finally, I discuss how the Tīreki Roi (fern-root stack 

structure) works, and what its components are intended to achieve together.  

Chapter overview 
Ariā 

Wāhanga Tahi (Chapter 1) - Film Theory and Tāniko: Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko 

(Tāniko-Inspired Film Analysis). This chapter firstly highlights my struggle with introducing 

mātauranga into a learning environment where it has not previously been incorporated. I 

then discuss why I acknowledge Post-Colonial and Kaupapa Māori theories as important 

theoretical trajectories, but chose to centre the theoretical framework on tāniko, an 

important mahi-toi, instead.  

 

Tukanga 

Wāhanga Rua (Chapter 2) – Ngā Tukanga/Methodologies: Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū me Ngā 

Rōpū Whānau. This chapter outlines the composition of the tools developed for MAPIs to 

10 

 



engage more closely with film studies. It sets out how the methodological whenu are 

organised and their intended functions. Because of the extent of this chapter, I have 

separated it into three aho. These are ‘Ariā: Tāniko as film analysis methodology,’ ‘Ngā 

Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū me Ngā Rōpū Whānau: Sub-tribally Based Viewing Audiences: 

Familial Research Groups,’ both of which I detail below, and ‘Tukanga Hītori: Historical 

Methodology.’   

Hītori 

Wāhanga Toru (Chapter 3) – Whakataki Hītori/History Preface. Wāhanga Toru foreshadows the 

structure of the four subsequent historical chapters. These represent four specific eras: The 

Silent era to 1940; 1940s to 1969; 1970s and 1980s; and the 1990s. The first historical weu 

(fibre) is ‘Mātātuhi o Ngā Pukapuka Mātauranga Kiriata o Aotearoa (Existing New Zealand Film 

History Literature)’ in which I establish what has already been written about Māori in film 

and note where in the scheme of film history this particular project is useful. I then move 

to ‘Kōrerorero’ (discussion, conversation, dialogue) which is the historical weu which entwines 

the kōrero (stories, narratives) from ‘Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū’ into the methodologies 

strand. Essentially kōrero are bound to New Zealand film history literatures, but they were 

acquired via kōrerorero. The ‘Kōrerorero’ thread in this chapter explains how the important 

contributions of the ‘Rōpū Whānau’ will be useful to this project. Finally, the Tīreki Roi 

(Fernroot Stack Structure) represents a film analysis tool I formed from the recurring and 

significant elements materialising from the Rōpū Whānau kōrero. This weu is simply a post-

script that potential readers can easily ‘flick to’ at the end of each chapter in order to see 

the changes in the cinematic representation of specific elements without having to read 

through the entirety of each historical chapter. These elements are āhua (personality, 

semblance, character, features, sameness, likeness, reflection), wairua (soul, spirit, 

quintessence), whakapapa (genealogy, layers of connections), tikanga (protocols, methods, 

customs, correct procedures, conventions, practices), and kawa (rules of the marae). 

 

Era 1: Wāhanga Wha (Chapter 4) – Silent Period 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) 15 and The Te Kooti Trail (1927, dir, Rudall Hayward) 

This chapter looks at the film history literature that focus on The Te Kooti Trail and the 

kōrero from the Rōpū Whānau, Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I). The specific aspects drawn out of the 

15 I use the roman numerals (I) and (II) to decipher between the two Hunga Mātakitaki from each marae, Te 
Pāroa (Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) conducted at the marae and (II) at a private residence) and Oromāhoe (Ngāti 
Kawa (I) conducted at a private residence and (II) at the marae). The Hunga Mātakitaki are explained in detail 
in the Methodological/Tukanga strand. 
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kōrerorero are Te Kooti’s lack of onscreen presence, the film’s visual links with ‘Cowboys 

and Indians,’ and ‘Whakawhanaungatanga’ (making familial links) with the actors rather 

than the film’s narrative. The discussion of The Te Kooti Trail finishes with the 

corresponding Tireki Roi centring on the Rōpū Whānau discussions alluding to whakapapa 

and āhua. 

 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and Hei Tiki (1930/5, dir. Alexander Markey) 

There is some additional film history literature in the Hei Tiki thread. The kōrero emanating 

from the Rōpū Whānau are ‘Āhua Hēhē’ (Problematical Characteristics) and ‘Tikanga Hēhē’ 

(Manufactured Protocols) and then the main Tīreki Roi elements are tikanga, whakapapa and 

āhua.  

 

Era 2: Wāhanga Rima (Chapter 5) – 1940s – 1960s  

Ngāti Kawa (II) and The Seekers (1954, dir. Ken Annakin) 

Apart from Martin and Edwards (1997), The Seekers does not appear in New Zealand film 

history literature because it is a British film, based in New Zealand. Instead, critical writings 

about the film have proved very useful. Following the pattern of previous chapters, it was 

planned that the whānau kōrero would be inserted in at this point, but The Seekers was 

formally rejected by the whānau who exercised their right not to respond verbally to this 

film. As a result, instead of a kōrero response to this film, this section is a critical discussion 

about the film according to mātauranga, to explore why the whānau might have responded to 

The Seekers with silence. As there was no kōrero response to The Seekers, there is no 

corresponding Tīreki Roi. 

 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and Don’t Let it Get You (1966, dir. John O’Shea) 

The film history literature on Don’t Let it Get You is supplemented with the publications 

written by and about the filmmaker John O’Shea, and the film’s central figure, Howard 

Morrison. The Rōpū Whānau kōrero are separated into two discussions; one about ‘The 

Inconsequentiality of Māori’ to the film, and another about ‘The Inconsequentiality of 

Howard.’ These views largely oppose existing New Zealand film histories that consider 

Morrison the film’s main character. The Tīreki Roi for this film is particularly interesting 

because Morrison is cast as himself - one of only two instances in New Zealand feature 

film history to this point - and thus, the discussions about āhua and whakapapa occur on a 

complex level. 
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Era 3: Wāhanga Ono (Chapter 6) – 1970s – 1980s 

Ngāti Kawa (I) and Mark II (1987, dir. John Anderson) 

Mark II has not featured in many New Zealand film histories because it was a tele-movie. 

Nevertheless it is an important film because it was New Zealand’s first tele-feature funded 

by the New Zealand Film Commission, and the first film produced to appeal to, and star 

rangatahi (Māori youth). The two kōrerorero passages relating to this film are about ‘Eddie 

and Kingi’ who are two of the film’s main protagonists, and ‘Urban Whānau.’ Here, the 

focus is on the characters as urban Māori, and the whānau transform this into a self-

reflexive discussion. The Tīreki Roi section proffers a discussion based on āhua and tikanga. 

 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and Mauri (1988, dir. Merata Mita) 

Film histories mention Mauri largely because Mita was the first Māori woman to direct a 

feature film. However, other writings have emerged to compensate for the lack of interest 

in the film itself. The kōrerorero generated by this film is firstly about ‘Spiritual Stuff,’ 

because the central character Kara is a kuia and a matakite (visionary, seer). Secondly, the 

whānau discuss the unlikable Māori policeman, Young Cop, as a ‘Ballhead.’ The Tīreki Roi 

discussion is based on wairua, āhua and tikanga. Mauri is the first film where wairua has 

emerged as an important element in this New Zealand film history. 

 

Ngāti Kawa (I) and Savage Rites (1988, dir. Tim Worrell) 

Savage Rites is a short film produced for a Fine Arts portfolio, and therefore does not 

feature in any New Zealand film histories. However, the film generates valuable passages 

of kōrerorero. The first focuses on the film’s archetypes ‘The Hero’ and ‘The Wahine’ (Māori 

Woman). When the perspective of the film changes from the Hero (Charles) to Aroha (the 

wahine), it is revealed that both the Hero and the audience have been duped by Aroha who 

does not sustain previous cinematic wahine conventions. The second passage focuses on 

‘Aroha’ who draws Charles in with her wiles in a plot to kill him. Therefore Aroha 

advances beyond previous portrayals of wāhine on film. The Tīreki Roi discussion for Savage 

Rites is based on āhua and wairua. 

 

Era 4: Wāhanga Whitu (Chapter 7) – 1990s 

Ngāti Kawa (II) and Once Were Warriors (1994) 
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Once Were Warriors features in all New Zealand film histories since its release, and there is 

extensive supplementary literature from outside film studies. This shows how significant 

Once Were Warriors is to New Zealand film history. The majority of kōrerorero responses to 

Once Were Warriors were based on a complex relationship with the film; to this audience it 

was the best and worst Māori-centred film they had ever viewed. The responses cover the 

whānau connection with the film’s aural authenticity, their response to the domestic abuse 

and rape sequences, and their concerns with international audience impressions of Māori as 

a result of seeing the film. While the Tīreki Roi for Once Were Warriors is mostly based on 

āhua, there is also a discussion on whakapapa, kawa and personal tikanga. 

Ngāti Kawa (I) and Twilight of the Gods (1998, dir. Stewart Main) 

As Twilight of the Gods was seen in the festival circuit rather than in general distribution, it 

too is not featured in any New Zealand film histories. However I do provide a short 

discussion about ‘camp aesthetics’ and takatāpui (someone who is Māori and gay or lesbian) 

on film in place of a New Zealand film history overview. This section is inspired by 

Ngahuia Te Awekotuku’s (2001) version of ‘Hinemoa and Tūtanekai’ which presents 

Tūtanekai, and possibly Hinemoa, as takatāpui. The kōrerorero are dominated by the moment 

when the gay elements caught the whānau off-guard, but go on to explore the strength of 

the Pākehā influence on Māori. The Tīreki Roi discussion connecting with Twilight of the 

Gods is based on āhua and wairua. 

 

It is crucial that in this thesis I demonstrate strength in film studies and in some important 

mātauranga so that mātauranga may be integrated into film studies and become relevant. This 

space ensures that Māori (and eventually MAPIs) have a future in the discipline, and 

extends New Zealand film studies to include the South Pacific. Some of the ideas in both 

the film studies and mātauranga trajectories, however, are incomplete and require further 

enquiry, debate and development. But opening up channels of investigation, generating 

interest, asking new questions in film studies, asking Māori what they think about film, and 

considering what mātauranga could bring to film studies, has been one of this work’s main 

objectives. 
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Wāhanga Tahi (Chapter 1) 
Āria: Film Theory and Tāniko 

 
This chapter considers what film theory is, its significance to film studies, and why MAPIs 

touted it as one of the main reasons we are so poorly represented in the discipline thus far. 

Then I explore Whatu Tāniko, a very complex and intricate form of traditional fine-finger 

weaving, upon which I have structured a type of film analysis/close-reading tool.  

 

Film historian Susan Hayward (2000) writes that between 1910 and 1930 film began to take 

its place as a discipline, aligning itself with other art forms (p. 386). Over this time, most 

debates were between filmmakers. Predominantly these discussions were about realism, 

and as a consequence much interest came from psychologists due to the 

spectator/audience/screen relationship and film’s psychoanalytical potential (p. 387). By 

the end of the 1940s, discussions about national cinemas gave space to discussions about 

‘Film Form,’ diverging from the psychological theoretical frameworks, and into the ways 

films are structured. Soviet filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein (1951) analysed the structures and 

‘forms’ of different national cinemas, including a comparative analysis of Soviet film form 

which utilised montage editing and the classical continuous Hollywood cinematic style of 

editing (pp. 195-255). Eisenstein postulated the idea of a specific ‘film language’ later taken 

up by psychoanalysts. Psychoanalyst Christian Metz (1974, 1977) focused on the hidden 

structures of film, which opened up film theory to the scientific and objective evaluation of 

production processes (Hayward, p. 388). This then opened film theory discussions to 

extend out to semiotics which, with its connection with signs and signification, has deep 

roots in both philosophy and psychology.  

 

As a discipline, Film, Television and Media Studies is primarily concerned with the 

production, reception and text in mediated messages, and from these points of interest 

come questions of how specific messages are constructed, who they are constructed for, 

and how it is most likely the messages will be interpreted (Horrocks, 2004). As this chapter 

shows, the transmission of intended and interpreted messages, and how these are read by 

the audience, closely reflects Whatu Tāniko (traditional fine-finger weaving). And when the 

filmmaking and Whatu Tāniko processes are placed side-by-side, there are many notable 

intersections.  
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According to tohunga (expert) weaver Erenora Puketapu-Hetet (1989), proper or tāniko tika 

includes process, technique and patterning (pp. 26-27). When tāniko is executed correctly, 

the weaver’s intended codes and messages can (and should) be clearly deciphered by the 

receiver(s) to whom it is gifted. These are the people who can either make sense of the 

messages within the symbols, and connections with iwi kōrero, or who have access to 

kaumātua and kuia who know the significant kōrero.16 Film and tāniko are concerned with 

how the medium’s messages are produced (production), who is interpreting them 

(reception/audience), and how they are perceived (text/medium). In spite of the parallels 

though, an obvious challenge has been to find a theoretical intersection between them 

because the mediums are so dissimilar; tāniko emerges from, and connects with, the natural 

environment, and film is a technological and scientific phenomenon. A turning point for 

me was realising the vital role of the film practitioner who, like the weaver, has the 

responsibility of producing a work that is as polished as it is credible, and based on a 

kakano (a seed), a tiny, but potentially flourishing idea or concept. From conceptualisation 

to completed product, both mediums are labour-intensive, complex, technical and time-

consuming processes. Film theory is contextualised by a century of film history. Tāniko, 

contextualised and passed through mātauranga Māori, extends back to te wā onamata (ancient, 

historical times) far longer than a century ago. This chapter is dedicated to the intersections 

between film and tāniko, and developing a close reading film text analysis tool, particularly 

for MAPIs who may not have had the opportunity to experience working on a film or 

television production set. It may also assist those who teach or supervise MAPI or 

indigenous students. In this chapter, I demonstrate that despite the dissimilarities between 

the production processes and products, intersections between the various phases of 

production can give insights into the interpretation of film by using a traditional mahi-toi 

(‘doing’ art) as a base. I consider this a tāniko-based film analysis tool rather than a ‘Māori 

film theory’ or ‘Māori film analysis tool’ because I do not wish to be prejudicial about who 

can use this tool. 

 

Before delving into the tāniko-based film analysis, I must acknowledge the two existing 

bodies of theory which have been particularly useful for this study, Post-Colonial theory 

and Kaupapa Māori theory. In this chapter, I have drawn on some very useful ideas from 

both, but in the end, both have proven limited in terms of how theory could be made more 

16 More often than not, the kōrero about the symbolism and their significance are proffered by the weaver to 
the receiver(s) when the item changes hands, and the receivers become the kōrero repositories. 
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accessible to Māori film students. First, I discuss the aspects of these theories and then 

demonstrate their limits when used to analyse New Zealand films that feature Māori 

characters, narratives and settings. Secondly, I show that Kaupapa Māori Theory is equally 

valuable, but its central notion of ‘being Māori’ does not necessarily extend to ‘seeing’ or 

‘deciphering’ Māori images which I believe draws on cultural and political histories, and 

most significantly mātauranga Māori and mātauranga ā-iwi.  

 

As a consequence of being a mahi-toi (literally ‘doing’ arts) practitioner, I found myself 

strongly drawn to Te Kete Aronui because it allowed me to view film and tāniko as mahi-toi 

mediums, as both undergo laborious and highly-complex mahi-toi pre-production, 

production and post-production processes. Thus, despite the availability of Post-Colonial 

and Kaupapa Māori theories, my research led me to explore mahi-toi as a more appropriate 

film analysis concept because each mahi-toi medium requires a theoretical knowledge of the 

art (why the process is done a certain way), and the associated art practice (how it is done). 

Using mahi-toi is also a strategy to inspire MAPIs to consider and value their existing 

cultural knowledges more advantageously in the academic environment. As a result, 

potential film theories could include the colours, voices and languages of the South 

Pacific.17 Lastly, I foreshadow Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko, the tāniko-based film 

analysis tool I have used when considering the historical chapters in this thesis. 

Post-Colonial Theory 
Post-Colonial theory is favoured by indigenous film scholars because it aims to examine 

and expose the power of colonial domination and imperialism, and the politics of 

superiority and inferiority embedded in film (Bhabha, 1983, 1989; Chow, 1991, 1993, 1994; 

Hall, 1980a, 1980b, 1996a, 1996b; A. McClintock, 1992; Minh-ha 1989; Mishra, 1989; 

Mishra and Hodge, 2008; Shohat, 1992; Shohat and Stam 1994; Singh, 2001; Stam, 1989, 

1991; Xing, 1998). Post-Colonial theory has deep roots in Cultural Studies (Hall, 1980a; 

Hoggart, 1957; R. Williams, 1958) where arguments about changes in ‘traditional society,’ 

primarily debates on class and culture, brought to the fore a need for new pathways of 

study with a specific focus on culture (Hall, 1980a, p. 57). Richard Hoggart, a critical 

theorist, coined the term ‘Cultural Studies’ in the 1950s and 1960s. Cultural Studies 

embraced a range of disciplines (including feminist theory, social theory, political theory, 

history, philosophy, literary theory, and art history), all of which were connected because 

17 There are already some film scholars in the North Pacific from Michelle Tupou from Hawai’i and Vicente 
Diaz from Guam who have developed theories based on cultural concepts. 
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they presented challenges to the ‘mainstream.’ These foci were institutionalised at the 

University of Birmingham in the 1960s as ‘Cultural Studies,’ designed to examine and 

confront marginalised communities and explored ‘dominant societies as social 

constructions’ (Grossberg, 1996, p. 90). The seminal writings of Martinique-Algerian 

revolutionary Franz Fanon (1952, 1961) are some of the foundational texts in Cultural 

Studies. Fanon, a trained psychiatrist, exposed the impacts of colonisation on his people by 

way of foregrounding the psychological effects of cultural imperialism on colonised 

communities and, in particular, their language and culture loss. 

 

One of the most celebrated Post-Colonial theory scholars, Edward Said, was strongly 

influenced by Fanon’s writings. In the area of comparative literature, Said continued 

Fanon’s pattern of divulging otherwise overlooked or omitted colonial effects by 

highlighting them in well-known writings in Western popular culture (Ashcroft et al., 1998, 

p. 56), and he produced some of Post-Colonial theory’s most influential texts, Orientalism 

(1978, 1985) and Cultural Imperialism (1993). Both texts underline the limits of Western 

views of the ‘Orient,’ or the non-West. For example, in Cultural Imperialism Said’s critique of 

Jane Austen’s ‘classic English novel’ Mansfield Park (1814) exposes the Antiguan slavery18 

blurred into the background of where the romance narrative was set (Said, 1993, pp. 100-

106). In Mansfield Park, the Antiguan people are simply a milieu of the period, as they are 

never historically contextualised beyond being servants on the plantation that was built 

entirely on slave labour. Said is highly critical of such historical omissions. In 

foregrounding marginalised peoples in literature, such as the Antiguans in Mansfield Park, 

Said has influenced scholars such as Ibrahim Aoude (2004, pp. 56-57), Jack Shaheen, 

(2001), Ella Shohat (1992, 1994, 2006) and Rey Chow (1991, 1993, 1994, 2000, 2002b) to 

pay close attention to marginalised communities on film. Importantly though, these 

scholars write from the perspective of their own communities, and are concerned with 

drawing attention to where they are omitted or reduced/minimised into the unfocused 

spaces in the frame. Like them, this thesis seeks to expose and address these unfocused 

spaces, focusing on my own people, Māori. But this is one task amongst many others.  

 

An important idea I borrow from Cultural Imperialism (1993) is Said’s notion of 

contrapuntalism (p. 59), a term from classical music composition which he often uses as a 

18 Britain’s slave-holding in the Caribbean was not abolished until the 1830s over a decade after Austen’s 
publication of the novel (Bayoumi and Rubin, 2000, p. 359). 
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comparative literature tool, as is evident in his analysis of Mansfield Park. Said’s contrapuntal 

reading of Mansfield Park shows the extent to which English history and culture in literature 

was grounded on colonial imperialism (Ashcroft et al., 1998, p. 56). Counterpoint (contra = 

counter and punt = point) was used most prominently by composers of music in the 

Baroque period (late 16th Century to the early 18th) to add extra shape, roundness and 

sophistication to a work, and was favoured by the notable Johann Sebastian Bach.19 Also 

known as ‘polyphony,’ contrapuntal compositions integrate contrasting patterns to a piece’s 

primary melody, interweaving sometimes multiple other melodic patterns within the safety 

of time and key signatures. The time and key signatures prevent the patterns from veering 

outside musical rationality and causing a sense of rhythmic, melodic and harmonic 

asymmetry. Instead, the multiple melodic patterns aim to establish a harmonic relationship. 

Importantly, each pattern could survive independently, but harmonies and counter-patterns 

lift a composition beyond simplicity and create a more interesting listening experience. 

Contrapuntalism, then, proffers counterpoints or counter-arguments creating debates 

within a specific discipline which could be independent discussions. But like the key 

signature, by constantly referring to the discipline the argument is within, yet allowing the 

colours of other perspectives to contribute to the discourse, debates become more 

inclusive, complex, and interesting. 

 

Because Post-Colonial theory confronts, exposes and problematises colonisation, it has 

been very useful for this study, particularly in terms of the omission, reduction and 

misrepresentation of Māori throughout New Zealand film history. Despite various 

attempts to involve Māori people and/or narratives the New Zealand film industry’s roots 

are essentially Pākehā-centric. Therefore, Post-Colonial theory is an ideal theoretical 

framework for a thesis like this. However, in spite of this obvious fit, Post-Colonial theory 

has met some resistance from indigenous scholars in various disciplines. The term ‘Post-

Colonial’ itself has been the subject of considerable debate (Ashcroft et al., 1998, p. 1). 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2006) observes two major strands of resistance to Post-Colonial 

theory. These emerged in response to the suffix ‘post-’ and the assumption that 

colonisation is presently historical. Aboriginal-Australian activist Bobbi Sykes once asked in 

an academic conference on Post-colonialism “What? Post-colonialism? Have they left?” (as 

cited in Smith, 2006, p. 24) which unfortunately is not the case in Sykes’ homeland. 

19 Bach was one of the most prolific composers in the Baroque period, celebrated for composing Brandenburg 
Concertos, The Well-Tempered Clavier, and the Mass in B-Minor amongst many other masterpieces of church and 
instrumental music.  
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Secondly, Smith says that “the language of critique demands that we have an analysis of 

how we were colonised” (ibid), effectively the language of decolonisation. In the New 

Zealand context, in order that Pākehā can better understand Māori, Māori must first 

comprehend how Pākehā understand them, and then use the appropriate language and 

concepts Pākehā are familiar with. Smith observes that there is a “sneaking suspicion” 

amongst some indigenous scholars that  

Post-colonialism has become a strategy for re-inscribing or reauthorizing the privileges of 
non-indigenous academics because the field of ‘post-colonial’ discourse has been defined in 
ways which can still leave out indigenous peoples, our ways of knowing and our current 
concerns (ibid).  

Here, Smith raises a major concern that a Post-Colonial approach to theory forms a cluster 

of colonial victims through ‘Post-Colonial-speak.’ At the same time, indigenous people’s 

knowledges, and other cultural, historical and societal concerns, are not acknowledged. 

Indeed, the language of Post-Colonial theory is not something highlighted amongst 

kaumātua and kuia and is not used on either of my marae. In particular, the rhetoric that 

Māori are victims of colonisation and colonial circumstance is not conventional, because 

victims are not who our pākeke, kaumātua and kuia say we are (Hokowhitu 2009; Ka’ai-

Mahuta 2010, p. 23 and 17; Sutton, 2011, p. 68, 83 and 86; Young, 2003, p. 24 and 29).  

Rather, vernaculars on both my marae centre on respecting all others whilst holding fast to 

the philosophies, histories, tikanga and kawa of our tīpuna, whānau and hapū. The theoretical 

trajectory in this thesis aims to respect the rules, regulations and structures of Western 

scholarship while at the same time acknowledging, highlighting, and holding fast to Māori 

cultural ways of thinking.  

 

Despite the aim of exposing colonisation and imperial influence, however, there are 

fundamental areas where contrapuntalism does not balance with the kaupapa of this 

chapter, and I volunteer two here. The first is that my aim is to specifically explore a Māori 

perspective in response to film, its analysis, the audience and history. Because I have 

deliberately sought a specific view, this project is essentially monophonic (a singular 

pattern), not polyphonic. The monophonic approach is important here so that there can be 

no confusion about the worldview this project attempts to show. This thesis is concerned 

with how Māori view Māori in feature film, and because it is not concerned with bringing 

in other voices, it does not balance with contrapuntalism. For example, in his analysis of 

Mansfield Park, Said highlighted the plight of Antiguans who are not of his own Palestinian, 

Egyptian, Lebanese or North American communities, whereas I make comment on film 
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from within and about a particular community. By adopting monophony, this project 

diverges away from a fundamental component of Said’s contrapuntalism. The second 

diversion from Said is that this study centres on Māori and is aimed predominantly at 

Māori film students.20 Thus, mātauranga (knowledge) and whakaaro (ideas, hypotheses, 

concepts) that are preferred by and known to Māori are more closely considered.21  

 

This project’s aim of acknowledging indigenous people, their concerns, and ways of 

thinking echoes Post-Colonial theory’s purpose of exposing the power of colonisation in 

order to move into a self-determined future despite slight deviations. Self-determination, or 

tino rangatiratanga, must be the cornerstone of all aspects in this project. In developing Te 

Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko, which I unpack further in this chapter, this project 

acknowledges Post-Colonial theory, and the need to satiate the film studies discipline. 

However, as I will show in the subsequent subchapters, I adopt rhetoric and metaphors 

that are recognisable and relevant to Māori.  

Kaupapa Māori Theory 
Māori society has its own distinctive knowledge base. This knowledge base has its origins in the 
metaphysical realm and emanates as a Kaupapa Māori ‘body of knowledge’ accumulated by experiences 
through history, of the Māori people. This Kaupapa Māori knowledge is the systematic organisation of 
beliefs, experiences, understandings and interpretations of the interactions of Māori people upon Māori 
people, and Māori people upon their world (Nepe, 1991, p. 4).  
 
Because it represents a space of commencement, a tūrangawaewae (a place to stand, to 

belong) for Māori researchers, Kaupapa Māori theory is another very important trajectory 

in this thesis. Kaupapa Māori theory encourages the extension of academic space by 

integrating its thread into disciplines where Māori researchers are based. ‘Being Māori’ is a 

central element in Kaupapa Māori theory (G. H. Smith, 1990, 1992, 1997; Pihama, 2001c). 

Ideally, ‘Being Māori’ means conducting one’s self ‘as Māori,’ as informed by the 

interaction with whānau, hapū and iwi, and the engagement with various philosophies and 

practices of the collective. Graham Smith (1992) writes that Kaupapa Māori is the 

philosophy and practice of being Māori (p. 1, italics my emphasis). In this explanation he 

uncovers the important interconnectedness of theory and praxis which he develops in his 

other important texts, including his landmark doctoral thesis The Development of Kaupapa 

Māori: Theory and Praxis (1997). As I show in this chapter, the interconnection or what I 

20 As I have explained elsewhere, one of the aims of this thesis is to encourage our Pacific cousins into film 
analysis that is based on their own versions of their traditional art forms which have their own names. 
However, I cannot and do not wish to speak on their behalf. 
21 However, at necessary times, I do ‘counterpoint’ Māori on screen with mātauranga Māori.    

21 

 

                                                 



refer to as the indistinguishability of theory and praxis is a very important notion that I 

frequently refer to because tāniko and film production pivot on both. Kaupapa Māori is 

described by Kaupapa Māori theory protégé Ella Henry (1999) as a set of philosophical 

beliefs that is, at the same time, a set of social practices consisting of  

  [A] collective consciousness (whanaungatanga), interdependence between  
  and among mankind (kotahitanga), a sacred relationship to the ‘gods’ and the 
  cosmos (wairuatanga), acknowledgement that humans are guardians of the  
  environment (kaitiakitanga) (p. 19).  
 
These collective processes are ideally adopted by the individual whose life is permeated 

with the behaviours and ways of doing things that are informed by, and learned within, the 

wider whānau, who were in turn informed by their pākeke before them. 

 

The extent to which Kaupapa Māori theory has been used illustrates how it exploded into 

academia as a culturally-defined ‘theoretical space-maker’ where Māori in the academy can 

share in the struggle for space and voice, despite not sharing disciplines. Nevertheless, 

Kaupapa Māori theory has also been the subject of critical interrogation (Pihama, Cram, 

and Walker, 2002, p. 33). In particular, Pākehā educationalist Elizabeth Rata claims that 

Kaupapa Māori theory has not received the proper international testing and analysis that 

would prove its relevance, use or appropriateness as a ‘theory’ (Rata, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c). 

She also argues that those who employ Kaupapa Māori theory are exclusive, ‘neo-tribally 

ethnic’ or part of an ‘indigenous elite.’ Much of her work is dedicated to these debates 

(Openshaw and Rata, 2008; Rata, 2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2005, 2006). Interestingly 

though, Māori scholars such as Anaru Eketone (2006) have also been critical of Kaupapa 

Māori theory. Eketone argues that the roots of Kaupapa Māori theory are deeply 

embedded in critical theory, a Marxist-based approach that identifies class distinctions as 

the cause of inequality and injustices (p. 2). Thus, acknowledging Pākehā and Māori 

critiques of Kaupapa Māori theory are equally as important as those who espouse it.22 

Despite such criticisms though, Kaupapa Māori theory has become a tūrangawaewae for 

many Māori researchers whose work seeks to create space for Māori to contribute as 

scholars and, more importantly, to do so as Māori. 

 

22 When I was writing my initial PhD proposal, I postulated what was then my theoretical framework, which 
was reliant on Kaupapa Māori theory and research, to some of my then MAI colleagues during one hui. One 
Business School based colleague was very critical of Kaupapa Māori theory, and she urged me to consider 
other theoretical possibilities. Thus, it is important to acknowledge that not all Māori scholars consider 
Kaupapa Māori theory favourably. 

22 

 

                                                 



Initially, Kaupapa Māori theory addressed the underachievement of Māori children in 

mainstream schools in the late 1980s and 1990s. The failings of the education system for 

tamariki and rangatahi (Māori children and youth) were highlighted in publications 

commissioned by the government such as The Hunn Report (1960), The Pritchard-Waetford 

Report (1965) and The Benton Report (1971), but these were not acted on until well into the 

1980s. Graham Smith considered the lack of action, and because there were agreeable 

theories available to address the specific challenges facing the continued failure of the 

education system for Māori, he borrowed from the tested resistance and transformative 

elements from revolutionaries Paulo Freire (1971, 1972, 1974, 1992), Frantz Fanon (1952, 

1961), Antonio Gramsci (1971) and Michael Apple (1979; 1982, 1988, 1993). Inspired by 

the need to transform New Zealand’s education system, Smith viewed Freire, Fanon, 

Gramsci and Apple’s works through a Māori lens, and from their teachings drew out 

mātauranga Māori equivalents, tino rangatiratanga (sovereignty), taonga tuku iho (treasures 

passed down), ako Māori (Māori ways of learning), kia piki ake i ngā raruraru i te kainga 

(attending problems at home), whānau (family) and kaupapa (themes, policies, topics, 

programmes, agendas). Accordingly, Smith proffered these as the main elements 

policymakers and educators would need to closely consider if Māori children were to 

improve and succeed. Smith’s work was pivotal in the influence of education policies 

through the 1990s. Thus, because of its transformative power and its influence on 

education policies (Pihama, 2001c, p. 83), Kaupapa Māori theory has been adopted by 

many Māori scholars in a range of different fields, including health (Moewaka Barnes, 2000; 

Ratima and Ratima, 2004), business and business development (Henry and Pene, 2001; T. 

Love and Tilley, 2010; Wolfgramm, 2007), mathematics (Christensen, 2002), sciences 

(Cheung, Gibbons, Dragunow, and Faull, 2007; Jaram, 2009; Tauri, 2009), and community-

based research (R. Mahuika, 2008; Pihama, Daniels, and Wells, 2008; Powick, 2003; S. 

Walker et al., 2006; Webber, 2009). 

 

Graham Smith’s Kaupapa Māori theory’s ‘being Māori’ principle (1997) has a plethora of 

meanings and presents challenges. For instance, people live as Māori in diverse ways. 

Experience of ‘being Māori’ ideally includes: contributing to the whānau and hapū; living by 

and passing on mātauranga-ā-iwi/hapū teachings; and knowing and imparting whakapapa 

(genealogical layers) to our tamariki. Yet ‘being Māori’ must also include those who live or 

have lived estranged from whānau, hapū and iwi, and consequently, these Māori may have 

little or no tradition of whānau kaupapa, tikanga or kawa. There are many who know they 
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have whakapapa, and this is their only knowledge of ‘being Māori.’ This is a particularly 

common circumstance following the urban migration that drew most Māori away from the 

papakāinga (homeland) and into the cities. Kaupapa Māori theory has been an opportunity 

for scholars to engage with a method of ‘being Māori’ which, in my observation, can 

continue the pattern of estrangement because it informs researchers how to ‘be Māori’ 

without having to return to the papakāinga to retrieve essential unpublished mātauranga-ā-iwi.  

 

Unquestionably, there are alignments between this project and some of the Kaupapa Māori 

principles. However, as the methodological chapter explains, I was driven by my kaumatua’s 

fear that I, like some other researching whanaunga, would neither return to him or the 

papakāinga if he gave me important information, nor would I deliberate what our whānau 

would consider the most important principles as members of my whānau and hapū rather 

than an existing ‘model.’ Thus, an ongoing consultation with our whānau, hapū, kawa and 

tikanga must be the foremost in all areas of this research, and this theoretical trajectory is 

no exception. 

 

During the research for this strand, my specific motivation was to provide a mātauranga 

Māori-based close analysis tool. A major challenge was finding an appropriate mātauranga 

Māori metaphor. As a mahi-toi practitioner I chose to explore mahi-toi because traditional art 

practices, such as tāniko, remain very much in their pre-contact format, albeit with some 

evolution,23 transported to the present time through mātauranga Māori. But equally 

important, I was able to see correlations between the weaving and filmmaking production 

process, both of which I had fortunately had some exposure to.  

 

There are fundamental keys to te ao Māori in the learning of mahi-toi, particularly in terms of 

the relationship between people and the taiao (environment). Mahi-toi has been adopted as a 

way of ‘seeing’ or ‘deciphering images’ as Māori. Approaching film texts through mahi-toi 

draws on knowledge that informs symbolisms, and supplementary and subsidiary cultural 

histories. These are informed by specific hapū and iwi kōrero, and mātauranga Māori. ‘Being 

Māori’ then, is limited for the purposes of this thesis. This, I believe, moves this thesis 

beyond Kaupapa Māori’s principal concerns. 

23 One such evolution is the type of materials used as harakeke which were used in Hawaikī, considered the 
original homeland, are not available in Aotearoa because of the difference in climate. Thus, the type of tāniko 
fabric has evolved accordingly. 
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Mahi-toi: Te Kete Aronui and Tāniko 
Te Kete Aronui 

Te Kete Aronui is one of the three baskets of knowledge brought to the world by Tāne 

Mahuta.24 It is believed to contain “aroha, peace and the arts” (Moorfield, 2005) but other 

scholars argue that this description is limited (Best 1995; Fraser, 2009; Morrison, 1999; 

Kāretu 2008). Elsdon Best (1995) defines Te Kete Aronui as “the basket of love, sympathy, 

compassion, of peace-making, of the conditions known as permanent peace” (p. 103). 

Another understanding is that the kete contains the knowledge of the natural world, 

including all that the senses perceive (Morrison, 1999, p. 11). Dr Tina Fraser expands on 

this, writing that Te Kete Aronui consists of “knowledge of the natural world around us as 

explored by the senses… [the] physical realm that can be seen, heard, felt, touched and 

tasted” (2009, p. 44). Both of these expansions show the limits of the most prominent 

dictionary definition of Te Kete Aronui by drawing attention to the multisensory 

experience the arts afford, which is true of all mahi-toi. Such understandings of Te Kete 

Aronui differ from Professor and Linguist Timoti Kāretu’s (2008) consideration which is 

less about the senses, and more about the many philosophies espousing from it. His view is 

that Te Kete Aronui includes the humanities, intelligence, incantations, literature, 

philosophy and ritual (pp. 86-88).  He suggests: 

It is the kete of the intellectual and the philosophers... and the philosophers of the Māori 
world were equally poets and philosophers anywhere [...] The body of language is being 
added to constantly with new compositions of haka, waiata, waiata-ā-ringa and poi, as well as 
short stories, the odd novel and play, and articles on various topics (p. 88). 

Thus, Kāretu’s focus is on showing the range of arts (including some contemporary forms) 

that is contained in Te Kete Aronui, and the extremely sophisticated level of philosophy 

informing mahi-toi.  

 

Both tāniko and film practitioners draw their talents from Te Kete Aronui because they 

belong to the class of the arts. Thus, Te Kete Aronui can be considered a meeting point 

between tāniko and film. Furthermore, particularly of late, more and more New Zealand 

filmmakers identify as Māori,25 and some have made it clear that they have conceptualised 

24 Some iwi kōrero believe it was Tāwhaki who retrieved the kete. The other two baskets are believed to contain 
all ‘good’ things (Te Kete Tuauri), and warfare, black magic, agriculture, tree or woodwork, stone and earth 
works (Te Kete Tuatea) (Kāretu, 2008, p. 86). 
25 From the turn of the twentieth century to 2000, directors who identified themselves Māori were very few; 
Barry Barclay, Merata Mita, Christine Parker, Don Selwyn, Lee Tamahori, Tim Worrell, Robert Jahnke and 
Poata Eruera. But since the NZFC has been providing funding specifically for Māori films to be produced, 
there has been a steady increase of filmmakers who identify as Māori in the 2000s. Since funding was made 
available to Māori there is a noticeable increase in Māori directors and films with strong Māori narratives. 
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their films semi-autobiographically.26 Ultimately, because of the profusion of films 

considered ‘Māori’ in recent New Zealand film history, the tāniko framework aims to create 

a theoretical space for potential film scholars with a specific focus on films where Māori 

are the central characters or where the narrative or setting strongly links to te ao Māori.  

 

Tāniko 

When a woven article is completed, it is time to give thanks to Tāne Mahuta for the material whose life 
force has been given another dimension so that it lives again in another form, to give pleasure and usefulness 
to human kind. When we take from Tāne Mahuta, we have a responsibility to this life force… The weaver 
normally experiences feelings of being linked with something greater than herself and the present… The 
tauira [student] begins to understand why weaving is more than learning manual skills (Puketapu-Hetet, 
1989, p. 2).  
 
Tāniko, however, is unique to the Māori world. No other culture or no other known society on the planet 
does tāniko, only Māori. I think this is quite wonderful. It gives us a place in the world of art history. But 
it also, I think, explains and manifests in a very elegant way the metaphor of knowledge, the metaphor of 
gathering strands, the metaphor of creating and lending and, ultimately, producing something of beauty, of 
colour, of impact (Te Awekotuku, 1999). 
 
Tāniko has been passed down (he mea tuku iho) many generations, and mātauranga Māori is 

the conduit. Here, using various sources (Edsett et al., 1996; Jahnke, 2006; King, 1975; Te 

Awekotuku, 2006), I proffer a brief sketch outline of the mātauranga Māori narrative of 

tāniko’s introduction to the world, to give context to its cultural and historical significance. 

Then I explain some of its uses, symbols, some of the most well-known literature about 

tāniko, and parts of the tāniko production process. This leads to the tāniko-based film 

analysis technique that I use throughout the historical strand.  

 

Legend in Brief 

It is believed that tāniko came to te āo mārama (the world of light) from Rarohenga (the 

Underworld), the world of the tūrehu or patupaiarehe (fair-skinned, fairy-like person or 

Directors who identify as Māori who emerged since 2000 are Peter Burger, Tama Poata, Tainui Stephens, 
Toby Mills, Rangitawaea Reedy, Rawiri Paratene, Vanessa Rare, Taika Waititi, Larry Parr, Michael Bennett, 
Reina Webster, Mike Jonathan, Te Arepa Kahi, Marama Killen, Quentin Parr, Leonie Pihama, Adam Strange, 
Rachel House, Nancy Brunning, Wiremu Grace, Ainsley Gardiner, Garth Watene, Meihana and Peter Durie, 
and Katie Wolfe. It must be noted here that not all of the projects produced by these directors have been 
funded by the NZFC; some have received funding from other, mostly independent, sources.   
26 Waititi claims that when he wrote Two Cars, One Night (2003) and Boy (2010) he drew on his own 
experiences (DefenderFilms, 2005). Warren Beazley who wrote Patu Ihu (2009) also claims the card game at 
the centre of his film was something he remembered from his own childhood, and producer/director/writer 
Ainsley Gardiner asserts that Mokopuna (2009), about a young fair-skinned, blue-eyed Māori girl, was inspired 
by her fair-skinned daughter’s experience (Barry-Hill, 2010). 
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being). A chief of Rarohenga was Uetonga27 and his daughter was Niwareka. A mortal 

chief, Mataora, won her heart. As the people of te ao mārama were dusky, Niwareka stood 

out and drew a great deal of male admiration. Mataora grew increasingly jealous, and he 

beat her which caused her to flee back to Rarohenga. Although fraught with many dangers 

an inconsolable Mataora secretly followed. When he confronted Uetonga, he was ashamed 

because his face paint, used to differentiate his hapū from others, was smeared from his 

tears and exhaustion. The tūrehu ridiculed him because of how he had treated Niwareka, 

and then for his muddied face (Jahnke, p. 52; Te Awekotuku, p. 22). Uetonga told Mataora 

that their moko could not be smudged or removed because the patterns were permanently 

carved into their faces (Edsett et al., p. 13).28 Mataora begged Uetonga for forgiveness, and 

as a challenge asked for his face to be permanently marked like theirs, and as a promise to 

never abuse Niwareka again. Uetonga agreed, because receiving the tāmoko was a very slow 

and excruciating process.29 Whilst receiving the tā, Mataora sang a lament for Niwareka.30 

Still unaware of Mataora’s quest below, Niwareka peeped into Uetonga’s tent to see who 

sang the lament. She saw the face of an unrecognisable man who was smeared with blood 

and ash. When she realised it was Mataora taking on the painful tāmoko, she was filled with 

compassion. As a sign of her forgiveness, she covered him in a whakairo paepaeroa 

(fashioned ornamental cloak)31 and on it was some ornate tāniko. She agreed to return to te 

ao mārama with Mataora. They brought with them the tāmoko and tāniko skills, both of 

which are still practiced today. 

27 Uetonga is the grandson of Ruāumoko, the god of earthquakes and volcanoes. A story of Ruāumoko is that 
he is the son of Tanenuiārangi and Papatūānuku (the sky god and earth mother) who disagreed with their 
separation, so was never birthed. This is why he remains on the inside of his mother and the quaking of the 
land is said to be a reminder of the ambivalent relationship between humankind and the environment 
(Wakefield, 2008, p. 36). Ruāumoko is an inspiration to tāmoko because, as a result of the constant incisions in 
the whenua (land) that he makes through quaking and moving, the land is scarred and grooved. As the scarring 
of Papatūānuku is permanent, so is tāmoko. So it is that Uetonga’s practice of incising the skin is inspired by 
the work of his grandfather Ruāumoko who carves patterns and shapes into the body of his great-
grandmother, Papatūānuku. 
28 Using the uhi (multi-pointed chisel), the skin was incised, lifted, and tae (pigment/dye made from tree ash 
and water) was rubbed into where the incision had been made, leaving a blueish, greenish coloured, grooved 
scar (King, p. 433). 
29 Tāmoko requires the intense mental stamina of both the tohunga (expert) performing the tā (fashioning) and 
the receiver. Both had extensive, involved rituals, and prohibitions (pp. 433-434). 
30   Niwareka, e ngaro nei, kei hea koe? (I’ve lost you, where are you?) 
  Kai whakaputa mai Niwareka, Niwareka! (Come forth Niwareka!) 
  Nau au i kukume iho mai ki raro nei (It was you who dragged me below), 
  Niwareka! Niwareka! E kai ana nei te aroha (I need your love), 
  Niwareka! Niwareka! Here pu rawa koe i au (I need you to forgive me), 
  Niwareka! Niwareka! Waiho taua i te ao (We can leave this world), 
  Niwareka! Niwareka! Wehea i te po i a taua (We can depart tonight), 
  Niwareka! Niwareka! Whakaoti rangi e i (Conclude this melody) (Smith, 1913, p. 71, my 
   translation). 
31 Whilst back in Rarohenga, Niwareka learned tāniko from Hinerau-Wharangi, a daughter of Hinetītama (the 
Dawn Maiden) and Tāne Mahuta (god of the forests and trees). 
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Whatu Tāniko 

Whatu Tāniko (fine-finger weaving) is a decorative weaving art that is a unique process to 

Māori.32 It intertwines the fruits of Tāne Mahuta (the god of the forest and plants), 

breathing into him a new physical form and in doing so it carries his wairua (Puketapu-

Hetet, 1989, pp. 5 and 9). Tāniko transforms a handsome green, leafy harakeke (flax plant) 

into pure, platinum-blonde muka (fibres).33 These are separated into threads, which are 

spun between the fingers and thigh for reinforcement. They are then dyed with bark, earth 

and plants into a range of natural hues (pp. 16-17).34 The muka threads are woven back 

together again by interlocking and interweaving the colours to create eye-catching, intricate, 

conceptual, precise geometrical shapes. The shapes are primarily triangles (nihoniho taniwha), 

integrated diamonds (pātikitiki), and chevrons (aramoana)35 commonly used to represent the 

geographical locators of either the weaver and/or recipient(s). These impeccably crafted 

symbols carry kōrero (stories, narratives, spoken histories), codes, and messages that narrate 

key moments in the intended recipient’s life: their tīpuna (ancestors), their rohe (district), an 

event, and/or a person or group the piece commemorates. The completed tāniko can be 

attached to borders of korowai (commemorative cloaks), pari (bodices), tīpare (head-bands) 

or kete muka (fine fibre basketry), but over time their use has extended to other non-

traditional objects.36 The physically and mentally laborious works further embellish an 

already beautiful korowai, giving each piece a unique narrative. However, tāniko – and other 

forms of mahi-toi (arts practice) such as haka (posture dance), whakairo (wood fashioning or 

32 Whilst there are some similarities between woven items of indigenous America (Central and Southern in 
particular), tāniko is the only process that does not use a loom.  
33 Muka is the fibre commonly extracted from kohunga ngaro or tīhore flaxes. The fibres can be woven together 
to make a stiff type of fabric. Muka is the basic tāniko element.  
34 Colourants known as tae or dye are extracted from the bark of native trees, mostly raurēkau (also known as 
manono, kanono) for yellows and golds, tanekaha for browns and brick reds, and paruparu (mud) for black, blue-
black and shades of grey.  
35 The symbolism in tāniko connects with specific whānau, hapū or iwi kōrero. Nihoniho taniwha are the teeth of a 
mystical creature or guardian spirit. Generally these are used to show regions that are known to have kaitiaki 
(guardians, protectors) who are believed to frequent waterways. Tāniko patterns of nihoniho taniwha are 
arrangements of smaller triangles within larger triangles and can be used to represent chiefly lineage. They are 
also known to display determination and quests for knowledge. Free-standing, larger triangles generally 
display a prominent mountain in the region, and some weavers use smaller triangles side-by-side to represent 
mountain ranges. For instance Diggeress Te Kanawa, a tohunga of the wharepora (expert of the weaving house), 
often showed adjacent and integrated triangles to illustrate the layers of Pirongia, the mountain range 
surrounding her rohe in the inland Māniapoto region. Such symbolism is key to distinguishing Te Kanawa’s 
work from those who are based in coastal areas where the ocean is a central feature. Aramoana (the repetitive 
course of the ocean) are a series of chevrons used to illustrate connections with the coast. Erenora Puketapu-
Hetet used aramoana to display her connection with Waiwhetu, a small coastal settlement in the Te-Ati-Awa 
region. Pātikitiki are flounders, hence the diamond shapes appear like diamond-shaped fish. These shapes are 
mostly used in areas where flounder are a significant food source. Pātikitiki pango (black diamonds, known as 
‘fly swat’ shapes) are well-known amongst weavers of the East Coast (Ngāti Porou) region where flounder are 
an important food source.  
36 Hirini Mead’s Whatu Tāniko (1999) shows some of the contemporary uses of tāniko such as cigarette 
holders and lighter covers (pp. 90-91).  
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carving), tukutuku (lattice patterns), and the extensive range of waiata – centres on specific 

tikanga (Edsett, Whiting, and Ihimaera, 1996), and is carried through the generations via 

mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge, scholarship, wisdom, skill, understanding) and exhibit 

very specific mātauranga ā-iwi (specific histories of a particular tribe).  

 

Tāniko is a visual depiction of important mātauranga. The kairaranga or weaving practitioner 

is the repository who “links the knowledge of the past with that of the future” and whose 

work strengthens the fabric of the whānau (Puketapu-Hetet, 1989 p. 5). Tāniko is a very 

highly valued art, product and process because of the laborious production process. The 

uniqueness of the process, the technique and patterning is what imbues traditional tāniko 

with significance (pp. 26-29). The process, technique and patterning are also fundamental 

to what sets tāniko apart from any other form of weaving. As Ngahuia Te Awekotuku 

states, “Tāniko is unique to the Māori world” (1999) because it does not use a loom; only 

the fingers and (traditionally) two rakau (sticks) as the frame are used. This subsection 

considers tāniko a complex practice, indistinguishable from, and threaded through the 

equally elaborate theory behind tāniko. According to Professor Bruce Biggs (1976), arts - 

such as the tāniko practice - are part of Māori oral traditions. Consistent with Graham 

Smith’s (1997) argument about the inextricable relationship between theory and praxis, the 

tāniko practice and theory are one and the same. Linking theory and practice is important 

because all products of mahi-toi are physical manifestations of both, the product and the 

kōrero. Later in this chapter, tāniko is used to fashion a film-analysis tool which I use 

throughout the historical chapters as a close-reading tool. 

 

Mātātuhi (Literature) 

Peter Buck (Te Rangihiroa) was one of the first writers on Māori material cultures, and his 

research on tāniko remains some of the most widely applied (1911, 1923, 1924, 1926, 1950, 

1951). The majority of Buck’s writings are based on agriculture, soil conditions and 

preparation of the harakeke (1911, 1950, p. 89), and, with the exception of spending time 

observing a tohunga (1951, p. 230), like his anthropologist predecessor Elsdon Best (1976), 

his findings are generally to do with harvesting harakeke and using Māori agriculture. 

Harakeke remains a major feature of some of the more contemporary tāniko research 

(Puketapu-Hetet, 1989, 1999; Tamati-Quennell, 1993; D. Te Kanawa, 1992; K. M. Te 

Kanawa, 2009). Primarily Buck’s work describes the scientific parts of tāniko, whereas 

techniques, symbolism, the cultural, historical and spiritual importance do not feature. 

29 

 



Thus, similar to the writings of European tāniko observers (Ling-Roth, 1923; Phillips, 1966, 

1973; J. R. Smith, 1975), much of Buck’s analysis shows it as a one-dimensional object 

detached from the practice.  

 

Hirini Moko Mead’s early instructional writings on tāniko are similar to Buck’s (1952, 1968) 

which Mead himself later described as “remedial” (1999, p. 73). There is a noticeable shift 

in Mead’s tāniko publications where he fleshes out the tāniko process to include important 

elements such as the legend, traditions, symbolisms, and rituals, thereby moving the tāniko 

paradigm beyond the previous anthropological studies (1987, 1999, 2009). For example, 

Whatu Tāniko Weaving (1999) is an in-depth study which includes a section devoted to mana 

wairua (spiritual) rituals. Mana wairua rituals include karakia (chants) aimed at puku wahine (a 

woman’s stomach) in the hopes of conceiving a weaver, and a tohi (a ritual ceremony) 

where ngā atua (the gods) are asked to endow a child with weaving qualities (pp. 70-71). 

Thus, Mead integrated mātauranga Māori into the existing tāniko case studies. However, 

Whatu Tāniko Weaving also draws attention to the many other disciplines with which tāniko 

converges so well such as mathematics, geometry, botany, environmental studies, 

chemistry, art history, spirituality and religious studies, phenomenology, museology, visual 

arts, and cultural heritage studies. The interconnections are on multiple levels in some of 

the disciplines because of the breadth of the tāniko practice and depth of theory.37  

 

Tāniko Tika 

The tāniko practice is labour-intensive and this brief section cannot do justice to its entirety, 

and what follows is according to what I have been taught by Rangimaria Te Kanawa Davis. 

Rather, I hope to indicate the complexity of tāniko production to show close connections 

with the film production. The pre-weaving tāniko process includes: cultivation of the 

harakeke (flax),38 conceptualisation (what event/person it is being produced for), 

visualisation (what symbolism and colours will be needed to best visualise the 

event/person), preparation (how many blades of harakeke would be required for the 

37 Unfortunately, there is not the space here to elucidate how tāniko connects with other disciplines although 
there are many others. However my conference paper Ma Ōku Ringaringa e Whakātu Ōku Whakāro (My Hands 
Will Tell You What I Think): Tāniko and Film Theory (2010) includes a brief overview of some of the 
intersections between tāniko and the other specialisations. 
38 Although there are other varieties, the most widely used harakeke from which muka fibre is extracted are 
kohungahunga, atiraukawa and tihore, which all have large, straight leaves and the maximum muka content. They 
are identifiable by the silver undersides and black vertebrae. Many pā harakeke take years to cultivate, and 
there are specific times in the māramataka (calendar) when it is best to plant and to reap. There is also specific 
tikanga about when it is best to cut harakeke, when not to and what to do with the para (mulch). This should 
never be wasted as it is important for the continuation of the plant’s life.  
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appropriate amount of whenu (threads) and aho (strands)),39 separation (organisation of 

whenu and aho, how many need to be coloured for the intended symbols), colouration 

(finding the necessary plants and taking only what is needed to ensure the plant’s 

longevity), and the rolling process (for reinforcement).40 The production component of 

tāniko is particularly fiddly and requires a sharp, fanatical eye for detail, the physical 

endurance to remain in a bent-over posture for long periods of time, and resilient, 

dexterous fingers to provide the constant tension across the composition lest nicks, gathers 

or bulges appear. Tāniko must be impeccable and sit flat, and therefore maintaining 

continuous dexterity is critical to the piece’s tension. Post-production is critical to tāniko, 

and indeed to any raranga practice. Fundamentally, the mulch must be returned to the pā 

harakeke from whence it came to help the plant re-nourish itself, thus ensuring the plant’s 

longevity and continuing the life of Tāne Mahuta. As the item is a restructured form of 

Tāne Mahuta, there are mihi (acknowledgements) and karakia that should accompany the 

piece’s completion. These are important components in the tāniko process because in doing 

so the plant, the weaver and the receiver are protected. Equally important is that the 

weaver’s first completed item should be gifted away, a raranga tradition that shows the 

weaver’s intent to be generous with her skill. Without venturing into techniques and 

patterns, this brief description of the tāniko process shows that it cannot be considered 

merely an art or science. 

 

Tāniko and Film Production 

There are many intersections between the labour intensive tāniko and filmmaking mahi-toi 

processes. Some of these are outlined here to contextualise the final, consequential 

subsection which shows how I have applied Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko to the film 

selection in the historical strand. Pre-production in the filmmaking process depends heavily 

on background work, such as the conception of the idea, proposing the concept and 

pitching it to producers to get their commitment to the project. In New Zealand, talking to 

local kaumātua about their landscape and how it fits into a film’s narrative is a practice that 

is increasingly common, particularly in the case of Māori filmmakers where whenua that is 

important to hapū and iwi may be depicted. Applying for council permits, writing scripts, 

39 Once the blades are removed from the parent plant, a mussel shell is used to create a nick on the underside 
of the leaf and then strip the mulch away from the fibre. This is known as haro (stripping of the muka fibres 
from the blade). The muka is then washed (either in running water or nowadays with a mild soap such as 
Sunlight) and then dried (whakamaroke). Once dried, it can then be separated into whenu (and aho if need be). 
40 I have described the preparation process in chronological order according to how I was taught by 
Rangimaria Te Kanawa-Davis. 
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storyboarding, isolating funding sources, finding the appropriate crew, cast and acquiring 

the necessary gear, organising sets, insurances, costuming, scheduling, rehearsing and the 

like are also crucial facets of pre-production. As with the preparatory process of the 

harakeke where it is stripped of the vertebrae to expose the muka, the pre-production 

organisation process means the filming/weaving is more likely to run smoothly. In both 

practices, it is the pre-production phase that is the most intensive and time-consuming. 

 

Film production is equally as rigorous. This includes measuring shots, focus, boom, sound 

engineering, contiguity and continuity, lighting, making ongoing script changes, catering, 

still photography, shooting sufficient ‘cutaways,’ production running, cinematography, 

ongoing consultation processes with writers, councils and locals, and coaxing the best 

performances out of the actors. In a manner similar to the weaver, the filmmaker 

continually returns to the mental storyboard, constructing a clear pathway towards the 

originally conceptualised product, and continuously shaping it out of the resources at 

hand/coloured strands. This is also where the filmmaker makes contingency plans, 

adapting the initial concept if the sense of certain scenes needs adjustment, just as a weaver 

can unpick or add a shape or a colour to better express an intended story.  

 

Film’s post-production phase is very important because this is where the film comes 

together or not. This includes laborious and constant consultation between director, editor, 

composers, musicians and sound engineers, continuity, crediting, colouring, fonts, sound 

design, marketing the soundtrack, possible music videos, marketing the film, character 

placements in the media, interviews, and the on-going media appearances, possible 

overdubbing, subtitling and/or translations for overseas release, organising the official 

release, and local and international distribution. This reflects the final processes before 

gifting the tāniko away and releasing it to the receiver(s). Generally, when a piece is gifted 

away the different features are explained to the receiver so that when s/he passes it on, the 

appropriate stories accompany it, keeping the piece warm. Most often, tāniko is attached to 

korowai (traditional commemorative cloaks). The tāniko narratives personalise the korowai to 

the wearer, their whānau and hapū, and some korowai are used in wider communities.41  

 

41 I was honoured to have worn ‘Te Wairua o Rangitaiki’ woven by Rangimaria Te Kanawa-Davis when I 
graduated with my Master of Arts. It is a multipurpose korowai woven for the Edgecumbe/Patutātahi 
community and can be worn by anyone with a connection to the area. It was also worn by the late Dr. Mark 
Laws when he graduated with his PhD, and was draped over my high school principal, John Walker (Te 
Whānau-ā-Apanui) when he passed away. 
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Ultimately, the product of both the filmmaking and tāniko practices are subject to a range 

of processes that are not detectable to the general viewer, and for whom the range of 

analysis can be minimal. However a practitioner, or someone with exposure to the practice, 

can interpret the specifics of a tāniko item to a more advanced level because they know the 

extent of the process, the symbolism, and quite possibly some of the associated kōrero. 

When learning tāniko the many facets of the practice are not considered theoretical. But, as 

I explained earlier on, according to Graham Smith (1997) praxes are indistinguishable from 

theory in many aspects of mātauranga Māori.  

 

Many Māori students will be familiar with the extent of mahi-toi practices such as tāniko, or 

other forms of raranga, haka, whakairo, tukutuku, tāmoko, whaikōrero and/or waiata which have 

similarly intensive processes. These processes can provide a kind of scaffolding for the type 

of film analysis I present in the next section, because of the intersections between the 

practices. Film analysis does require a certain degree of knowledge of the filmmaking 

production process, but not all film students will have the opportunity to observe or crew 

on a film set and experience the process.42 Having worked in some film production crews 

in the past, I was motivated to provide an analysis tool for those who have not, and made 

correlations with a production process some Māori film students may have been exposed 

to as a guide.  

Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko (Tāniko-Inspired Film Analysis) 
Tāniko-inspired film analysis hinges on separating out the process into the threads 

associated with the different phases of production. In the methodological aho, I show a 

table that clearly shows how the phases of production overlap side-by-side. And later, in 

the historical weu (fibre), I provide a table for each of the films I focus on to show my 

rough chapter workings in a brief form so that it is clear how I have used the pre-

production, production and post-production phases in the filmmaking process. Below, I 

show how I arrived at some of the main themes in the film historical strand using Te 

Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko. In many places in the film history strand, the tool can be 

detected despite not being directly referenced.  

 

42 When I did my undergraduate studies (2000-2002), the practical courses only recruited fourteen of the top 
film students, and I was not one of them. However, because some of my colleagues did, I had the 
opportunity to crew on their film sets during my third year. Since then I have had other roles on films, mostly 
research and purchasing, and have made my own amateur shorts for various projects. Part of my rationale for 
collating this tool was essentially for other MAPIs who also missed out, because having a clear understanding 
of the film production process is important to close reading film analysis. 
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Processes 

Here, I think through the two ‘processes,’ and more specifically the pre-production process 

of tāniko and film production. For tāniko, this phase consists of conceptualising the 

completed item, gathering the correct type of harakeke, and separating the vertebrae from 

the blade. Then comes the haro (stripping of the fibre), and the washing and dyeing 

processes. In film, the pre-production process depends on similar background work, such 

as the conception of the idea, writing treatments and character backgrounds, and proposing 

and pitching the concept to producers who will pursue the project’s funding. This is also 

where details such as genre, setting, background, and casting are considered. Another 

significant aspect of pre-production processes is historical context and research into the 

background of a film’s setting and the cultural history it represents. This is significant to 

New Zealand film history because a number of earlier films depicted iwi-kōrero (tribal 

narratives) and whakapapa-based characters. These stories and characters connect with 

living uri (descendants) and thus should be researched thoroughly, and where necessary the 

whānau needs to be consulted. Although film records the kōrero into New Zealand’s film 

history, these films also breathe the visual and motion dimensions into the kōrero and tīpuna. 

In the historical strand I focus on ‘processes’ in Wāhanga Wha in relation to the lack of 

historical research in the characterisation of Te Kooti in The Te Kooti Trail (1927), and the 

gross manufacture of tikanga in Hei Tiki (1930). Then in Wāhanga Rima, I explore historical 

problems with often-criticised scenes and features in The Seekers (1954). Later in Wāhanga 

Ono, I briefly examine some historical cinematic wāhine which lead to the characterisation of 

Aroha in Savage Rites (1988). And finally, in Wāhanga Whitu I spend some time assessing the 

pre-production problems director Lee Tamahori encountered before the Film Commission 

board accepted the controversial Once Were Warriors (1994). 

 

Technique 

Turning to Puketapu-Hetet’s concern with tāniko technique, each tāniko practitioner is the 

equivalent of a film’s auteur. Auteur is a term adopted from the French term literally 

meaning author. ‘Auteur theory’ materialised in the 1960s (Hayward, 2000, p. 22). It was 

initially used in response to the French ‘film d’art’ (art film) movement, which generated a 

substantial middle-class audience in the early part of the 20th century as part of attempts to 

generate critique of the new medium (p. 20). Here, the auteur was identified as the genius 

behind film. Originally, ‘auteurship’ was associated with the director of a film, who was 

often also the writer and in many cases the film’s producer, investing into every aspect of 
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the film from conceptualisation through to release. At times this meant audiences were 

tuned into the film to identify stylistic features, attributes and clues about the filmmaker 

(Hayward, p. 388). For example, Alfred Hitchcock films are recognisable for his use of 

tilted/angular/off-kilter shots learned when he was being trained on silent, German 

expressionist films. As a consequence of his training in silent cinema, another attribute of 

Hitchcock’s films is his evident penchant for strong visual storytelling rather than dialogue, 

even after the introduction of sound synchronicity. But the most well-known facet of 

Hitchcockian cinema is that each film is authenticated by his cameo appearance where he 

momentarily appears in a frame. The term ‘Hitchcockian’ is also evidence that Alfred 

Hitchcock’s style is so recognisable that it can be considered a sub-genre.  

 

Auteur and auteur theory are key concepts in film studies and there are correlations with 

kairaranga (weavers) who develop their own style and symbolisms that they can become 

known for. Just as Hitchcockian films are recognisable for the director’s cameo, Erenora 

Puketapu-Hetet’s tāniko is identifiable because she often weaves small, intricate nihoniho 

taniwha (monster teeth) into the aramoana (ocean steps) to reflect her upbringing in the 

coastal settlement, Waiwhetu near Wellington. Diggeress Te Kanawa, however, often uses 

the triangular symbols of the maunga (mountains) rather than moana (ocean) because her 

tribal rohe (region) is inland, surrounded by a long-stretching mountain range named 

Pirongia. Pirongia is visualised through many adjacent triangles, and others neatly fitting 

into larger triangles. Te Kanawa was also known for completing tāniko bands on korowai 

with a tidily trimmed, hanging fringe (D. Te Kanawa, 1992, p. 40) whereas some other 

tohunga prefer to tapiki (finish off) without a fringe. These are some of the tropes that are 

associated with two well-known tohunga, in the same way that film auteurs are known for 

their filmmaking preferences. Style or signature patterns are considered, and can be 

deciphered, by other practitioners or experienced interpreters of tāniko symbols in the same 

way a director’s list of works can reveal their distinctive style.  

 

In the historical strand of this thesis, there is a range of examples of where I use ‘technique’ 

to unravel how filmmakers have stylistic propensities. These are in Wāhanga Wha where I 

look at Rudall Hayward’s works and filmmaking influences, borrowed from a range of 

Hollywood genres and used in his direction of The Te Kooti Trail. In Wāhanga Rima, I 

concentrate on John O’Shea’s filmmaking background and the works leading up to Don’t 

Let it Get You; in Wāhanga Ono I consider Merata Mita’s layering or ‘default’ filmmaking 
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style and auteurship in Mauri (1988); and then I look at the various collaborations between 

Michael Walker and Mitchell Manuel who together produced Mark II (1988) and other 

films with similar themes.43 In Wāhanga Whitu, I focus on Lee Tamahori’s Hollywood 

Blockbuster filmmaking influences that are elemental in the production of Once Were 

Warriors.  

 

Patterning 

The last Puketapu-Hetet element is patterning which in tāniko involves the geometrical 

shapes used to convey specific messages linked with kōrero that are usually about the 

weaver, receiver and/or an event the piece commemorates. Thus, the patterning is the 

main visual component used to encourage viewers to decipher the work according to the 

kōrero it evokes. For this project, the patterning considered centres on the film characters 

because they are the central component used by the filmmaker to encode their intended 

narrative, also for the viewer to decode messages, and to ideally be sutured into a narrative 

(or not). Therefore fictional characterisations, as one of the key components of how a film 

text is understood, are closely considered in this study. Elly Konijn and Johan Hoorn’s 

(2005) focus study explains how spectators of motion pictures establish ‘affective’ 

relationships with fictional characters and, as the Kōrerorero threads in the historical strand 

avow, these are often utilised by the Rōpū Whānau in response to the film selection. The 

main attributes of Konijn and Hoorn’s characterisation assessments are:  

Ethics: whether the participants found the character trustworthy or not; 
Aesthetics: how the character appears (e.g. pretty or distasteful); 
Epistemics: the character’s level of ‘reality,’ if they could exist in daily life or were found to 
be fake; 
Similarity: if the character shares likenesses with the observer such as personality, 
behaviour, attitudes and appearance; 
Relevance: whether the character is important or significant to the participant’s own 
concerns, context, circumstances and specific features; 
Valence: how the observer wants the narrative to turn out for the character or not; 
Engagement: the level of involvement, identification or empathy with the character; and 
Appreciation: whether a character is considered boring or not (pp. 120-121). 
 

Identification with film characters, which can be measured through Konijn and Hoorn’s 

important character aspects, can lead to a stronger (or weaker) empathy with the film text. 

As the history strand in this thesis shows, these elements are relevant to this study because 

the Rōpū Whānau interpreted the film selection largely in response to the fictional 

characters. Like the symbols used in tāniko tell a specific kōrero, a persuasive character is 

43 As Wāhanga Ono will show, Walker and Manuel collaborated as producer and writer on three films. 
However, John Anderson directed Mark II. 
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carefully crafted by the filmmaker, and is precisely framed to guide the reading of the 

narrative. But, like those who are knowledgeable in tāniko, viewers are often able to tell 

whether a character is ‘tika’ (correct) or not, and this is a most valuable part of this project’s 

historical strand. 

 

All of the historical chapters in this project have character analyses, and often the elements 

in Konijn and Hoorn’s (2005) study are drawn upon. Primarily, the analyses refer to a 

character’s realism and these are assessed on the overall āhua or characteristics such as 

shape, personality, condition, nature, figure, and gestures. In Wāhanga Wha I concentrate on 

Te Kooti as the eponymous character in the Te Kooti Trail, and then the tāne cast in Hei 

Tiki. Then in Wāhanga Rima I consider the ‘puhi’ (woman of status) character Moana who 

physically and ideologically opposes the wāhine-extra cast in The Seekers, and Howard 

Morrison’s biographical and fictional characterisation in Don’t Let it Get You. Later in 

Wāhanga Ono, I focus on the central trio (Eddie, Matt and Kingi) in Mark II, Kara the kuia 

in Mauri, and the archetypal Dusky Maiden-cum-clever and conniving wahine Aroha in 

Savage Rites. Finally, in Wāhanga Whitu, I concentrate on Beth and Jake Heke and ‘Uncle’ 

Bully in Once Were Warriors. Focusing on the character analyses within the film selection 

demonstrates the evolution of Māori characterisations throughout New Zealand film 

history in the same way there are diverse interpretations, uses and occasions where tāniko is 

presented as a taonga and/or koha. 

 

This chapter has used the distinct tāniko process to create a metaphorical viaduct between 

mātauranga and film text analysis. Placing the tāniko practice beside film production and 

messages in the film texts has, I think, given me a better understanding of film theory, 

because when I dissected tāniko practice into its separate parts – kōrero, conceptualisation 

and visualisation, gathering and preparing harakeke, dyeing muka, separating, weaving, and 

gifting, to name a few – I discovered that tāniko is both familiar and remarkably complex. 

Significantly, the ability to utilise my own taken-for-granted knowledge has been a relief, as 

I had considered such knowledge unusable in the film studies discipline, and here, I show 

how I was able to bridge the understanding of film theory using raranga, despite the 

distance between the two mediums. Thus, Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko  is a film-

analysis tool which acknowledges the culturally specific lens of each analyser and their 

knowledges and concerns that are, at times, far outside the boundaries of ‘common’ or 

‘conventional’ knowledge. Te Tātaritanga o Kiriata i ā Tāniko is designed to guide film 
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students who may not have had experience in film production but who may have had mahi-

toi production experience, and who know of the importance of every phase to ensure 

messages can be as clearly decoded as possible. As a result, film studies will expand to 

include the South Pacific. 
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Wāhanga Rua (Chapter Two) 

Tukanga: Ngā Tukanga o tenei Tuhinga Whakapae (Methodologies) 
 

‘Are you thinking with your Pākehā brain or your Māori brain?’ 44 

 

I open this chapter with the words of Dr. Kathie Irwin,  

We don’t need anyone else developing the tools which will help us... We can and will do 
this work. Real power lies with those who design the tools – it always has. This power is 
ours (Irwin, 1992, p. 32).  

Here, Irwin urges Māori researchers to develop devices that suit, represent and prioritise 

their communities, and these communities or social organisations are the whānau, hapū, and 

iwi. Designing our own tools, we (Māori) empower ourselves through our own means and 

ideas. This chapter sets out the tools that I designed out of my desire to see more Māori 

students45 succeed in the study of film. So that each tool is more easily grasped by the 

intended audience of this thesis, the tools are based on mātauranga Māori and mātauranga ā-

iwi.  

 

Professor Wiremu Doherty (2009) explains mātauranga as simply ‘knowing’ “that is reached 

through a clarity of understanding” (p. 93). As mentioned earlier, mātauranga Māori and 

mātauranga a-iwi concepts are fundamental to this thesis, and to the tino rangatiratanga drive 

behind this work. Mātauranga Māori refers to knowledge as the “Māori way of thinking, 

doing, and acting” (Doherty, p. 67; Mead, 1997; Pihama, 2001; G. H. Smith, 1997), and is a 

bridge between traditional Māori knowledge taught by the elders, and a modernised 

adaptation of Māori knowledge. But mātauranga Māori is not iwi-specific. Tāniko is an 

example of mātauranga Māori, because tāniko does not belong to a specific iwi, but was 

44 My kaumatua asked me this question in the middle of a discussion about whakapapa (genealogical layers) and 
tomo (promissory and/or arranged marriage) in the early 2000s. When he posed the question, the direction of 
our conversation was about marrying whanaunga as a means of maintaining the ties between hapū. My initial 
approach to the discussion was based on the New Zealand laws that prohibit the marriage of cousins (first or 
second). In contrast, my kaumatua’s view was based on lore and the personal experience of being the product 
of a tomo between my koro and kuia, his parents. The question ‘Are you thinking with your Pākehā brain or 
your Māori brain’ jolted me because I realised that I had the option to think as both, not for biological 
reasons, but because of the conditioning of my mind, having been trained in a Pākehā institution. And the jolt 
happened because I had been thinking as I had been trained to think in the University. As a result, this 
question has remained a constant point of return of mine throughout this project, and I acknowledge my 
kaumatua for his timely reminder when I really needed it. I also acknowledge him because we lost him during 
the initial stages of this research. E kore rawa ahau e warewaretia tou kōrero, e te rangatira. 
45 Whilst mātauranga Māori does not directly correlate with the equally ancient and intricate knowledges of our 
Pacific cousins, this work is a point of commencement that aims to arouse Polynesian students to approach 
film studies from their own distinctive tūrangawaewae (place to stand). 
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brought to the world from Rarohenga (the Underworld) by Niwareka for all to use. On the 

other hand, mātauranga ā-iwi is more specific in that it involves knowledge and histories 

belonging to an iwi (tribe) or hapū, and connects with a particular rohe (district, region). 

Thus, mātauranga-ā-iwi comes with kōrero associated with a particular land base, and the land 

base gives the kōrero a very specific context (Doherty, p. 73).  

 

This chapter sets out the methodologies used in this project, how the methodological 

threads in this thesis are organised, and how they function. I use the plural ‘methodologies’ 

here because with every film studies strand that materialised in this project (theory, 

audience and history), so too did an associative concept with a strong mātauranga 

connection. An example, which I expand on in this chapter, is the Tīreki Roi (the fern-root 

stack, structure) which emerges from kōrero about our Ngāti Rāhiri tupuna, Kawa. As I 

explain further in Wāhanga Toru (Chapter 3), Kawa invented the tīreki roi structure as a way 

of increasing the cultivation and harvest fern-root, the major sustenance food at that time 

for the hapū. Because the tīreki roi was above ground, Kawa’s invention made the labour-

intensive fernroot more accessible. As a consequence of the tīreki roi, Kawa was known 

throughout the Ngā Puhi rohe for his industriousness and bounty, and it is known that he 

was generous with his harvests. Kawa is an important Ngāti Rāhiri tupuna, and the 

eponymous ancestor of Ngāti Kawa, an offshoot of Ngāti Rāhiri. Because the kōrero about 

the tīreki roi belongs to Ngāti Kawa and Ngā Puhi, it is therefore mātauranga-ā-iwi because it 

is more specific than mātauranga Māori which is for all. In this thesis tāniko, whānau and 

kōrero are the selected mātauranga Māori concepts, and the tīreki roi is the mātauranga-ā-iwi 

concept that informs the methodological structure of this thesis. Tāniko informs the 

theoretical strand, whānau outlines the audience strand, and kōrero and the tīreki roi inform 

the historical strand.  

 

The chapter is arranged into three sections, each of which shows how I have prepared the 

different methodological strands and explains the intent of each strand. The first section is 

Aho Tukanga Tuatahi: Ariā (Tāniko as Film Analysis Methodology), and it outlines how 

tāniko, an artistic theory and practice, became the central focus of the previous theory 

chapter. The second section, the most substantial and, I think, important of the three, is 

Aho Tukanga Tuarua: Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū me Ngā Rōpū Whānau (Sub-tribally 

Based Viewing Audiences: Familial Research Groups). This section is divided into three 

subsections. The first explains the evolution of this thesis from a visual historiography of 
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Māori in New Zealand cinema to include ‘Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū.’ It considers 

two existing studies in ‘Māori audiences’ and then explores some focus-group 

methodologies. These lead to whānau, the focus of this methodological thread. The second 

subsection ‘Rōpū Whānau,’ sets out what I have borrowed from Kaupapa Māori research 

and focus-group methodologies. But most importantly, I unpack how whānau kaupapa 

(family codes of conduct) are considerably more important in this study than the less 

specific Kaupapa Māori research. The third subsection, ‘Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau,’ sets out in 

detail the main parts of the research process undertaken for the audience study strand. The 

final section in this chapter, Aho Tukanga Hītori (Historical Methodology), explains the 

workings of the kōrero-based film history. It demonstrates how the Rōpū Whānau film 

responses are woven into the historical strand of the following four film history chapters 

and are then analysed. Finally, I discuss the ‘Tīreki Roi’ (fern-root stack structure), how it 

works and what its components are intended to achieve together.  

Aho Tukanga Tuatahi: Ariā (Theoretical Thread) 

Said’s ‘Contrapuntalism’ 

Edward Said’s (1993) notion of ‘contrapuntalism’ (p. 59) is a significant element in the 

methodological framework. As I explained in Wāhanga Tahi, ‘contrapuntalism’ encourages 

the deconstruction of a text through the historical and cultural context in the narrative’s 

background. These important elements are used in the tāniko-based film analysis. Primarily, 

I use contrapuntalism or counter-point when I compare film history scholars’ 

consideration of portrayals of Māori by showing divergences and parallels with mātauranga 

Māori or mātauranga-ā-iwi. For example, in Wāhanga Rima I explore New Zealand film 

history’s existing analysis of The Seekers (1954, dir. Ken Annakin), and I focus for some 

time on the puhi characterisation, Moana, Chief Hongi Tepe’s wife. Then I expand on the 

existing analyses by considering the portrayal through mātauranga Māori concepts. Firstly, I 

consider Moana through puhitanga (the role of a woman of high rank or status), and 

secondly I examine a highly provocative dance scene featuring Moana which I contrast 

with haka (posture dance).  

Kaupapa Māori Research 

Kaupapa Māori research methodologies ensure the research is conducted in a ‘culturally 

safe’ manner and environment (Irwin, 1994, p. 27). Such methodologies have also been 

defined as ‘research by Māori, for Māori, and with Māori’ (G. Smith, 1995, L. T. Smith, 
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2006). Most significantly, Kaupapa Māori research methodologies address specifically 

Māori needs and promote “Māori educational and cultural aspirations” (Pilkington, 2001, p. 

172). Ultimately though, the cornerstone of Kaupapa Māori research is moving Māori 

research towards tino rangatiratanga (self-determination, autonomy). After years of 

reluctance, Māori are slowly beginning to engage in research largely as a result of Kaupapa 

Māori research methodologies. For example, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2006) concentrates on 

‘Ethical Research Protocols’:  

  Aroha ki te tangata (a respect for people). 
  Kanohi kitea (the seen face, that is present yourself to people face to face). 
  Titiro, whakarongo... kōrero (look, listen... speak). 
  Manaaki ki te tangata (share and host people, be generous). 
  Kia tupato (be cautious). 
  Kaua e takahia te mana o te tangata (do not trample over the mana of people). 
  Kaua e mahaki (don’t flaunt your knowledge) (p. 120). 
 
Primarily, these are attributes used to approach the research, so that the participants can 

determine whether the researcher is a ‘good’ person or not (p. 120). Thus, ensuring my 

research approach is safe and acceptable to the whānau has been imperative for this study. 

As I explain further on in this chapter, I have approached the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau using 

Smith’s ‘Ethical Research Protocols.’ However, I extend past these to post-research 

responsibilities such as arranging hui after the initial research approach to discuss issues 

arising from Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau, and agreeing to send all drafts to the participating 

whānau whenever they are quoted to allow the whānau space to agree, disagree or not 

respond at all. These post-hui responsibilities are how I remain accountable to the whānau. 

Tāniko   

To develop the tāniko-based approach to film analysis, I deconstructed the tāniko and 

filmmaking processes and arranged them into two columns, drawing comparisons between 

the two practices. By organising the practices into the columns (in Figures 1, 2 and 3) I 

was able to identify the commonalities between tāniko and film. In doing so, I was able to 

see parallels in the pre-production, production and post-production phases, despite the vast 

differences in the mediums. Thus, the most important learning in placing the praxes side-

by-side is showing how theory comes from mahi-toi, and how this was reached 

methodologically. In all the historical weu (fibres), I present similar tables to show brief 

workings as to how the weu were composed. This film-analysis tool however is not 

intended to be a ‘Māori film-analysis tool,’ rather it is a mahi-toi concept based on 

mātauranga. This ensures that researchers in other Pacific nations, indigenous and/or 
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beyond can access these tools (or parts of them), and source them from within their own 

cultural concepts, paradigms and languages.  

 

Figure 1  
Both Mediums 

 
Tāniko (for 
Korowai) 

 
Feature Film 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pre-
production 

   
 
 
 
 
Epiphany 
 
Visualisation 
 
Conceptualisation 
 
Plan 
 
Resources 
 
Preparation 

To attach to niece’s 
graduation korowai 
 
Whakapapa, pepeha, 
kōrero, themes 
between tāniko and 
korowai 
 
Patterns associated to 
kōrero, devise where 
each signifier will be 
positioned on the end 
product 
 
Plan: time to produce, 
harakeke, plan how 
many wefts, whenu, 
aho, colours needed, 
mock up a draft on 
paper 
 
Karakia, cut harakeke, 
haro (stripping) 
process.  
 
Keep mulch. 
 
Wash, dry, dye the 
muka 
 
 

To get my story to 
screen 
 
Conceptualise 
narrative, main 
characters, settings 
 
Treatment 
 
Storyboards, 
characters, locations, 
budgets, council 
consents 
 
Casting, crew, 
transport, insurances, 
scheduling, rehearsals, 
gear, consulting with 
local kaumātua 
 
Set up gear and 
position crew and 
costume cast 

Figure 2  
Both Mediums 

 
Tāniko (for a 
Korowai) 

 
Feature Film 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Production 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Make’ the piece 
 
Keep returning to 
mental and drawn 
storyboard 

Karakia, assume 
weaving position, 
keeping fingers supple 
and tension consistent 
 
Construct the 
downward wefts 
according to draft 
 
Frequently return to 
the mental/drawn 
story board to ensure 
the kōrero is correct 

Measure shots, focus, 
boom, sound, lighting, 
continuity, contiguity 
 
Costume and make 
characters up 
 
Shoot footage until 
best performances are 
coaxed from the 
actors and sufficient 
location footage, stills 
and ‘cut-aways’ 

43 

 



 
Provide updates 

 
Repeat until the entire 
piece is completed 
 
Maintain dexterity to 
ensure no bulges or 
missed stitches 
 
Unpick mistakes 

 
Begin marketing 
teasers to potential 
audience 
 
Rewrite script if 
necessary  
 
Return to mental 
storyboard ensuring 
narrative isn’t lost 
amongst changes 
 
Send test shots to 
producer; forward 
footage to editor with 
description of overall 
vision 

Figure 3  
Both Mediums 

 
Tāniko (for a 
Korowai) 

 
Feature Film 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Post-
Production 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communicate story 
to potential audience 
 
Release product 
 
Debrief 
 
Review 

Return mulch to the 
pā harakeke, karakia 
for the safety of 
wearer, weaver and 
plant 
 
Whakanoa the 
tāniko 
 
Attach the tāniko to 
the korowai, karakia 
 
Present the piece to 
the whanaunga 
 
Explain the 
connections 
between the person 
and the korowai and 
the tāniko 
 
Leave the tāniko and 
the kōrero with the 
whānau 

Consultation between 
editors, music composers, 
test shots for marketing 
 
Marketing or branding in 
the media to foreshadow 
release 
 
Test screening, 
contingency plan for any 
changes 
 
TV appearances, news 
and social medias 
 
Release 
 
Film reviews 
 
Critique 

Aho Tukanga o Ngā Rōpū Whānau (Audience Thread) 
 

Existing ‘Māori Audience’ Studies 

At the time this thesis was written, there were only two scholarly accounts of Māori as 

media audiences. Vanessa Poihipi’s The Impact of Māori Television on Being Māori (2007) is a 

study of the responses to Pouaka Whakaata Māori (Māori TV) by five Māori women living 
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in Dunedin, aged between 25 and 60 and selected through established networks. Poihipi 

outlines Linda Smith’s ‘Ethical Research Protocols’ (on page 7) which I cited earlier. Other 

than meeting with the participant’s kanohi kitea (p. 6) however it is unclear how Poihipi 

implemented Smith’s other protocols and Kaupapa Māori research methodologies. But her 

questions - twenty-one of them – are extensive. The women are particularly forthright in 

support of Māori Television, but are also critical, particularly in terms of the lack of 

regional news and current affairs at that time. Largely, this was because, in this early time, 

there were very few centres covered except for the rohe where the few Māori Television 

reporters were based.  

 

Poihipi’s findings were about how Māori TV offered a balance to the mainstream 

representations, celebrated the diversity within Te Ao Māori, transformed attitudes toward 

Te Ao Māori, and they reinforced the mana of Māori TV. The respondents also said Māori 

TV provided links to friends, whānau and other iwi, and in their view is a source of pride for 

its Māori audiences. 

 

I opted instead to use very simple, open-ended questions. I decided my questions would be 

presented in a group setting rather than one-on-one, primarily because the whānau would 

likely feel more empowered as a rōpū. As I show further on, one Hunga Mātakitaki (Ngāi 

Taiwhakaea (II)) consisted of four whanaunga, but only two chose to respond to the film 

selection, thus showing an instance where empowerment was not the case in a Hunga 

Mātakitaki. I also believed the rōpū would lead each other through their own kōrerorero 

(discussion) rather than rely on the researcher’s direction and knowledge. The interaction 

between the participating whānau is a central element in the focus-group methodology 

which I concentrate on briefly below. 

 

My study differs from Poihipi’s in at least three other ways. Firstly the audience in my study 

is more specific. My audience was selected on the basis that they share at least one tipuna 

with me. Secondly, the medium I focus on is film. Thirdly, and most importantly, because 

whānau is one of the most significant elements of this study, I concentrate on the research 

group as a collective audience. Here, I am referring to the audience as a group who are 

encountering a film and are responding to it together. This also ensures the whānau are 

comfortable responding to the films. It is critical that the whānau are in an environment 
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where they feel safe, supported and in a position where forthrightness is encouraged and 

valued. 

 

The second account of Māori audiences is in Peter Limbrick’s Making Settler Cinema (2010) 

which looks at cinema from Canada, Australia and New Zealand. In his section on New 

Zealand Settler film, Limbrick looks at Hei Tiki (1930/5, dir. Alexander Markey) and The 

Seekers (1954, dir. Ken Annakin), films I focus on in Wāhanga Wha and Rima. An audience 

was invited to view The Seekers at Wairaka Marae in Whakatāne where part of the film had 

been shot, and where some of the surviving extra-cast and crew members from the film 

and their extended whānau are still located. Some of those present were surviving cast or 

crew and/or their whānau, and with whom Limbrick managed to speak to one-on-one 

following the public viewing. As Wāhanga Rima demonstrates, the Hunga Mātakitaki ki 

Ngāti Kawa (II) did not respond well to The Seekers because the portrayals are particularly 

undeveloped and stereotypical. This is also the case for the surviving cast-members 

Limbrick interviewed who had many reservations about the film, the ‘Dusky Maiden’ 

character Moana in particular.  

 

Focus Groups and Whānau Groups 

In this study it is important the hapū and whānau are represented by a collective to give a 

sense of the intended worldview. This worldview materialises from belonging to the 

whānau, and practising distinct tikanga, kaupapa and kawa, the conduct, behaviours and 

beliefs that are integral to the hapū. But the whānau also bring with them distinct historical, 

political, social and generational contexts and views. The Rōpū Whānau research approach 

diverges from Focus Group methodology for the reasons I outline below, because the 

people are related to one another, and the researcher is aware of practices exercised by the 

group because she is one of them.  

What are Focus Groups?   

Focus Group methodology relies on the interaction between research participants 

(Kitzinger, 1994; Merton, 1956, 1987; Morgan 1988, p. 12; Single and Powell, 1996; 

Wibeck, Dahlgren and Oberg, 2007). Focus groups, which have been used widely since the 

1920s, are group discussions organised to explore a specific set of issues, views and 

experiences (Basch, 1987; Bogardus, 1926; Kitzinger, p. 103; Single and Powell, p. 499; 

Wibeck et al., p. 249). Focus Group research allows the researcher to explore differences, 
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to explore conflicts and arguments, and identify factors that influence respondents to 

change their minds or retain their own ideas (Kitzinger, p. 116, Single and Powell, pp. 499-

500). An important component of group work is that it is intended to encourage ‘naturally 

occurring data’ (Kitzinger, p. 105; Middleton and Edwards, 1990). ‘Group work’ (Frey and 

Fontana 1991, p. 177; Glaser and Strauss, 1967) is a generally positive environment for 

interaction amongst research participants, primarily because of the notion that there is 

‘safety in numbers’ (Kitzinger, p. 112). Research shows that five participants is an optimal 

number for smaller group discussion, since smaller or larger groups tend to be dominated 

by one or two voices at the expense of interaction (Hare, 1962; Wilkerson, 1996; Wibeck et 

al., p. 260). Larger groups can also be ‘unruly’ or ‘undisciplined’ because they are at times 

characterised by teasing and joking amidst the responses, at the expense of interaction by 

some members (Kitzinger, pp. 108-109; Wibeck et al., ibid; Wilkerson, ibid). Group size is 

therefore a crucial aspect in successful Focus Group methodology. 

Recruitment and the Focus Group Environment 

Powell and Single (1996) explain that in their view it is best to recruit members of a Focus 

Group who are strangers to each other but have shared characteristics or views that are 

pertinent to a study (p. 500). To avoid systematic biases, the recruiting of Focus Group 

participants should not be based on who is ‘best suited’ for the study (Powell and Single, 

ibid). Rather, participants who are selected because they share certain ideas and experiences 

are purported to be more willing to exchange ideas and opinions in a Focus Group (Jarrett, 

1993; Wibeck et al., p. 259). However, groups who do not know each other can be equally 

illuminating because interaction on a particular subject can highlight unknown or new 

space within the area (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999; Wibeck et al., ibid). Following 

recruitment, the group should convene at a neutral location with no special significance to 

the participants and no bearing on the subject being studied. This allows for unhampered 

and critical discussion (Powell and Single, p. 501). 

The Focus Group Researcher 

The Focus Group researcher conventionally takes a detached role and should intervene 

only when a discussion strays too far from the subject (Wilkinson, 1998, p. 308). Primarily, 

this is because the aim of Focus Group research is to explore what the participants know 

about a particular issue (Clarke, 2002; Wibeck et al., p. 251), rather than present an 

opportunity to feature what the researcher knows on the topic. But the researcher’s 

knowledge is crucial because it assists his or her sense of intuition should it be required 
47 

 



(Savin-Baden, 2003). The facilitator walks ‘a tight-rope’ between being the director (leading 

the group into specific discussions) and being a voiceless participant (not engaging in the 

discussion at all) (Savin-Baden, 2003; Wibeck et al., p. 261). Thus, the researcher faces the 

challenge of striking a balance between guiding the group yet not imposing a pre-

determined agenda on the discussion (Savin-Baden, p. 50).  

 

Two Hapū, One Whānau 

Tomo 

In my Introduction, I explained that our whānau consists of two ancient tomo ties between 

our two predominant hapū Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti Kawa. I also explained that my 

mother and her siblings are the last tamariki of the tomo links between our hapū. However, I 

must also explain that, despite our many cultural distinctions (different iwi and hapū 

experiences with colonisation, different belief systems and histories, and obvious 

differences in geographical locations and climate), we acknowledge we are two hapū, but 

one whānau. 

Whānau 

The fundamental methodological structure in this audience study is whānau. Thus, this 

study does not maintain the same recruitment process of Poihipi and Limbrick, and does 

not adhere to the ‘recruitment of strangers’ principle commonly applied in Focus Groups. 

Whānau is commonly known as ‘family’ but this is a limited definition. Whānau, like the 

majority of kupu Māori (words), is not simply a word with a singular meaning, but a 

concept. Whānau is the foundational building block of Māori social organisations (L. T. 

Smith, 1996, p. 18), and it is often said amongst kaumātua that without whānau, there is no 

hapū, and without hapū, there is no iwi.46 Te Puni Kōkiri (2003, in Cunningham, Stevenson 

and Tassell, 2005) has outlined three types of whānau collectives. The first is whakapapa 

whānau who have shared ancestry, the second is kaupapa whānau who have shared interests 

and may or may not have shared ancestry, and the third is statistical whānau - those who 

reside in the same household and who may or may not share ancestry (pp. 15-16). Joan 

Metge (1995) includes whakapapa and a shared commitment to kaupapa as the important 

components in her understanding of whānau too. But I would extend our whānau beyond 

these definitions. I briefly describe why below.  

 

46 I have heard this said on several occasions, particularly amongst the kaumātua in the Mātaatua waka region. 
48 

 

                                                 



Amongst our whānau, inclusiveness is fundamental. For instance, whānau by our definition 

includes friends with long associations, and ‘out-laws’ who were once married/de-facto and 

who have given us tamariki (children). These whanaunga are considered brothers and sisters, 

cousins, aunties and uncles, koros and nannies, long after marital or relationship break-ups.47 

All the koroua and kuia (old people) in the iwi are considered grandparents, and any of their 

off-spring, including whāngai (foster, traditional adoption)48 are kaihana, tuākana (elder 

siblings or cousins of the same gender) or teina (younger siblings or cousins of the same 

gender). Meanwhile, rangatahi (youth) are irā mutu (nieces and nephews), and their babies are 

considered mokopuna (grandchildren). Despite my expansion of Te Puni Kōkiri and Metge’s 

definitions of whānau, the Rōpū Whānau, the whānau-based research group in this project, is 

either whakapapa related to me, or have tamariki who are whakapapa related to me.  

 

Hapū 

As mentioned, the participating whānau are from two hapū, Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti 

Kawa. In the Introduction, I cited my pepeha (sub-tribal proverb or saying) which is two-

fold. It illustrates some of the geographical locators as well as tīpuna who are significant to 

both our predominant hapū. These alone show a few distinctive elements separating the 

hapū. But there are many others such as the philosophical belief systems following 

colonisation. For instance, Ngāi Taiwhakaea are staunchly Hāhi Ringatū (Church of the 

Up-Raised Hand) – as are many hapū in the Ngāti Awa and the wider Mātaatua waka 

region.49 Hāhi Ringatū is a belief system founded and taught by the prophet Te Kooti Te 

Turuki Arikirangi in the mid-1800s. Put very simply, Te Kooti studied the Bible intensely 

and committed great sections of it to memory in te reo rangatira (‘Māori’ language) using 

rangi (melody) as the mnemonic tool, never again using the written version. Even today the 

Hāhi Ringatū is practised on the marae on the twelfth of every month50 and the marae 

protocols and kawa are conducted through the Hāhi. On the other hand, Ngāti Kawa has 

47 These ties are so strong that at times our ‘out-laws’ attend whānau functions more frequently than the uri 
(descendants). 
48 Whāngai are taken very seriously, particularly in our Northern hapū. For instance, some of our old people 
had been organising a Hui-ā-Whānau (family reunion) for more than fifteen years, but our Kaumatua could 
not bring himself to approve it because it would not technically include his whāngai children who are not uri to 
the tīpuna to whom the Hui-ā-Whānau was a tribute. This clearly demonstrates that his views on inclusion were 
very intense.  
49 Geographically, the Mātaatua waka region is between Ngā Kuri o Whārei (Bowentown) and Tihirau 
(Whangaparāoa on the east coast, not the Whangaparāoa in the north of Auckland), then from coastal 
Whakatāne southward inland to Ruatāhuna. The main iwi in the region are Ngāti Awa, Te Whakatōhea, Ngāi 
Tai, Te Whānau-ā-Apanui, and Ngāi Tūhoe. Some hapū from Tauranga-Moana, Ngāi-te-Rangi and Ngāti 
Pukenga, also whakapapa to Mātaatua. 
50 I explore the Hāhi Ringatū in Wāhanga Wha because The Te Kooti Trail (1927, dir. Rudall Hayward) is a 
featured film in this study. 
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its own Anglican church, Hato Matiu (St. Matthews) which stands inside the urupā (burial 

ground) directly across from the marae. Most protocols and kawa such as tangi are 

conducted according to tikanga passed down and merged with Christianity. However, a 

number of pākeke there identify with the Rātana movement. Founded by Tahupōtiki 

Wiremu Rātana in the late 1910s, Rātana was known as a ‘miracle man’ after receiving a 

message from God to abolish the power of tohunga (expert, priest).51 Rātana later became a 

political movement with a long history of alliance with the New Zealand Labour Party. 

This clearly illustrates one of the many distinctions between the hapū. When we go to either 

marae it is very important to know and be comfortable with the hāhi, tikanga and kawa of 

both hapū, because despite our ties, when we are on one marae, the tikanga and kawa of that 

hapū takes precedence over every proceeding taking place. It is important to consider the 

Rōpū Whānau in their hapū context because at times their responses to the films are 

specific to the tikanga in their rohe, and to where the whanaunga have been bought up. 

Rōpū Whānau and Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū 

I must be clear here that Rōpū Whānau is the research group contributing to the study. 

This means other researchers will have access to this approach if they so choose. However, 

the specific group that this study focuses on are Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū (viewing 

audiences based in the hapū) because of the film studies discipline this specific work is 

situated in, and the specific audience the whānau became when the research took place. 

 

Rōpū Whānau: What are Rōpū Whānau? 

Rōpū Whānau (Family-Based Conglomerates or Groups) are whānau groups of four or 

more. Rōpū Whānau are essentially an expansion beyond the approach which involves the 

researcher ‘doing’ the research. Kaupapa Māori research methodologies focus strongly on 

the researcher’s preparation for, and conduct during, the research process. The established 

literature in Kaupapa Māori research is extremely useful to this project, and the approach 

has produced important Māori research. However, I have been concerned about Kaupapa 

Māori research methodologies for two reasons. The first is how quickly Linda Smith’s 

‘Ethical Research Protocols’ (2006, p. 120) have been seized, despite her stipulation that 

the list was simply advice about how researchers should approach Māori communities, 

according to the conduct considered important by kuia on her marae (p. 122). My concern 

51 Rātana’s was not the first attempt to abolish tohunga. In 1907, Māori Minister of Parliament James Carroll 
introduced the ‘Tohunga Suppression Act’ which aimed to quash the validity of tohunga. It was hoped that 
Māori would cease turning to tohunga for healing and visions, and instead accept Pākehā medicine. 
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is that a number of Māori researchers are using Smith’s guidelines unthinkingly rather than 

returning to their papakāinga (true home) to seek advice on what is important to their 

whānau and hapū. Smith’s guidelines are important in that they guide the researcher’s 

behaviours so that participants will identify their ‘good’ qualities as a person (p. 120). In 

addition, as I mentioned, there is very little ‘post-research’ consideration which, in a whānau 

environment, is especially crucial. In my experience, the Rōpū Whānau observed my 

conduct long before, during, and after the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau were completed, especially 

by the pākeke (elders, my mother’s generation). This amounted to a vertical shift in the 

research gaze because the whānau effectively became the researchers of the researcher. 

 

Mamae 

I decided to move beyond Smith’s guidelines during a visit with my kaumatua, a known Ngā 

Puhi/Ngāti Hine historian, in Oromāhoe in the autumn of 2005. Our discussion was 

particularly informal, over copious amounts of tea and Rivermill bread, (real) butter and 

jam. As per my usual visits, I was prompted to ask questions about what it had been like up 

there ‘in the old days.’ After my dossier of usual questions, my kaumatua asked me: “If I tell 

you this stuff, this isn’t going to be the last time I ever see you ay?” I half-laughed, but he was serious. 

He explained that a distant whanaunga had been advised to call him by phone to get 

information about Pouerua, our maunga tupuna in the north. Because the whanaunga had 

established his whakapapa relationship to us, my kaumatua felt obliged to tell him all he 

knew. But after the whanaunga hung up the phone my kaumatua never heard from him 

again. Furthermore, this whanaunga did not acknowledge my kaumatua in his publication. He 

was deeply hurt by this, and regretted giving the information to the person. This mamae 

(hurt, sore, scar) affected me intensely, and I have returned to it constantly throughout this 

research journey. As a result, the Rōpū Whānau methodology is directed by my kaumatua’s 

mamae. 

 

Although he had never read Smith’s book, my kaumatua placed the greatest importance on 

kanohi kitea, primarily because it shows courtesy, decency and honour toward the one who 

is sought. It is also evidence that the seeker is putting the individual ahead of her-/himself. 

This proves researchers are keeping themselves whakaiti (small, humble, minimal), a most 

appealing quality in all people, not only researchers. However, when my kaumatua asked me 

if my visits would continue, I realised how important the post-research phase is from the 

perspective of a participant, particularly our pākeke, our taonga. Thus, showing aroha and 
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respect for the participants – who are whānau - by continually acknowledging, visiting, 

showing my face at the marae, doing dishes, attending hui, wānanga, other significant events 

like birthdays, tangi (funerals), hura kohatu (headstone unveilings), learning the waiata, 

literally ‘just turning up’ well after the research is conducted and completed, is even more 

significant to my whānau. Until early 2009 when he was riddled with cancer and bed-ridden, 

my kaumatua would simply ‘turn up’ to everything in the Taiāmai and Pewhairangi regions, 

not necessarily to say anything, but simply to be seen so hapū representatives from other 

marae would know Oromāhoe was present. He was Oromāhoe. Thus, Rōpū Whānau does 

use Smith’s ‘Ethical Research Protocols,’ but puts greater emphasis on post-hui 

responsibilities and accountability shown to participants to ensure they are valued and not 

forgotten. 

 

Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau (Familial Group Gatherings) 

I utilised the Rōpū Whānau approach in this project to conduct research with four 

different film audiences, referred to as Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū (Hapū-Based 

Viewing Audiences). When the whānau came together to view the films, these were called 

Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau, literally Rōpū Whānau meetings or gatherings. In this thesis I 

sometimes refer to these gatherings simply as ‘hui.’ I conducted two of these hui amongst 

my Northern hapū, Ngāti Kawa ki Oromāhoe (Te Taitokerau, Far North) and two amongst 

my Bay of Plenty hapū, Ngāi Taiwhakaea ki Te Pāroa (Whakatāne, Bay of Plenty). 

Although, to this point, I have focused on the unity of the whānau, Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i 

te Hapū involves the separation of the whānau into Ngāi Taiwhakaea and Ngāti Kawa again. 

Both hapū are transformed into a specific viewing audience once the viewing of the films 

begins. 

 

This section sets out some of the main components organised prior to each hui: how I 

arrived at the selection of films presented to the whānau, entitled ‘Film Selection;’ how the 

whānau were approached, and how each hui was arranged. This is followed by the separate 

Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau schedules out into the order in which they took place.  

 

Film Selection 

The first step in selecting the films for the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau was to construct a 

chronological film timeline (See Appendix I) which set out the history of fiction feature 

films (and later short features) with Māori characters and/or actors, between the early-
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silent era and 2009. This included films not produced in New Zealand. I surveyed online 

databases such as the New Zealand Film Archive catalogue (www.filmarchive.org.nz), the 

NZ Film Commission website (www.nzfilm.co.nz), and IMDb (www.imdb.com), and also 

filmographies in New Zealand film history literature. In particular, I considered Martin 

Blythe’s Naming the Other (1994), Bruce Babington’s A History of New Zealand Feature Film 

(2007), Geoffrey Churchman’s Celluloid Dreams (1997), and Helen Martin and Sam 

Edwards’ New Zealand Film 1912-1996 (1997) which I outline in the subsequent chapter. I 

was able to construct a historical outline of whether the films included Māori characters, 

based on my previous viewings of the films, casting/character lists and narrative outlines 

offered in the histories.  

 

I then viewed the various films I was not already familiar with at the New Zealand Film 

Archive (Auckland and Wellington), and the University of Auckland audio-visual library. 

This was to note changes in historical portrayals of Māori in film, and the levels of impact 

Māori characters had on the film’s primary narrative. I considered changes in the amount 

of screen-time, dialogue, and whether/how Māori characters contributed to the film’s 

narrative drive. Obviously, the earliest New Zealand films, destroyed by oxidation, were 

ruled out. 

 

Once I had exhausted New Zealand film history literature, I categorised the Māori 

characters into role ‘types’ such as central protagonist and antagonist characters, support 

cast, ‘presence’ cast,52 cameo appearances,53 and characters who were Māori merely because 

the actor cast into the role happened to be Māori.54 Because of the large number of 

characters, I limited my selection to central protagonists/antagonists and some supporting 

52 “Presence cast” are basically those who create an ambiance but have no dialogue. Films where Māori form 
‘the blackground’ of a Pākehā narrative include Adventures of Algy (1925, dir. Beaumont Smith), Under the 
Southern Cross, (1928, dir. Gustav Pauli), Sylvia (1985, dir. Michael Firth), Dangerous Orphans (1986, dir. John 
Laing), Needles and Glass (2003, dir, Miranda Harcourt and Rawiri Paratene), and most debatably, The Piano 
(1993, dir. Jane Campion). I wrote in detail about this notion of ‘the Blackground’ in my Master’s thesis, The 
Cinematic Economy of Cliff Curtis (2006). 
53 Cameo appearances where Māori have dialogue and/or appear in their own one-shot at least once 
(sometimes a few more) in the narrative include A Journey for Three (1949, dir. Michael Furlong), Goodbye 
Porkpie (1981, dir. Geoff Murphy), Pictures (1981, dir. Michael Black), The Lost Tribe, (1983, dir. John Laing), 
The Last Tattoo (1994, dir. John Reid), Via Satellite, (1998, dir. Anthony McCarten), and Toy Love (2003, dir. 
Harry Sinclair). 
54 Films where non-Māori roles are evidently transformed into a Māori character by a casting decision include 
Came a Hot Friday (1985, dir. Ian Mune), Never Say Die (1988, dir. Geoff Murphy), Send a Gorilla, (1988, dir. 
Melanie Read), Desperate Remedies (1993, dir. Peter Wells and Stewart Main), Chicken (1996, dir. Grant Lahood), 
I’ll Make You Happy, (1998, dir. Athina Tsoulis), Scarfies (1999, dir. Robert Sarkies), Stickmen (2001, dir. Hamish 
Rothwell), Ride (short, 2003, dir. Stephen Sinclair), Spooked (2004, dir. Geoff Murphy), The King Boys (short, 
2006, dir. Chris Clark), and We’re Here to Help (2007, dir. Jonothan Cullinane). 
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cast. Doing so sacrificed such roles as ‘Fraser’ from Desperate Remedies (1993), ‘Alex’ in 

Scarfies (1999), and ‘The Tainuia Kid’ from Came a Hot Friday (1985),55 all of whom had 

received critical acclaim at the New Zealand Film and Television Awards the years 

following release. This limitation, however, narrowed the scope from over one hundred 

possible films to fewer than sixty.  

 

I considered the remaining films on the basis of availability and borrowability. All films 

prior to 1922 had been destroyed by oxidation. Other films were available for viewing but 

cannot leave the New Zealand Film Archive premises. These include Amokura (1934, dir. 

CJ Morton), Rangi’s Catch (1973, dir. Michael Furlong), and To Love a Māori (1973, dir. 

Rudall Hayward). I had organised the Rōpū Whānau so that the whānau could choose 

where they would like to view the films, diverging from Focus Group methodology that 

advises groups be conducted in a neutral space that is of no significance to the study or the 

group (Powell and Single, 1996, p. 501). I wanted the whānau to choose the space so they 

would feel more comfortable and therefore enabled to speak. Thus, the Film Archive office 

was not an option. Also, because some films were on ‘desk-copy’ at the University audio-

visual library at the time I conducted the Rōpū Whānau, I was unable to borrow them. 

According to the University Human Ethics agreement, none of the Rōpū Whānau could 

take place anywhere in the University precinct. Thus, the list of films available reduced 

even further to approximately forty possible films. 

 

I chose to categorise the films available for this research into four historical eras.56 I made 

this decision because, in the process of doing a literature review for this project, I noticed 

considerable changes in the ways central or supporting Māori characters were portrayed in 

New Zealand film history. The division into eras lends the historical chapters a specific 

timeline, direction and motivation according to the co-ordinates plotted throughout the 

film history.  

 

When making the final selection of films, I strategised to show films the whānau were most 

unlikely to have seen, so that the responses would be based on the film’s first impressions. 

An exception was Once Were Warriors because I wanted to explore the love/hate 

55 In my view, ‘Fraser,’ ‘Alex’ and ‘The Tainuia Kid’ were not necessarily Māori characters. Rather they 
happened to be Māori because the actors cast to play them happened to be Māori. 
56 I had organised a fifth era (the 2000s), however late in the writing phase the most recent decade was 
proving problematic. Although the Rōpū Whānau kōrerorero for this era was compelling, there was very little 
literature support for this decade. I will pursue this material in a future project.  
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relationship the Māori audiences are known to have with it. Savage Rites (1988) was included 

in order to explore whānau responses to a film not constructed for general release, as was 

Twilight of the Gods (1995). Although the first part of Savage Rites presented a Pākehā point-

of-view (described by one kaihana as ‘boring’), the film later switched to a ‘Māori view,’ at 

which point the whānau were excited by the Māori character’s shrewdness and intelligence. 

Mauri, also from the 1980s, was shown to explore responses to taha wairua (spiritual side) 

which in the past has either been grossly manufactured or invisible in films. It was also 

pertinent to note whether there was a different response to a film directed by a Māori 

woman. The whānau responses to both Savage Rites and Mauri resulted, I believe, in richer 

and more complex kōrerorero than otherwise would have occurred had I only selected films 

the whānau were guaranteed to have seen and enjoyed. The response to The Seekers (1954) 

also exemplified the validity of my film selection, as Wāhanga Rima demonstrates. Although 

I anticipated The Seekers would draw a negative response from the whānau, I never could 

have predicted the entire whānau would exercise their right not to respond verbally. This 

was by far the most political reaction to a film throughout this project. 

 

At the conceptual stage, I intended that at least one fiction feature film would be viewed at 

each hui. At every hui, I turned up with as wide a range of films from as many eras as 

possible. During the hui, I tried to gauge the group’s attention: whether they were bored, 

uncomfortable or hungry, and based my next selection on this. In saying this, Ngāi 

Taiwhakaea (II) insisted on watching all the features that had not been viewed at all, as an 

act of kindness to me. If they had not, I would have had to schedule, organise and fund 

another Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū.57  

 

I chose to repeat the short films rather than show feature-length films to two Hunga 

Mātakitaki i te Hapū in order to save time and to show a wider variety of Māori 

characterisations. But as I indicated earlier, I have not included the short films of the 2000s 

era in the wider thesis because of time and space constraints. However I include them in 

this chapter to show how the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau were organised and, at times, to explain 

and/or compare key elements in the film responses. 

 

 

 

57 Ka mihi maioha atu ki a koe, e te kaihana. 
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Tono (Invitation to participate) 

Once I made the decision to include whānau hui and kōrero as an integral part of my thesis58 

I emailed the immediate whānau to informally invite them to participate in the audience 

study. The email foreshadowed a formal invitation to the wider whānau at our next whānau 

hui as this needed to be done kanohi kitea. As there were no objections to the email, at the 

next whānau hui a few months later, I appealed to the whānau for their participation in the 

project. Following the hui, some whanaunga enquired about what they would have to do, and 

others updated their email and home addresses, phone numbers and said they wanted to be 

involved. Because we are predominantly spread between Whakatāne, Auckland and the Bay 

of Islands, addresses and phone numbers were the crucial forms of communication. 

 

I followed up the whānau queries with email, some phone calls, text messages and house 

visits. The email to the whānau included an advertisement poster I had designed consisting 

of an image of ‘Jake the Muss’ swinging a bar-stool at the viewer, demanding that they all 

“Do As You’re F*%#ING told!’ The advertisement (See Appendix II) was intended to 

generate interest amongst as wide a generational spread as possible, to serve as a visual aid 

for the hui, to show the whānau what could be expected at the hui, and to indicate that the 

hui would contain thought-provoking materials. The main reasons I used it, however, was 

because I knew the whānau would easily recognise my sense of humour and this image as 

impressions of ‘Jake the Muss’ are common amongst us. Some weeks after the email, 

liaison whanaunga (three cousins and a nephew) stepped forward as convenors. Between the 

five of us the hui were arranged.59  

 

Conducting the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau 

The proposed agenda of each hui was based on our formal whānau hui structure,60 so the 

whānau could anticipate what was going to happen next. The basic form of our whānau hui 

is: 

Whakawhanaungatanga (making connections on arrival) 

58 As I indicated earlier, my cousins challenged my initial concept, He Whakatūranga Pohewa o te Iwi Māori, by 
being enthusiastic about possibly responding to films for me. 
59 I was so fortunate to have the support of these four liaison whanaunga, because all of them were known to 
the whānau as those who rally support. 
60 We have formal whānau hui three times a year. My mother and her siblings established this particular 
(unnamed) committee in the 1980s to financially assist the whānau pani (grieving family) when one of our 
direct uri (descendants) passes away. It simply alleviates the stress from the whānau pani so they can just grieve 
and know the kai for the tangi is taken care of. On occasion, we have observers attend our whānau hui and 
these observers are always impressed with how well organised, structured, and well-documented they are. I 
have been a committee member since my early 20s. 
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Karakia Taki/Timata (opening prayer, blessing, protective covering) 

Mihi tuatahi/Whakatauiti (first greetings and short formalities) 

Hīmene/Waiata (hymn, song)  

Mihi tuarua (second greeting, if there is a second kaikōrero (speaker) in attendance) 

Kaupapa/Take (purpose, rationale, agenda)  

Whānau Pānui (family notices) 

Karakia Whakamutunga (closing prayer, blessing)  

Karakia mo te whakaritenga o te kai (blessing of food) 

Whakawhanaungatanga anō (making further connections over food, departure). 

For the most part, the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau were based on the formalities above, but the 

structure was not strict as I wanted the whānau to come and go as they pleased, or 

according to the needs of our tamariki and other whānau responsibilities. Therefore, any 

agenda I may have envisioned was simply a sketch. A major component of Hui-ā-Rōpū 

Whānau was flexibility, accommodating the whānau to avoid the stress of formality and to 

encourage participation.  

 

Basing the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau on our existing whānau hui structure meant there was 

predictability. Predictability was a positive element in Rōpū Whānau because, in the very 

act of attending the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau, the whānau were outside their comfort zone. The 

central kaupapa of these hui was the kōrero, and making the agenda and environment as 

relaxed and familiar as possible was particularly important. The Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau with 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I), however, was integrated into a previously scheduled wānanga waiata 

(intensive learning of traditional songs) at Te Pāroa Marae. I had indicated to the whānau I 

was going to attend, and knowing this, the whānau made a text-message tono (invite) to me a 

few days prior to the wānanga, encouraging me to bring all the the technologies and other 

items needed to conduct a hui. Thus, the tono process for the Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) hui 

differs from the others.  

 

Film Lists 

I sketched a tentative film list prior to each hui, but at most times the film list was simply a 

gauge because I wanted to stay alert to the level of comfort amongst the whānau. As the 

detailed hui agendas which follow show, I could have used the short films more strategically 

than I did. The first hui proved to be a particularly gruelling learning curve for me, even in 

terms of the film list. In this hui the whānau viewed six short films and a feature. My initial 

strategy was to encourage kōrerorero and test how the Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū would 
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function. But I was also testing my own aptitude as a (rookie) audience-researcher. 

Retrospectively, I could have shown at least one more feature during the mid-morning hui, 

one in the mid-afternoon, and then short films in the evening session to keep everyone 

fresh, and I think, more likely to produce quality kōrero. In saying that, Ngāti Kawa (I) still 

generated excellent kōrero as the Hītori strand will demonstrate.  

Whakawhanaungatanga 

Whakawhanaungatanga in the context of whānau hui is the time when people make 

connections and re-connections with one another to foster and strengthen closer kinship, 

and, where possible, anxieties are cast off. Whakawhanaungatanga is included in various 

research studies where connections are made followed by a cup of tea (Berryman and 

Bateman, 2008; Bishop, 1994, 1996, 1998; Bishop and Glynn, 1999, 2003; Hohepa, 2010; 

Knox, 2005; Ritchie and Rau, 2006). But the best opportunities for whakawhanaungatanga 

are, I think, either helping in the kitchen during a long event (such as a four-day tangi61) 

and/or over kai. Cooking the kai shows manaakitanga, and that you are willing to do all you 

can to host and uphold the mana of the person being served. I prepared and cooked the kai 

prior to each hui, and it was ready for heating when the appropriate eating time arrived. In 

most cases, I prepared the kai myself. I cooked such meals as lasagne, roasts, deep-dish 

meals, salads, and did a lot of baking because homemade kai is valued for the effort.62  

Technology 

The first Hui-ā-Ropū Whānau was conducted at my cousin’s residence where all the 

necessary technology was supplied with the exception of a Digital Voice Recorder (DVR) 

which I had borrowed from the University of Auckland. Not long after the first hui, I won 

an award from the Māori Education Trust which I used to purchase my own DVR, digital-

camera63 and a laptop which I utilised at all of the remaining hui. For the hui conducted on 

61 Usually at tangi, the kaimahi (workers, also known as ‘ringawera’ or ‘hot-hands’ from doing the dishes) are 
among some of the first to arrive and the last to leave to ensure the person is sent off well and the whānau pani 
are honoured. Working in kitchen is a good opportunity for whakawhanaungatanga and supporting the kaupapa 
at the same time. 
62 Effort and generosity with providing food and its preparation is critical. Kaimoana and tītī (seafood and 
mutton-bird) are some of the sought after kai for kaupapa because there is such an effort in obtaining it. 
Whakamara and kānga pirau (fermented puha and ‘rotten’ corn) use a process that relies on patience, and paraoa 
rewena (leavened bread) also relies on potato fermentation many experienced kaitunu (cooks) call ‘a bug’ and 
leavening the dough correctly. These are only some of the delicacies, but all of them are valued because the 
kaitunu is particularly careful with their timings.  
63 Soon after I purchased the camera, I realised it was not appropriate to take photos of the whānau who want 
their privacy to be respected. I did not take any photos of the whānau with the camera, and instead have used 
it for conference reports, most of which require photos. 
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our marae, a 42 inch flat-screen television was borrowed from a whanaunga, and my personal 

DVD player was used.  

Waiata and Karakia 

It was appropriate at times to have basic karakia and waiata prepared for the hui. Although 

wāhine in our hapū are not traditionally kai-karakia (ministers), I prepared simple karakia and 

appropriate waiata on the off-chance that the whānau were whakamā (shy) or there were no 

tāne (male) who were reo speakers present. I prepared for these moments so that no one 

would feel uncomfortable. But it was most important to me that the fundamental protocols 

borrowed from the whānau hui structure such as karakia, mihi, waiata and 

whakawhanaungatanga were maintained. As the hui agendas proper illustrate, at times I did 

have to recite karakia and sing waiata. 

 

Ngā Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau64 

Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (I) 

January 2010, Saturday.  

Residential home, Edgecumbe, Eastern Bay of Plenty.  

Seven adult whanaunga involved; two Pākeke (elders), four Kaihana (cousins), one Rangatahi 

(youth), (five females, two males in total). Four Tamariki, one Mokopuna, and one adult 

observer came and went throughout the course of the hui. One Pakeke was raised in Pāroa 

(Whakatāne) and the other in Oromāhoe (Te Taitokerau), and both had migrated to 

Tāmaki/Auckland in their late teens. The other whanaunga present were born and raised in 

Tāmaki Makaurau, and remain living there, with the exception of the homeowner. 

Whakawhanaungatanga 

Karakia by Kaumatua 

Mihi Whakatauiti Welcome and Consent Forms (See Appendix III) and PIS 

sheet (See Appendix IV)  

  Wā Patai (Questions or concerns) 

 

  Film  

Taua (short - 2007, dir. Tearepa Kahi) 

64 I have borrowed these woven ‘dividers’ and acknowledge www.Māori.org.nz for allowing the public to use 
them on the condition the website is cited. Kiaora rawa atu koutou katoa!  
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 Kōrero 

Savage Rites (short -1988, dir. Tim Worrell) 

Kōrero 

Kerosene Creek (short - 2004, dir. Michael Bennett) 

 Kōrero 

Wā Kai (Lunch) 

 

  Film   

Two Cars, One Night (short – 2002, dir. Taika Waititi) 

    Kōrero 

   Tama Tū (short – 2004, dir. Taika Waititi) 

    Kōrero 

 

  Hapa (Dinner – 3 hour break) 

    

  Film 

Twilight of the gods (short – 1994, dir. Stewart Main) 

    Kōrero 

   Mark II (feature length – 1986, dir. John Anderson)   

    Kōrero 

 

  Karakia Whakamutunga by Kaumatua 

  Informal de-brief 

  Mihi (acknowledgements) and Koha (gift) (next day). 

 

 

Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (II) 

August 2010, Saturday (following a marae ‘Working Bee’).  

Oromāhoe Marae, Porotu Road, Oromāhoe, the Bay of Islands, Te Taitokerau (The Far 

North).  

Six whanaunga involved; three Kaihana, three Rangatahi (five females, one male). Three 

Tamariki and two Mokopuna present. All participating whānau were born and raised in the 
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Far North, with the exception of one Kaihana raised in Heretaunga who relocated to 

Oromāhoe nearly twenty years ago. 

Whakawhanaungatanga 

Karakia (Jani) 

  Mihi Whakatauiti Welcome and Consent Forms and PIS Sheets 

  Wā Patai  

 

  Film  

   King Boys (short – 2006, dir. Christopher Clark) 

    Kōrero 

   Hawaikī (short – 2006, dir. Michael Jonathan) 

    Kōrero 

   Once Were Warriors (feature length - 1994, dir. Lee Tamahori) 

    Kōrero 

   Pikowae (short – 2003, dir. Vanessa Rare) 

    Kōrero 

 

  Karakia mo te pō (Jani) 

  Himene Jani  

 

  Hapa 

 

  Whakawhanaungatanga  

   Kid’s movie in the wharenui 

 

  Wā moe (Wharenui) 

 

  Parakuihi (Breakfast) 

   

Film 

   The Seekers (feature length – 1952, dir. Ken Annakin) 

     

  Wā Whakapai (Clean Up) 

  Mihi and Koha 
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  Karakia Whakamutunga  

 

 

Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) 

September 2010, Saturday (during a three-day waiata wānanga). 

Te Pāroa Marae, Pāroa, Whakatāne. Fourteen whanaunga involved; seven Pakeke, six 

Kaihana, one Rangatahi (nine female, five male), three observers. All present were born and 

bred in Whakatāne, with the exception of one Kaihana who recently relocated to 

Whakatāne from the Waikato region. 

Wānanga waiata 

Mihi Whakatauiti Welcome and Consent Forms and PIS Sheets 

Whakawhanaungatanga 

  Karakia (pakeke) 

  Wā Patai  

 

  Film 

   Tama Tū (short - 2003, dir. Taika Waititi) 

    Kōrero 

   Kerosene Creek (short – 2006, dir. Micheal Bennett) 

    Kōrero 

   Hawaikī (short – 2006, dir. Michael Jonathan) 

    Kōrero 

   The Te Kooti Trail (feature length – 1927, dir. Rudall Hayward) 

    Kōrero 

  Wā Kapu Tī 

  Film 

   Boy (feature length – 2010, dir. Taika Waititi) 

    Kōrero 

 

  Kupu Whakamutunga (Last words) 

  Karakia Whakamutunga (he kaihana) 

 

  Kapu Tī and Whakawhanaungatanga 

62 

 



 

  Wā moe (Wharenui) 

 

  Parakuihi (next morning) 

   

  Wānanga waiata 

 

  Whānau Hui 

   Mihi and Koha 

 

 

Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) 

 

September, 2010, Saturday.  

Jani’s (former) residence in Grey Lynn, Auckland.  

Four whanaunga  involved; two Kaihana, two Rangatahi (two males, two females respectively). 

Two Tamariki present. All participating whānau born and bred in Whakatāne, and still living 

in the region. 

Mihi Whakatauiti Welcome and Consent Forms and PIS Sheets 

Whakawhanaungatanga 

  Karakia (Kaihana) 

Wā Patai  

 

  Film 

Hei Tiki (feature) 

 Kōrero 

  Kapu Tī   

 

Don’t Let it Get You (feature -1966, dir. John O’Shea) 

Kōrero 

  Kai ahiahi (Lunch) 

 

Mauri (feature) 
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 Kōrero 

  Hapa and whakawhanaungatanga 

 

  Informal Debrief 

 

  Karakia Whakamutunga (Kaihana) 

  Himene Jani  

  Mihi and Koha 

 

 
Post-hui Responsibilities 

Koha 

Koha are gifts, presents, tokens or donations that must be offered with humility to a person 

or group in recognition of any kind of contribution. Initially, koha were contributions of 

food, small tokens of appreciation that helped the receiver/s. As the traditional whakataukī 

explains, “Ahakoa he iti noa, he pounamu, he tohu aroha” (it is a small token, but this greenstone 

is a token given in love). Over time koha have become money (Bishop, 1998). But what 

form the koha takes is unimportant; the important aspect in the giving of koha is the 

reciprocal heart it is given by. Most researchers following Kaupapa Māori offer koha in 

acknowledgement of participation (Bishop, 1998, p. 17; K. McClintock, Mellsop, Moeke-

Maxwell, and Merry, 2010; Sporle and Koea, 2004). I offered the whānau a koha in 

acknowledgement of their invaluable investment into this project.  

 

When I proposed this strand, I had intended to give koha in the form of petrol vouchers. 

However, the first hui was conducted during the New Year public holidays, and petrol 

vouchers could not be purchased, so koha were given in cash, equivalent to what I had 

budgeted for in petrol vouchers.65 Neither marae-based Hunga Mātakitaki would accept 

koha. Initially, Ngāti Kawa (II) refused individual koha, instead insisting any pūtea (money, 

funds) intended for their contribution be redirected to the marae committee so that the hapū 

65 I was very fortunate to have won The Faculty of Arts Research Award in 2010 which funded the Rōpū 
Whānau. Ngā mihi mahana maioha me te aroha mai te tau o taku ate, tēnā koutou katoa ki a ratou; without this 
generous award, I would not have been able to conduct this research.  
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would be acknowledged, not the individual participants. The koha and marae hireage66 was 

given to the marae secretary, who receipted it. Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) did not want to receive a 

koha either, so we discussed how a koha could be most useful to the whānau. Collectively, 

the whānau decided the pūtea would best be directed to the secretary of our highly 

anticipated Hui-ā-Whānau (family reunion). In this way, the koha would eventually honour 

both our hapū. Once decided, the pākeke asked me to present the koha to the secretary at a 

whānau hui held directly following the wānanga waiata the next day. This would give me the 

opportunity to explain to members of the hapū why the koha was being gifted, a brief 

explanation about the kaupapa of my work, and what I hoped to achieve through it. At the 

final hui (Ngāi Taiwhakaea II), koha was absolutely refused and this is the whānau right. The 

whānau were happy with the kai that had been provided and free accommodation for the 

next home game played by the New Zealand Warriors rugby league team.  

Transcribed and Recorded Materials  

Accountability to the whānau was and is essential since the researcher becomes the kaitiaki 

(guardian, caretaker) of all the materials containing whānau kōrero. Such accountability shows 

respect for the whānau as research participants and as whanaunga. Most importantly, the 

kōrero given to this project are oral traditions that need to be looked after properly. Within 

one month of each hui, our sessions were transcribed and printed, burnt onto CDs, and 

sent to the whānau with pre-paid envelopes addressed to me. The whānau were encouraged 

to return the documents if I had made any mistakes with who had said what or had any 

questions or comments. This is standard methodology but heightened in the case of Māori 

because of the importance of oral traditions. 

A Note on Transcribed Materials 

As I indicated earlier, I borrowed a DVR from the University. The DVR was an older 

model and did not have media transfer capabilities. When I realised this, I immediately sent 

a letter of apology to the participating whānau, and followed up with kanohi kitea apology at 

the main whānau house. Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) were not concerned with transcriptions or the 

recorded materials. Regardless, I committed to sending the whānau all (decently) written 

drafts of any work where I quote them, for reasons of accountability. It is crucial the 

whānau are satisfied with how they are portrayed in this thesis. In all transcribed 

66 With most marae, there is an overnight cost because the time could have been blocked out for other hapū 
matters or by a visiting party with another kaupapa. This hireage also covers electricity, washing of linen, and 
the use of gas. This differs from marae to marae. 
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documentation sent to the whānau, their names were supplied so that they could confirm 

their own kōrero and/or modify it if need be. However, in all of the materials maintained by 

the University under Human Ethics, names have been encoded to maintain 

confidentiality.67 

Privacy 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, some pākeke were anxious about printing the names of 

our tīpuna and brought their confidentiality and privacy concerns to me after the first hui. 

One was shocked to have seen her parents’ names in print on the Participant Information 

Sheet (PIS) sheet (See Appendix 4), and did not want these published. Although the names 

appeared on the PIS sheet, this was for the whānau to recognise how they were selected and 

was not for publication. Regardless, some of the pākeke were adamant printing names such 

as this was a breach of their privacy. Although some whānau had agreed to use pseudonyms, 

I decided that the entire whānau would be afforded full privacy and that I would not name 

anybody other than in the initial transcript documents sent to the whānau only. This was a 

significant decision because it is the pākeke who teach and encourage us in our whānau 

kaupapa in the way we are taught to operate even in research. It also affords mana to the 

pākeke.  

 

Restrictions and Limitations of the Research 

Gender and Generational Imbalance 

Overall, wāhine outnumbered tāne slightly over two to one (21:10), but this is a close 

reflection of the wider whānau which is proportionately more wāhine. All the hui were held 

on Saturdays which meant that many of our tāne were attending sports fixtures, or looking 

after tamariki to allow their wāhine to attend. Although close to a true reflection, this could 

also be regarded as a limitation. Another limitation of the Rōpū Whānau was the 

involvement of pākeke who were only present in two of the four hui. In spite of this, pākeke 

involvement was particularly strong when they were present. Rangatahi were the least 

represented generation (7) and only 2 were tāne. But much like their pākeke, their smaller 

numbers did not affect the quality of their involvement. 

 

67 Only I know the person corresponding to the code. However, those who were present, and possibly the 
other whānau who read the material, may recognise individuals because of specific turns of phrase. 
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Rural, Semi-Rural, Urban Life-styles 

Another strategy of the Rōpū Whānau was to draw on a cross-section of lifestyles in terms 

of where the whānau lived in our three predominant rohe, Whakatāne, Oromāhoe and 

Auckland. In this case, ‘rural’ meant those who lived in small settlements that were not 

within a comfortable walking distance of a town. ‘Semi-rural’ participants lived in small 

towns where there was a reliance on local rural employment. ‘Urban’ quite obviously, were 

those whanaunga based in the cities, or those who had lived the majority of their lives in the 

city. Predominantly, Ngāti Kawa (I) were represented by whanaunga  who were born and 

raised in Auckland (5), and the remaining rōpū were from rural and semi-rural lifestyles. 

Whilst a large percentage of our Northern hapū live in Auckland, this is not reflected in the 

Rōpū Whānau as less than 20% of the participating whānau can be considered ‘urban.’ This 

may be considered an unrepresentative sample of the whānau and therefore a limitation. 

 

This audience strand is the most extensive in the thesis, and it could have been a thesis on 

its own. As the most practical thread, it was crucial that this methodology was carefully and 

clearly upacked.  

Aho Tukanga Hītori (Historical Thread) 
This strand was by far the most difficult to write because of the various theoretical and 

methodological transformations that took place over the course of the work. However, 

what remained consistent was the film history literature surveyed in the initial phase of 

research and the inclusion of kōrero. I chose to base the historical chapters on kōrero firstly 

because this was a way of maintaining the Māori worldview, and secondly because I wanted 

to explore whānau responses to film to compare/contrast with other New Zealand film 

histories. Wāhanga Toru assists the four historical threads (Wāhanga Wha, Rima, Ono, and 

Whitu) as a ‘preface.’ The structure of each historical chapter is:  

 

Mātātuhi Pukapuka (Literature Overview)  

↓ 

Kōrerorero (Dialogue, conversations) 

↓ 

Tīreki Roi (Fernroot Stack Structure) 
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The structure is briefly detailed below, and is expanded upon in Wāhanga Toru. There are 

two mātauranga concepts in the historical strand. The first is a mātauranga Māori concept, 

kōrero, and the second is a mātauranga-ā-iwi concept, the Tīreki Roi.  

 

Mātātuhi Pukapuka 

In these historical threads, I focus on New Zealand film history, specifically drawing on 

films that feature Māori protagonists, antagonists or support characters. These brief 

literature overviews are based around the film selection for the corresponding era and lead 

into the Kōrerorero sections. 

 

Kōrerorero 

Kōrero (speak, narrative, talk, tell, articulate, to verbally express) is how Māori oral traditions 

are conveyed and transmitted, and in this study they are the binding mechanism between 

New Zealand film history and the Rōpū Whānau. The kōrero gathered from the Rōpū 

Whānau developed from kōrerorero (conversations, dialogue) amongst the 4+ participants. 

Because all New Zealand box-office statistics are limited to ‘bums-on-seats,’ there is no 

way of knowing what films Māori have attended over the decades. There are also no 

writings about Māori audience responses to film. Thus, I decided to build a contemporary, 

kōrero-based film history to address both of these gaps in New Zealand film history and 

film studies.  

 

Kōrero is also the focus in this study because it is crucial to forming and maintaining the 

intended worldview. Where possible, I have left the kōrerorero intact. I have edited the 

kōrerorero sparingly where the sense of the kōrero may have been lost had I not. Whilst this 

did not occur often, at times a question posed drew very distinct responses across the 

whānau which made sense at the time, but in the transcribed version the kōrerorero may 

appear scattered and unrelated. Below is an example of implementing the unmodified 

kōrero, where Ngāti Kawa (I) respond to Te Arepa Kahi’s short film Taua (2007). Taua 

follows a group of toa (warriors) stealthily transporting a waka taua (battle canoe) through a 

forest with an enemy chief tied to the bow. Two young boys are at the rear end of the waka 

distributing water to the toa. The leader receives word that another group is approaching 

them on the outskirts of the forest, but they press on and try to avoid them. When they 

eventually meet the opposing toa, a battle ensues. I asked the whānau “What didn’t you like 

about this film?” 

68 

 



Pakeke 1: ... They left that old fulla there. 
Kaihana 1: Mmmm... 
Pakeke 1: Mmmm... Well why did they leave him there? Māoris don’t leave their old 
people behind 
Kaihana 1: It is a good thing for the younger boy to leave the water 
Kaihana 2: Yeah 
Kaihana 1: So he did what was right... from what he was brought up with 
Kaihana 2: In other words, all those other slaves were controlled by 
Pakeke 1: The one person 
Kaihana 2: One person, and yet that kid still has that human nature to 
Kaihana 1: Why’d you, why’d you think they were slaves? 
Kaihana 2: Because they were...Give them water [Kaihana 1 laughs] oh the only reason I 
thought they were slaves was they were given water, aah only he could tell them they could 
have water... that’s why... even though they said that it’s a war party [Kaihana 4 kisses 
Moko 1 loudly] 
Kaihana 3: If it was a war party you’d e-xpect to see them with taiaha in the waka where 
they can reach them and grab them... [Kaihana 2 agrees]... There was no sign of them. 
And when they had the shots of the, the actual interior of the waka...  
Kaihana 1: Yeah ay? 
Kaihana 3: There was no taiaha, there was no weaponry at all. So for me, they were slaves. 
Kaihana 2: Yes 
Kaihana 3: The two boys, and the one on the front they must’ve been linked... family or 
something like that. They had to have a link there because... I mean... this is just my 
perspective of, of it ay... I think that 
Pakeke 1: So it’s just, that was your understanding of it... [Moko 1 squeals]... Cos it 
wasn’t easy for me to understand that movie... What... Just what was going on 
Kaihana 3: Yeah, I just believe that, that that was a raiding party... 
 

This passage of kōrerorero is unedited, and is loaded with points that ricochet between many 

others. The first point comes from Pakeke 1 who is clearly affected by the injured elderly 

character who is left in the forest rather than lifted onto the waka, and carried to safety. 

Pakeke 1 believes that leaving the elderly man among the ferns is against Māori custom, 

because all old people are treasured for their life-experience and wisdom. The kōrerorero 

rebounds from this issue to Kaihana 1 who shares her views that the boys were ‘good’ for 

secretly giving the enemy chief water, then Kaihana 2 interjects that in her view the toa were 

slaves which Kaihana 1 agrees with. Kaihana 3 adds to this conversation by proffering 

evidence in support of Kaihana 2’s view, and then turning his attention to a possible link 

between the boys and the enemy chief. This clearly impacted on Pakeke 1’s view, because 

he then admitted he was unsure of the film’s narrative. A number of issues can be 

highlighted in this passage including the ideal treatment of pākeke, the manaakitanga 

(kindness, hospitality, ‘doing all you can’) that caused the young boy to give the opposing 

chief a drink of water in secret, and the ancient hierarchal structures such as taurekareka 
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(slaves), rangatira (nobles), and ariki (chiefs). These are multileveled conversations. At times, 

I edit passages to highlight one point and I indicate where this occurs with the [...] symbol.  

 

I provided this unedited passage to illustrate how at times the kōrerorero rebound and recoil 

between topics which in text form can at times be read to be spiralling out of control. In 

the passage below, I have edited it to highlight certain aspects within a passage, point by 

point.  

 

Below is a passage of edited kōrerorero. I use the […] symbol to show when other whānau 

offered other opinions during the main-throughline of kōrero I chose to follow. This 

kōrerorero is by Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) and is in reference to a short 

feature Kerosene Creek (2006, dir. Michael Bennett). It follows Jayde (Atarangi Manley) 

between two intervals of time; one, at a tangi, and the other a few days prior to the tangi. 

Jayde cannot forgive herself for not replying to Mu’s (Darcy-Ray Hudson Flavell) ‘siggy 

sign’68 he acknowledges her with only moments before he dies in a car accident with his 

brother. Here the Hunga Mātakitaki respond to what they did not like about the film. 

Rangatahi 1: [Kerosene Creek] was cold… I didn’t like the coffins 
Kaihana 1: Eeew? [giggles] 
Rangatahi 1: Nah, I like coffins, and people in them […] I just didn’t like how aark, 
well this is only my whakaaro [thought, idea], you know it’s quite a ‘thing’ protocol, and I 
don’t know how a marae or a hapū could come to agree to have that filmed at a, at a marae 
Pakeke 1: Using the ceremony, the pouhaki [flag pole] as [others agree] 
Rangatahi 1: With even the flag flying too... I know a flag is Pākehā but you know for us 
whenever you see a flag there’s a tangi. [… and] In real life, they’re [Sonny and Mu] not 
dead [Kaihana 1 and Pakeke 1 agree] so like to the point where how could they even 
come to terms with trying to pretend to be dead I think that’s just yuck 
Pakeke 1: See for me personally 
Kaihana 3: They could have had the tangi without showing the people 
Pakeke 1: I couldn’t even get into a proper... you know to pretend to be dead and just get in 
the waka tūpāpaku [coffin]... the whole thing just turns me off […] 
Rangatahi 1: Like for me, I’ve seen a lot of tangi on movies like Once Were Warriors 
and all those other movies but this one was really... really uncomfortable […] 
 

I have edited out the subsidiary kōrerorero that were likely to have distracted from the one 

point, which is how the film consisted of elements that made the majority of the whānau 

uncomfortable. A number of issues emerged. The first is the symbolism of the flag, which 

indicates the kawa being exercised on the marae is tangi. It is obvious that this kawa is not 

received well, despite being shown in a fictional portrayal. The second is how the young 

actors (Flavell and Taungaroa Emile) posed as tūpāpaku (corpse, dead body). The whānau 

68 I explain the ‘siggy sign,’ used by the gang the Mongrel Mob, in Wāhanga Ono.   
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suggest other ways to show tangi without screening the tūpāpaku. Editing this passage by 

removing other branches of kōrerorero I think highlights the level of discomfort amongst the 

whānau. 

 

While the historical strand is based in New Zealand film history, it is also a thread in 

whānau oral traditions. Therefore, the content this thread carries is significant. Furthermore, 

interlacing kōrerorero with film history centres my whānau as the valued investors into this 

version of New Zealand film history. 

 

Tīreki Roi 

The last section in the historical strand reflects the mātauranga-ā-iwi concept, the Tīreki Roi. 

As I expand in Wāhanga Toru, this concept directly links with the eponymous ancestor of 

my Ngā Puhi hapū, Ngāti Kawa. The Tīreki Roi concept I have borrowed is loosely 

translated as ‘fern-root structure.’ The ‘fern-root structure’ grows fern-root on top of the 

ground instead of deep inside the ground therefore discarding the labour-intensive practice 

of gathering fern-root by growing it in an out of the ground tier structure, making the root 

more easily accessible. The Tīreki Roi organises the concluding section of each chapter into 

five tiers consisting of important recurring mātauranga elements materialising from the 

kōrerorero. The tiers are: āhua, the appearance, likeness, semblance, condition, characteristics, 

gestures, aura and/or talents of a character; wairua, the spirit dimension that links people 

with the environment and/or the spirit or soul; whakapapa, the genealogical layering 

between people, and the correct recitation of the connections by name; tikanga, protocols 

and guidelines of behaviours considered best practice for life; and lastly kawa, the rules and 

protocols associated with the marae. I selected these elements because they are mātauranga 

Māori aspects identified during the Rōpū Whānau, or were at times strongly implied in the 

kōrerorero. Therefore, the concluding section of each historical chapter shows how the 

elements were used or omitted as an alternate kōrero-based film history. However, it is 

important to note that each Tīreki Roi is comparatively brief. 

 

The Rōpū Whānau produced many themes that had the potential to push this thesis 

beyond the project’s objectives, time and space. Essentially, the tīreki roi chronologically 

maps out New Zealand film history from the introductory period of Māori on film through 

to films in 1990s. The Tīreki Roi discusses mātauranga aspects by plotting out how the 

elements are portrayed on film, and what, when and who transformed portrayals of Māori 
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throughout film history. Thus, the Tīreki Roi is a control mechanism, an organisational 

device, the base of a potential close-reading film history tool, and in a way conclusion of 

each chapter. But the Tīreki Roi is intended to link the historical chapters rather than 

conclude each one separately, and it is more of a post-script to each chapter than an end. 

 

In this chapter I have presented the different methodological strands, described the 

methods used, and explained how the strands are intended to function separately. In Aho 

Tukanga Tuatahi: Ariā (Tāniko as Film Theory Methodology) I showed how tāniko became 

the central focus of the previous theory chapter, a consequence of Irwin’s (1992) statement 

that Māori can develop our own tools. In this section, I explained how the tāniko-inspired 

film analysis tool can be used as a practical methodological instrument. Aho Tukanga 

Tuarua: Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū me Ngā Rōpū Whānau (Sub-tribally Based Viewing 

Audiences: Familial Research Groups) was the most substantial strand. I considered 

Kaupapa Māori and Focus Group research methodologies and the importance of whānau to 

this study as a whole, but this strand in particular. I set out what I borrowed from Kaupapa 

Māori research, focusing particularly on Linda Smith’s ‘Ethical Research Protocols.’ And I 

unpacked ‘Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau,’ setting out the main parts of the research process 

undertaken in detail. The last section, Aho Tukanga Hītori (History Methodology), explained 

how valuable whānau kōrerorero (family discussions) as film responses are woven into the 

historical strand consisting of the following five chapters, one preface and four historical 

eras. Whānau kōrero are the crucial component of this historical strand. But more 

importantly, archiving them in this way ensures at least some whānau kōrero are not lost. 

This section analysed how the selected films are represented in the most well-known New 

Zealand film histories. The critical discussions of these film histories were later compared 

to the kōrerorero responses to the films shown in the Rōpū Whānau. Finally, I discussed 

how the Tīreki Roi (fern-root stack structure) works, and what it is intended to do for 

potential Māori film studies students and potentially teachers of New Zealand film.  
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Wāhanga Toru (Chapter 3)  

Hītori Kiriata Kupu Whakataki (Film History Preface) 
The historical whenu (strand) in this thesis consists of three specific aho (threads) which are 

intended to aid the reading of the subsequent chapters that represent specific eras in New 

Zealand film history. The eras are: 

1) The Silent era to 1940,  
2) 1940s to 1960s,  
3) 1970s and 1980s, and 
4) The 1990s. 
 

It is hoped this chapter will activate the intended tension of the historical strand, a crucial 

element in all forms of raranga (weaving), in the project as a whole. The first thread is 

Mātātuhi o Ngā Pukapuka Mātauranga Kiriata o Aotearoa (New Zealand Film History 

Literature Overview. The second thread, Kōrerorero (discussion, dialogue), strongly 

interweaves kōrero with the existing New Zealand film history. At times the kōrero and the 

literature overlap and a common thread emerges between the historical and audience 

studies strands. This is because the central thread of each historical era is formed by the reo 

(voices) and whakaaro (thoughts, considerations) of the Rōpū Whānau (familial groups) 

who made up the Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū (viewing audiences in the hapū). The third 

thread is the Tīreki Roi (Fernroot Stack Structure), a five tier character-analysis tool based 

on the significant mātauranga Māori (knowledge emanating from ancestors who are Māori) 

elements emerging from the Rōpū Whānau kōrero. These components are āhua (personality, 

semblance, character, features, sameness, likeness, reflection), wairua (soul, spirit, 

quintessence), whakapapa (genealogy, layers of connections), tikanga (protocols, methods, 

customs, correct procedures, conventions, practices), and kawa (rules of the marae). These 

elements will be fleshed out in more detail later in this chapter. 

Te Whenu Hītori Tuatahi: Mātātuhi o Ngā Pukapuka Mātauranga Kiriata o 
Aotearoa (New Zealand Film History Literature) 

Below I discuss film histories that have included some focus on depictions of Māori in 

film. These are the materials that I most frequently whiri (plait) into the historical chapters. 

Despite kōrero being the most important aho in this strand, the literature was reviewed prior 

to the Rōpū Whānau and was thus a significant element in determining the resulting film 

selection. I liken the literature overview to the haro (scraping) process in weaving because it 

uses the available resources – harakeke in the case of weaving and here, literature - but I 

strip away the superfluous epidermis from the muka (fibres). Despite not needing the 

73 

 



epidermis, it is fed back to the plant, a very important type of compost. Thus, the 

‘mulch’/excess literature is significant to the form’s longevity, but here I am simply 

separating out what is needed for this specific analysis. In addition to the film history 

overview, Māori scholars who are predominantly located outside the discipline of film 

studies have contributed strong critical commentary, most notably since the release of 

controversial films The Piano (1993) and Once Were Warriors (1994). I refer to their critiques 

throughout the historical chapters. The critiques of, and responses to, the literature are 

based on my own personal understanding of their works. 

Naming the Other: Images of the Māori in New Zealand Film and Television 

Martin Blythe’s Naming the Other: Images of the Māori in New Zealand Film and Television (1994) 

is an overview of New Zealand feature films, documentaries and television programmes 

featuring Māori for the period between the early silent era to the late 1980s. It is the most 

crucial piece of film history in this whenu, because its focus is on Māori in film and thus 

parallels with this thesis. Blythe includes many forgotten films and tele-movies such as 

Under the Southern Cross (also known as Taranga and The Devils Pit) (1928/9. dir. Lew Collins), 

Kingpin (1985, dir. Mike Walker), Mark II (1987, dir. John Anderson), Among the Cinders 

(1984, dir. Rolf Haedrich) and Arriving Tuesday (1986, dir. Richard Riddiford). Most of these 

films are seldom considered in other histories, if at all. Because Naming the Other is by far 

the most comprehensive analysis to date, I consider it in much more detail than I do the 

other New Zealand film histories, and consequently the colours of Blythe’s threads are 

most noticeably woven into the historical whenu. 

 

Social-Historical Models 

Blythe developed what he calls ‘Social-Historical Models for the Integration Myth’ (pp. 6-

12) to summarise “Pākehā positions vis-à-vis Māori” (p. 7). Here he gives a summary of 

cultural patterns categorised as ‘Annexation’, ‘Integration’, ‘Segregation’ and ‘Exclusion.’ 

Blythe defines ‘Segregation’ as maintaining definitive cultural differences, putting at risk the 

coveted ‘bicultural’ identity by clearly separating Māori from Pākehā. His explanation of 

‘Annexation’ is the complete acceptance of the Pākehā world by Māori, and with it 

‘Integration’ overlaps the desire to move on from past wrongs by kindling a new 

relationship represented through the ‘New Zealand’ national identity (p. 18) which 

essentially means moving beyond ethnic loyalties and into a new ‘national identity’ 

paradigm. Ani Mikaere (2004) describes the erasure of ethnic loyalties, such as a Māori 

identity, as a quest to shape New Zealand into a ‘big happy amnesic (sic) family’ (p. 5) 
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which Bruce Jesson (1999) claims is part of the ‘colonial condition’ (pp. 70-71). As Blythe 

demonstrates through a set of diagrams, which I explore in a little more detail further on, 

‘Segregation’ is the counter-ideal, and is clearly marked as a threat to nationalism. Lastly, 

Blythe’s notion of ‘Exclusion’ maintains a complete cultural difference, threatening to 

morph into the worst possible outcome - Apartheid (Blythe, p. 18). But what is most 

obvious in Blythe’s models of analysis, and what he does not say directly, is the overt 

Pākehā-centricity of the New Zealand film industry for the long period Naming the Other 

covers. 

 

Blythe strongly draws on Social-Historical models in the earlier films such as Rudall 

Hayward’s action/cross-cultural romance films The Te Kooti Trail (1927) and Rewi’s Last 

Stand (1940). In both films, he points to some of the Māori characters as evidence that 

Māori at that time were “’Māori New Zealanders’ rather than Māori or New Zealanders or 

differing tribes depending on the occasion” (p. 82). Blythe employs these patterns to 

structure the historical narrative of Naming the Other and notes social and cultural 

movements and uses the films as evidence.   

 

Considering Māori in film through the ‘Social-Historical Models for Integration Myth’ 

categories is problematic, and I show why in some of Blythe’s analyses further on. He uses 

a pair of circles to demonstrate the specific models; Māori, a smaller shaded circle, and 

Pākehā, a large, white circle. According to their relationship, the circles are positioned 

within, alongside or overlapping each other. The models show both sets of people as 

completely separate entities regardless of any cross-over. This is evident in such circles as 

‘Annexation’ where the shaded circle is able to fit comfortably inside the white circle. 

However, it is clear the shaded circle is still shaded and the white is still white, and the 

white circle swallows the shaded circle up (p. 7). ‘Integration’ shows a tidy overlap between 

the Māori and Pākehā circles where the overlapped portion is patterned by a lighter shade, 

representing the ideal ‘bicultural’ identity; yet there is still a significant portion of separate 

white and dark in the parts of the circles that are not integrated. Thus, the ‘Integration’ 

diagram clearly illustrates the ideal integrative society where the two overlap, but that this is 

a view far out-weighed by one or the other.  

 

The Te Kooti Trail’s Monika represents an ideal Māori character who is well-integrated into 

the New Zealand identity, and I explore this in detail in Wāhanga Wha. She is costumed as a 
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‘friendly’ Māori in a strapless sackcloth dress, barefoot, with loose, wavy hair, in contrast 

with the film’s ‘bad’ Māori (including Te Kooti) who, according to the inter-titles, wear 

‘looted’ military uniforms and blankets. Monika’s sister Irihāpeti is happily married to a 

patriotic Frenchman (Jean Guerrin), but she herself has a childhood sweetheart, Taranahi. 

Monika’s ‘perfect balance’ is that she is Māori but presents no threat to the ‘Annexation’ 

model. Monika strongly espouses Christianity, represented by the crucifix she is seen to 

carry with her. Moments before Te Kooti’s henchmen kill her, she presents the crucifix in 

the hope they will spare her, thereby demonstrating that she is ‘well-missionised.’ Thus, 

Monika promotes her newly acquired religion to counter the ‘bad’ Māori characterisations.  

 

Philosophically, Monika sits within the darker shaded area in Blythe’s integration circle 

diagram because she is comfortably Māori in a Pākehā world. But this is also what leads to 

her demise at the hands of Te Kooti’s henchmen. Irihāpeti is also sacrificed in the film. 

These deaths throw into question whether ‘Annexation’ or ‘Integration’ are positive moves 

forward.  

 

Hayward’s portrayal of Te Kooti and those who are part of his alliance counter the 

‘Integration myth.’ Blythe is critical of how Hayward characterised Te Kooti, and he says  

Te Kooti and Māori nationalism cannot tolerate New Zealand nationalism and 
biculturalism where Māori and Pākehā live in peace (p. 37).  

Te Kooti and his men are portrayed in opposition to the ‘friendlies’ through costuming. 

However, there are other elements such as the language used by and about Te Kooti in the 

inter-titles which are equally oppositional. Te Kooti is also framed to show malevolence; he 

looks directly into the canon of the camera, a type of frame used to generate a sense of 

viewer unease. But it was particularly unusual in the silent era to use self-reflexivity in 

drama films because when a character looks at/acknowledges the audience, it interrupts 

‘suture.’ ‘Suture’ is a borrowed term from medicine, and is used in film studies to 

acknowledge when a viewer is ‘stitched-in’ to a narrative. I explore this in more depth in 

Wāhanga Wha (Chapter 4). The point here is that Te Kooti is shown to reject the idea of 

adapting to the Pākehā world, unlike Monika and Irihāpeti. Thus, Te Kooti highlights that 

‘bad’ Māori are the counter-ideal to a nationalist identity which ‘good’ Māori seek to 

uphold. This ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ dichotomy reappears much later in Once Were Warriors, but 

I contend there are ‘good,’ ‘bad’ and ‘worse’ representations of Māori in the later film, and 

that this is therefore a ‘trichotomy.’ 
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The ‘Social-Historical Models for the Integration Myth’ are helpful because Blythe 

represents Pākehā concerns about Māori in them. ‘Integration,’ ‘Exclusion,’ ‘Annexation’ 

and ‘Segregation’ are part of a rhetoric that positions Māori in relation to the extent to 

which they have embraced Pākehā culture. There is no suggestion in Blythe’s models that 

Pākehā have embraced Māori culture with the same intensity that has been expected of 

Māori. For instance, there exists a very significant relationship between tangata whenua (host) 

and manuhiri (guest) which I think is helpful to understand how Māori are taught to 

embrace others. Traditionally, Māori are permitted to display manaakitanga to their visitors 

at all times regardless of any personal feelings towards them. When deconstructed and 

simplified, the word manaakitanga is  

   ‘mana’ = prestige, honour, integrity, charisma  
+ ‘aki’ = to encourage, to, support urge or induce 
+ ‘tanga’ = state of being 
The state of supporting the prestige and integrity of the visitors through serving them well. 
 

As I have said elsewhere in this thesis, many kupu are not simply words; they are deeply 

metaphorical concepts too. A particularly important aspect of manaakitanga is that it 

upholds the mana of the tangata whenua (locals) according to how well tangata whenua uphold 

the mana of the manuhiri (visitors). This could have been a very valuable discussion in 

relation to The Te Kooti Trail where the Ngāti Pūkeko ‘brown friendlies’ extended all of their 

manaakitanga to their Settler manuhiri who had also taken on the role of tangata whenua, 

fighting for the freedom of the land against Te Kooti and his allies. Such an examination 

could have shown Blythe’s intention to explore mātauranga concepts and attempt a 

‘bicultural’ approach to film analysis. Whilst there is not space here for a detailed discussion 

of manaakitanga, manaakitanga is a mātauranga Māori concept that must be exercised without 

question. Extending manaakitanga is as much an obligation as it is a privilege. The ‘Social-

Historical Models for the Integration Myth’ is evidence of Blythe’s worldview which, 

typically of the era he wrote in, did not proffer a mātauranga response. This is where this 

thesis proves useful, as it  is an example of how Blythe’s threads are a different tae (colour, 

shade) from the other film histories I explore further on, and how they diverge and at times 

intersect from the Rōpū Whānau kōrero.  

 

Iwi Kōrero and Whakapapa 

A fundamental example of the worldview influencing Blythe’s film analysis is that he does 

not acknowledge the iwi kōrero (tribal narratives and histories) and tīpuna (ancestors) upon 

which some of the earlier films are based. As the Kōrerorero section devoted to The Te Kooti 
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Trail shows in Wāhanga Wha, this is a very significant component in early silent films. When 

the eponymous character is from iwi kōrero, as in the various Hinemoa films (1913, dir. 

Gaston Melies; 1914, dir. George Tarr; and 1925, dir. Gustav Pauli), The Te Kooti Trail, and 

Rewi’s Last Stand, Blythe references the roles as characters, not as tīpuna. The films portray 

tīpuna who, although having passed away, still belong to the expanding layers of whakapapa 

(genealogical layers). For instance, the eponymous character in The Romance of Hinemoa 

(1925) is a particularly important tipuna to Te Arawa. She is a puhi (chosen, special, sacred, 

high-ranked female) and daughter of a great chief, Umukaria. Hers is a famous iwi kōrero 

(tribal story, narrative) within the Rotorua based Ngāti Whakaue hapū, which is part of the 

Te Arawa iwi conglomerate based in and around Rotorua. Parallel with Te Arawa iwi kōrero, 

the film portrays Hinemoa pursuing the flute-playing Tūtanekai,69 even though he is of too 

low a status to marry her.70 Blythe places Hinemoa beside well-traversed female roles of the 

West, considering her emblematic of a ‘heroic suffragette.’ Rather than viewing her through 

important Te Arawa (or in this case Māori) traits, he likens her to Victorian “princesses” 

and “maids” (pp. 74-75). Blythe admits that these connections with the conventional 

cinematic ‘damsels in distress’ are the likely reasons why Hinemoa appealed to English-

speaking audiences. The film portrays strong elements of Victorian romance in its parallels 

between Hinemoa and Tūtanekai, Running Bear and Little White Dove, and Hero and 

Leander. However, the narrative arc is the most telling facet of Hollywood classical 

narrative’s influence on The Romance of Hinemoa. The iwi kōrero centres on the feat of 

Hinemoa who swims from the mainland to Mokoia Island. But the hero in The Romance of 

Hinemoa is Tūtanekai, who faces a ‘hero’s journey’ through ‘The Valley of Fire,’ a volcanic 

valley over which he triumphs. This is not in the iwi kōrero. Hinemoa is but a damsel in 

distress in Tūtanekai’s desperation to get to her. Blythe does not regard Hinemoa as a puhi 

(woman of high-rank) or a tipuna (ancestor) with an existing whakapapa connecting her to 

Ngāti Whakaue and Te Arawa, thus there is no exploration into the problems that beset 

marriages between unequally suited pairs. There is also no examination into the complexity 

of Tūtanekai’s background. However, it needs to be said that when Blythe wrote Naming the 

69 Some sources do not consider Tūtanekai the flautist, but his friend Tiki who frequents many versions of 
Hinemoa and Tūtanekai. Others assert that whilst one of the friends played the flute, the other played a 
trumpet, and it is unclear whether the same musician plays the same instrument every time. Another version 
considers that Tūtanekai and Tiki were lovers (Te Awekotuku 2001). I look at this version in Wāhanga Whitu 
(Chapter 7) in relation to Stewart Mains’ camp-aesthetic film Twilight of the Gods (1998). 
70 According to Te Arawa kōrero, Tūtanekai’s mother Rangiuru was married to the Chief Whakaue Kaipāpā, 
but she had a torrid affair with a man from Ngāti Tūwharetoa, and Tūtanekai was a product. It was well-
known that Tūtanekai was a pōriro (illegitimate child) and this is fundamental to views that he was not a good 
match for Hinemoa. 
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Other, Pākehā were ‘Othering’ Māori in their writings. Further on in this chapter I look at 

texts that show some of the recent developments in Pākehā writing about Māori in film. 

 

Pre-New Zealand Film Commission Act (1978) 

Blythe’s worldview can also be identified in his discussion of the period between 1966 and 

1981 where he overlooks two feature films: To Love a Māori (1972, dir. Rudall and Ramai 

Hayward) and Rangi’s Catch (1973, dir. Michael Forlong). The 1970s is an important period 

in the New Zealand film industry because the New Zealand Film Commission Act (NZFC 

Act, 1978) put in place specific criteria regarding aspects of New Zealand culture that 

would best represent the country’s ‘national identity’ in film distributed around the world. 

According to the Act, significant New Zealand content must be evident in the overall 

subject, and the cast, crew and financiers must also have a New Zealand association. The 

main purpose of the NZFC Act was to set in place criteria for the national film industry. 

Until the Act, the production of film in New Zealand had been erratic. New Zealand 

‘national cinema’ did not exist because, with the exception of the setting, there were very 

few common threads tying the films together. Subsequent to the Act’s passing, all New 

Zealand films, irrespective of the New Zealand film industry’s hybrid influences and a lack 

of highlighting ‘New Zealand-ness,’ could belong to the national film industry. 

Assessments of how the NZFC Act changed (or did not change) portrayals of Māori in 

film are in Wāhanga Ono and Whitu.  

 

Blythe’s aim was to focus solely on Māori in New Zealand produced feature films, ruling 

Rangi’s Catch out because it was British funded. However this is not the case in relation to 

Rudall Hayward’s To Love a Māori (1973). Blythe devotes an entire section of his book to 

Hayward’s early works in detail, The Te Kooti Trail and Rewi’s Last Stand (1940) in particular, 

in the introductory chapter of his book. To Love a Māori centres on a small-town Māori boy 

Tama, who moves to the city and meets a Pākehā dancer, Penny. Her middle-class parents’ 

refusal to accept their daughter’s relationship with a Māori pushes them closer together. 

Despite Penny’s parents’ opposition, they marry anyway. The couple experience a range of 

problems, including the inability to find a landlord willing to rent a home to a Māori, and 

Tama has trouble finding a job. Thus, the film straddles the ‘Social Historical Models 

Integrative Myth’s’ Integration, Exclusion and Segregation models, and it is inexplicable 

that Blythe does not include it. It could have completed Hayward’s filmography, noting 
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that according to his Social-Historical models, his films very much maintained the same 

themes and outcomes. 

 

Māori are not directly named in the Act but could be considered significant to New 

Zealand’s ‘national profile’ (18 sections 1, 2 and 2a).71 Between Hei Tiki and Goodbye Porkpie 

(1981, dir. Geoff Murphy) Māori were cast as the background of a number of New 

Zealand films.72 However, Blythe opted to focus on the social realism documentaries of 

this period instead. His omission of a period immediately prior to the NZFC and so crucial 

in establishing a new movement in cinematic Māori, Naming the Other’s supposed focus, is a 

mystery.  

 

Insignificant Māori 

Following the NZFC Act there is a noticeable increase in films with Māori characters 

written into the narrative. However Blythe’s analysis indirectly shows that Māori roles were 

for the most part insignificant. For instance, despite significant passages of dialogue from 

Utu (1983, dir. Geoff Murphy), his analyses of other films in the 1980s such as Pictures 

(1981, dir. Michael Black), The Lost Tribe (1983, dir. John Laing), Trespasses (1984, dir. Peter 

Sharpe), Just Passing Through (1985, dir. Judy Rymer), Sylvia (1985, dir. Michael Firth), and 

Arriving Tuesday (1986, dir. Richard Riddiford) do not relate to the Māori characterisations 

at all. Instead, Blythe concentrates on the Pākehā protagonists who meet or know Māori. 

He explains his rationale for including these films was to show that films over this period 

reconciled “the Pākehā right to representation of a resurgent Aotearoa” (p. 209). He 

explains that over the 1980s, Pākehā ‘implode’ upon themselves rather than ‘repress Māori’ 

which is an admission that Māori contributed often in New Zealand film, but not 

meaningfully. An example is in his analysis of Sylvia where he simply mentions that Sylvia 

Ashton-Warner taught Māori children in ‘the backblocks,’ ending any other analysis on 

Māori in the film’s narrative (pp. 209-213). Among the Cinders is another curious inclusion 

considering the most important Māori character, Sam Waitai, dies prior to the 

commencement of the story (pp. 213-216). Equally curious is the inclusion of The Lost Tribe 

(pp. 228-230), a thriller about Edward (John Bach), an identical twin seeking out his lost 

brother, Max. Max is an anthropologist who seeks the lost (fitctional) Hawea tribe, and 

71 http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1978/0061/latest/whole.html  
72 Between Hei Tiki and Goodbye Porkpie, Māori appeared in the background of: On the Friendly Road (1936, dir. 
Rudall Hayward), Green Dolphin Street (1947, dir. Victor Saville), A Journey For Three (1949, dir. Michael 
Furlong), Runaway (1964, dir. John O’Shea), Don’t Let it Get You (1966, dir. John O’Shea) and Sleeping Dogs 
(1977, dir. Roger Donaldson).  
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goes missing after entering an urupā (cemetery, burial chamber). The only Māori character is 

a passive policeman played by veteran actor Don Selwyn. But there is no character analysis 

of the policeman because he is present in very few scenes and has no direct impact on the 

narrative. Rather than consistently proffering analyses of the Māori characters in these 

films, Blythe’s analyses are centred on the Pākehā characters and in very few places how 

they are affected by the Māori characters or who know Māori. The subtitle of Naming the 

Other is “Images of the Māori…” which this period diverts from, and as a result, this thesis 

maintains. This analysis was also important in informing me of what films would be of 

most use in the film selection shown to the Rōpū Whānau. 

  

Martin Blythe’s Naming the Other is a very useful resource precisely because it is a reminder 

of the way Pākehā may have viewed Māori in film up until the late 1980s. Consequently, in 

many ways Naming the Other acts as a rudder for this thesis. It directs me toward ways of 

perceiving Māori film characters using Māori concepts, contexts, histories and 

understandings, rather than simply regurgitating existing Pākehā perceptions of Māori on 

film. But it is equally important to provide an analysis of Blythe for potential Māori film 

students because for many years, his was the only material available in this specific area. 

This section has shown how important Blythe’s work is to the whenu hītori, and his aho 

consistently appears in this strand. As I indicated earlier, Naming the Other is a significant 

source that I have frequently turned to during the conceptualisation of this whenu because it 

specifically centres on representations of Māori in film history and is therefore unlike any 

other film history thus far. Thus, Naming the Other is very significant to the haro process of 

this whenu.  

Other New Zealand Film Histories 

Despite not specifically centring on Māori in film history, other New Zealand film histories 

were also stripped in the haro process for this whenu. These smaller aho are still important, 

because they represent other shades that differ from Blythe’s, ideally proffering a more 

complex and interesting final product.  

 

Helen Martin and Sam Edward’s New Zealand Film: 1912-1996 (1997) is a chronological 

overview of New Zealand films according to the definition of ‘New Zealand film’ in the 

NZFC Act. Martin and Edwards include some films not mentioned in Naming the Other 

such as The Seekers, To Love a Māori and Rangi’s Catch. New Zealand Film also organises the 

New Zealand film history selection into two helpful chronologies. Importantly, New 
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Zealand Film includes a short discussion of The Seekers, and particularly because the Rōpū 

Whānau unexpected response to this film was silent, this is a valuable resource for this 

project. The Seekers is not considered a New Zealand film by Blythe because the director, 

crew, funding and the main cast were not from New Zealand. However, Martin and 

Edwards included it within the definition of the NZFC Act because it was shot in 

Whakatāne, included New Zealanders in the support and extra cast, is predominantly set 

on a marae, and attempts to include important tikanga and kawa. In other words, there is 

‘significant New Zealand content’ in The Seekers. As Wāhanga Rima (Chapter 5) will attest, 

despite being a British/New Zealand collaboration, The Seekers is an important film 

featuring Māori, particularly in terms of the images it presents. Despite being brief, Martin 

and Edwards’ critical insight into the production of The Seekers is very useful because it 

addresses the focus of British director Ken Annakin in regurgitating Eurocentric fantasies 

about ‘dusky’ Polynesian women, cannibals and ‘evil witch-doctors’ (p. 53). Martin and 

Edwards explain that The Seekers needed to maintain certain criteria to capture the intended 

international audience. New Zealand Film’s critical focus on The Seekers is useful in providing 

a background for the whānau’s vehement response.  

Another important distinction between New Zealand Film and Naming the Other is that 

Martin and Edwards insert references to some iwi kōrero. This is significant because Blythe’s 

analysis of tipuna/whakapapa-based films limit the tīpuna to characters. New Zealand Film 

engages, albeit briefly, with iwi kōrero in reference to the connection between How Chief Te 

Ponga Won His Bride (1913, dir. Gaston Melies) and the Ngāti Awhitu and Waikato/Tainui 

iwi kōrero (p. 22), and makes efforts to explain the Te Arawa/Ngāti Tūwharetoa narratives 

that inform the various ‘Hinemoa’ films (pp. 21, 23 and 38). Although they do not go into 

depth, Martin and Edwards have at least considered significant whakapapa/tīpuna 

connections. 

 

Geoffrey Churchman’s Celluloid Dreams: A Century of New Zealand Film (1997) has been 

useful because it is a reminder that New Zealand’s film industry operates within a global 

film industry. At times the portrayal of Māori in films is directly influenced by portrayals of 

‘natives’ in other national and popular cinemas, particularly Hollywood. I explore some of 

these connections in the following film history weu (fibres). New Zealand film histories, like 

those previously mentioned in this overview, are generally concerned with creating a 

separate identity from the international. Thus, Celluloid Dreams is an important reminder of 

how inescapably influenced New Zealand film is by Hollywood, British and Australian 
82 

 



cinemas in particular. One example Churchman explores is the Hays Code73 which, for 

some time, strongly affected the censorship of many national film industries in the West. 

The Hays Code was relevant to New Zealand as an audience because films screened in 

New Zealand were almost entirely from the United States until well into the 1990s. This is 

the period when the government began funding more home-grown material through New 

Zealand On Air. Churchman discusses the conservative tastes of the New Zealand 

audience as various pressure groups (mostly churches and mothers’ groups) voiced their 

concerns about the “degenerative effect films were having on impressionable people, 

especially children” (p. 35). Such complaints resulted in the Cinematographic Film 

Censorship Act (1916) and it’s various rewrites. Thus, the United States shaped its cinema 

around the Hays Code which directly affected what New Zealanders were watching. 

Meanwhile, New Zealand had its own codes of conduct for screen. This meant 

recommended film ratings were tightened up once viewed by the New Zealand censor. 

Churchman’s discussion of the conservative nature of New Zealand audiences during the 

silent era is particularly topical in the consideration of The Te Kooti Trail when disciples of 

Te Kooti’s Ringatū Church protested against the portrayal of their beloved prophet. 

Wāhanga Whā (Chapter 4) focuses on The Te Kooti Trail and explores some of the Ringatū 

responses to the director’s initial cut, which was forced into last minute edits. 

 

The New Zealand film industry becomes the focal point in Chapter 5 of Celluloid Dreams, 

where Churchman turns to New Zealand film production and recurrent elements in the 

burgeoning national cinema industry. Here, he provides detailed material about New 

Zealand filmmakers and actors, and how they came into the industry. This includes useful 

biographical insights into the careers of Rudall Hayward, John O’Shea, Ian Mune, Billy T. 

James, Merata Mita and Barry Barclay, most of whom are crucial to this thesis. Churchman 

also gives a critical account of the scandal of Hei Tiki (p. 54) which is particularly useful for 

Wāhanga Wha (Chapter 4) as it was viewed by Te Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea 

73 The Hays Code is basically a ‘Purity Code’, facetiously known as the “Don’ts and Be Carefuls” (Britannica 
1990), encapsulated in a set of censorship guidelines used to regulate moral behaviours on screen. Set up by 
chief censor and Presbyterian elder Will. H. Hays in the late 1920s, the purpose was to restore good morals in 
Hollywood films which had come under scrutiny following various off and onscreen scandals involving 
Hollywood celebrities. Consisting of two main parts, the Hays Code was a set of guidelines to promote 
‘traditional values.’ The values would be maintained by a set of ‘general principles’ and a list of what could not 
be depicted such as ‘miscegenation,’ homosexuality, and punishment for all criminal activity. Thus, the Hays 
Code was essentially Hollywood cleaning itself up. It was maintained for nearly forty years, until enforcement 
became impossible as underground films began impacting on the success of commercial films.  

83 

 

                                                 



(II). He also includes a critical history of the National Film Unit (NFU) which is invaluable 

for contexualising O’Shea’s work in Wāhanga Rima (Chapter 5). 

 

Also useful are the passages about the NZFC and how the New Zealand film industry was 

required to show ‘significant New Zealand content’ of which Māori are a fundamental part, 

besides the country’s other international brands; the landscape and sheep. However, 

Churchman did not consider how the increase in governmental support, film funding, and 

NZFC’s multicultural criterion boosted or impacted on portrayals of Māori in film, but 

rather provided a very short subsection devoted to ‘Māori film.’  

 

Bruce Babington’s A History of New Zealand Fiction Feature Film (2007) is valuable because 

the research methodology draws on personal letters between filmmakers and their families, 

which is useful especially in the early/silent period. The archival research methodology 

Babington adopts closely resembles the kōrero trajectory in this thesis because they are 

personal insights, one written, the other oral and transferred into a textual form. For 

instance, he draws on an exchange of letters between French filmmaker Gaston Melies and 

his family during Melies’ time in New Zealand when producing How Chief Te Ponga Won His 

Bride, Hinemoa, and Loved by a Māori Chieftess (all 1913). Initially, according to Rudall 

Hayward, Melies cast his French actress wife as Hinemoa, covering her in cocoa to ‘brown 

her up.’ In another letter, Hayward claims casting non-Māori was better “than trust[ing] the 

principal role to a Māori girl” (p. 35). However, Gaston Melies’ correspondence with his 

family tells of how overwhelmed he was by the performance prowess of Māori actors, and 

makes comparisons with well-known white actors whom he considered less capable and 

less compliant (pp. 34-35).  

 

After working with Maata Horomona, Melies writes to a filmmaker colleague asserting that 

despite having no acting experience, “The Māoris are born actors; in this respect they 

knock all the other natives we ever came across endways” (p. 34). He also compares his 

experiences in directing Horomona (Hinemoa) to North American short film actress, 

Mildred Bracken  

While it was necessary to drum things into [Mildred] in order for her to understand what 
she should do, I only had to explain very slowly to Martha [Maata] what I wanted from her 
and she would do it immediately… with a natural grace that you will notice in her acting (p. 
35). 
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Such correspondence has been extremely helpful in revealing how foreign filmmakers 

sought Māori for their performance talents. Although this advance was not sustained in the 

early sound synchronicity era – the portrayal of Hinemoa by Caucasian actress and model 

Linda Christian in Green Dolphin Street (1947, dir. Victor Saville), and Moana by 

Javanese/German actress and dancer Laya Raki in The Seekers – these are the last wāhine 

(Māori women) to be played by non-Māori. Thus, Babington’s research is useful because it 

explores some of the backstory behind working with Māori actors in the earliest cinematic 

period. 74 

 

Peter Limbrick’s Making Settler Cinemas (2010) focuses on colonial encounter films as 

‘contact zones.’ He uses the ‘contact zones’ to draw new conclusions about New Zealand, 

Australian and North American films, but most topically about the production of Hei Tiki 

and The Seekers, two films viewed in the Rōpū Whānau. Limbrick’s is a relevant analysis 

because it focuses on portrayals of indigenous, colonised nations from the perspective of 

the settler. He admits his analysis centres on white settler and settlement narratives and 

how “indigenous practices and meanings have tangled with and unsettled them” (p. 12). 

Thus, his analysis shows how the settler and the settler gaze is affected by the indigenous 

community, using Māori practices and rituals as a point of difference from past 

explorations of Māori in film. However, by focusing on settler cinema, the experiences of 

New Zealand, Australia and the United States are collapsed into one tidy ‘oppressed-by-

colonisation’ category. This misrepresents the distinctiveness of each country’s experience 

of British imperialism. Despite this, it is Limbrick’s research into The Seekers which is 

particularly valuable because it is conducted amongst surviving cast members and their 

whānau. Following a public viewing of The Seekers, these whanaunga proffered insights and 

views as performers and actors/crew. Under the Southern Cross actress Witarina Harris was 

present, and she says about their viewing: 

It’s exciting because we’d be watching a film and somebody would see themselves in the 
film… in the dark [they’d say] ‘oh that’s so and so, that’s my aunty, or that’s my 
grandfather’… and just these voices coming through… and that, I think was one of the 
important things [...] bringing [the films] back so that our descendants could enjoy them (p. 
167). 

74 I am interested in historical depictions of wāhine in silent film and the transition from ‘browning-up’ white 
actors to play Māori, when this became unnecessary, and then Māori playing other ethnicities. At the time of 
submission I am working on a paper entitled Wāhine Wahangū (Silent Māori Women) that I will present at the 
annual Women in Silent Film Conference in Melbourne, Australia (September 27th  2013). At the same time, I 
am working on a paper entitled From Cocoa to Cliff Curtis which I will present at the In the Balance Conference 
in Trafalgar Square, London (28th October, 2013). Both of these papers emerge from the findings in this 
literature research. 
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Other strong feelings are expressed toward Moana and the effect of the production on the 

town of Whakatāne from the whānau who attended, and such responses are important to 

this thesis because they are an example of average, everyday people in the community 

talking about film, a central element in this thesis. Of all of the New Zealand film histories 

Limbrick’s methodology links most closely with my own. Making Settler Cinemas is 

significant to this research because of Limbrick’s inclusion of kōrero. The kōrero are valuable 

because of the way he integrates them into the historical and cultural analyses and 

highlights important iwi kōrero and tikanga. This approach is enormously helpful in 

proffering insights into The Seekers which was viewed by Te Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti 

Kawa (II) and rejected.  

 

Because Limbrick incorporates kōrero by Māori cast members and/or their whānau and iwi-

kōrero, discussions do cross over into tikanga and mātauranga-ā-iwi. For this reason, his study 

is distinct from the other New Zealand film histories surveyed. For example, Limbrick 

discusses a scene in Hei Tiki where a male cast-member was required to wear flour in his 

hair to make him appear aged. Limbrick notes “to mix food with the extremely tapu area of 

the head is to breach tapu rules” (p. 153). Although he does not explain in any depth the 

significance of tapu (sacredness) and its opposite noa (free from restriction), Limbrick does 

extend his analysis to what is considered a very important tikanga. Where Limbrick has not 

expanded upon particular tikanga is where this current thesis becomes useful. I unpack the 

food/head tikanga further in Wāhanga Wha, and other tikanga appearing on film. 

 

The last New Zealand film history text surveyed is Interpreting the Past (2011) edited by New 

Zealand film scholars Alistair Fox, Barry Grant and Hilary Radner. Interpreting the Past 

proffers a range of critical responses to, and production research about, New Zealand films 

in the past and recent films set the past. Particularly useful for this thesis are Fox’s (pp. 45-

64) references to films in the silent period that are not usually researched (for example,  

How Chief Te Ponga Won His Bride, Loved by a Māori Chieftess, Hinemoa, and A Māori Maid’s 

Love (1916, dir. Raymond Longford). These films, lost to oxidation, are assessed according 

to archival production notes and still photos and linked together with Babington’s (2007) 

personal documents between directors and their family members. Such research is 

invaluable to contextualise how the earliest Māori characterisations were formed and how 

they evolved between silent films and early talkies.  
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Interpreting the Past is equally useful because it provides in-depth production background to 

some of the films viewed by the Rōpū Whānau. Some of this background is in relation to 

The Te Kooti Trail where Fox discusses the film through its Hollywood genre borrowings. 

Harriet Margolis considers The Te Kooti Trail beside Utu and Crooked Earth (2001, dir. Sam 

Pillsbury) as three films representing changing attitudes towards race in New Zealand (pp. 

83-98). It is interesting that Crooked Earth is part of Margolis’ analysis considering it is set 

contemporaneously and not in the past. However, all three films sustain the common ‘bad 

Māori’ versus ‘good Māori’ binaries, which upsets Margolis’ view that attitudes toward race 

have changed because this is certainly not the case in her film selection. Later, Janet Wilson 

considers Once Were Warriors as part of a re-representation of indigenous identity (pp. 197-

216). She pays some attention to Beth Heke who looks to “the values associated with pre-

contact Māori ascendancy symbolised by the marae” (p. 206). I argue, however, that because 

the film’s dialogue says Beth was bought up on the marae, and - according to parts of her 

dialogue – was elevated to a status of puhi, and thus she was simply defaulting to what she 

knew from her childhood, a period in time much more recent than Wilson suggests. What 

Wilson implies is that Beth desires to be part of an illusory, bygone Māori world where life 

on the pā is a thing of the past despite the marae remaining as important (if not more so) to 

hapū life in the contemporary context. Inferences that ‘Māori Culture’ is in the past are not 

altogether accurate, but Wilson’s perspective is not a new phenomenon (Campbell, 2005; 

Metge, 1964, 1976, 2004). In contrast, this study takes the view that to many Māori, the 

culture, the language, the land and the people are something that should be fought for 

because they are living and breathing now, and not somewhere in the past. 

 

Merata Mita’s Mauri features in Bruce Harding’s chapter “Donations of History: Mauri and 

the Transfigured ‘Māori Gaze’” (pp. 218-238). Harding attempts to engage with such 

concepts as hapū (sub-tribe) and iwitanga (the state of being ‘tribal’), but offers relatively 

superficial definitions of the terms, how they are portrayed in the film and the importance 

of the concepts to the community. He does not elaborate on them in terms of their value 

to Māori. This is not to say that Harding considers mauri (distinct life-force) and hapū (sub-

tribal kin groups) incorrectly, but he provides one-dimensional definitions, and not the 

multifaceted concepts of which kupu are representative.  

 

Harding’s work is an example of how Pākehā scholars contributing to New Zealand film 

history are beginning to consider mātauranga in order to challenge dominant ways of 
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acknowledging Māori contribution to film history. This is a much-needed advancement. 

However I would suggest a key transformation took place after The Piano and Once Were 

Warriors because it became evident Māori were watching themselves. Māori scholars began 

to present themselves as the following section illustrates, and this scholarship continues to 

flourish (Hokowhitu, 2004, 2007, 2008; McDonnell, 1998; Mercier, 2007, 2010; Mita, 

1989a, 1989b, 1996; Pihama, 1994, 1996, 2000, 2001b; Rakuraku, 2008; C. Smith and 

Pihama, 1993; D. Walker, 2006, 2011 (as D. Walker-Morrison); Wall, 1995, 1996). Thus, a 

change in Pākehā writing about Māori in film history is necessary to show attempts at 

understanding mātauranga and a Māori worldview. This means there must be transformation 

in how film history is written, a crucial component in this thesis.  

Important Māori Scholarship on Film 

A major dilemma in the haro process of this whenu has been negotiating how film history 

could be approached from a Māori worldview considering Pākehā film scholars are the 

major contributors in New Zealand film history thus far. As a result, there is no 

appropriate film history framework based upon mātauranga Māori or mātauranga-ā-iwi which 

this thesis can use as scaffolding. There is, however, an increasing amount of Māori 

scholarship about film, albeit from outside film studies. Instead this whenu draws on 

important aho which are the critical, interdisciplinary writings by Māori scholars that 

contribute important dialogue about Māori in New Zealand film. With the exception of 

Merata Mita, these contributions are written from outside the film studies discipline. Their 

contribution to film history is invaluable because they proffer necessary balance given that 

film studies is interdisciplinary and the film industry in New Zealand is Pākehā-centric. In 

the whakamaroke (drying) stage of haro, there can be some dried plant fragments left on the 

muka which is removed by scraping the thumbnail down the strand, neatening the whenu, 

readying it for the whatu phase. This Māori scholarship aho can be likened to this 

whakamaroke stage because it is the literature necessary to weave the Māori worldview and 

mātauranga into existing New Zealand film history. 

 

Merata Mita’s The Soul and the Image (1996) is a short chronological survey of Māori images 

in still and motion pictures, bringing to the fore the overt Pākehā-centricity within New 

Zealand’s image making industries. Mita is forthright about how the introduction of fiction 

feature films used the representation of culture, customs and spiritual beliefs to entertain 

audiences and is critical about the lack of respect early directors showed to important 

tikanga. In the case of Hei Tiki (1930), which I unpack in detail in Wāhanga Wha, filmmaker 
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Alexander Markey directed some of the Māori cast to perform titillating but manufactured 

tikanga, causing them to be struck down with debilitating illnesses (pp. 41-42). Markey’s 

attitude towards Māori culture, Mita claims, demonstrates that he arrived in Aotearoa with 

preconceived and “entrenched ideas about racial superiority” that his intended Western 

audience expected to see the ‘romantic South Seas’ known to the audience (p. 41). This line 

of thought is very important for the silent films analysed where important tikanga are 

mishandled. However, tikanga, kawa and mana are misrepresented in the post-sound 

synchronicity era too, and therefore Mita’s observations can be extended up until the 

NZFC Act (1978) and beyond.75 The Soul and the Image is also useful because Mita, who is 

the only female director explored in this thesis, explains her experience of being a Māori 

woman in the screen industries during the early post-NZFC era. She describes how in this 

first post-NZFC period, Māori images were still aimed at New Zealand’s ‘general’ or 

Pākehā audience, and her insights, which lay bare the treatment of Māori from an industrial 

perspective, are particularly illuminating for this whenu.  

 

The majority of Māori scholarship outside film studies is dedicated to films made post-The 

Piano. Of particular significance is educationalist Leonie Pihama’s article ‘Are Films 

Dangerous?’ (1994). This expands on Patricia Grace’s (1985) argument that learning from 

books is harmful for tamariki (Māori children). At the time Grace was writing, Māori did 

not exist in the books they read. She says, these books:  

Do not reinforce our values, actions, customs, culture and identity; 
Tell us only about others, thereby saying that we do not exist; 
May be writing about us but are writing things that are untrue; and 
Are writing about us but saying negative and insensitive things which tell us that we are not 
good (ibid, as cited in Smith, 2006, p. 35). 

 
Expanding on this Pihama argues that films present similar challenges to Māori. In her 

analysis of Once Were Warriors (1994), she asserts:  

Māori people struggle to gain voice, struggle to be heard from the margins, to have our 
stories heard, to have our descriptions of ourselves validated, to have access to the domain 
within which we can control and define those images which are held up as reflections of 
our realities (p. 241). 

The subtext of Pihama’s argument here is that it is easy to produce a text which upholds 

and reinforces negative stereotypes, such as Once Were Warriors. She highlights the injustices 

75 In the 2000s decade, which did not make the final draft of this thesis, the Rōpū Whānau highlighted some 
issues with the way tikanga and kawa were shown in Kerosene Creek (2006, dir. Michael Bennett). I have 
sparingly drawn on these issues further on in this chapter where I outline the Tīreki Roi because it is 
important to show that recent Māori directors have also challenged kawa. I will address these in a future 
project given the opportunity. 
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of such negative portrayals, and the inevitability of such depictions colouring views of all 

Māori. The negative portrayals are further perpetuated when the film is used to support 

news media coverage where domestic violence in Māori communities is highlighted (Alia 

and Bull, 2005, pp. 52-72; Barclay, 2003b; Hodgetts and Rua, 2010; Ramstad, 2012; Trnka, 

2009). In terms of The Piano, Pihama encourages a closer consideration of Māori portrayals 

in New Zealand film history, and notes the positioning of the Māori cast in the unfocused 

spaces of the film’s narrative to a point where they are inconsequential. Pihama emphasises 

that The Piano says a lot about colonial perceptions of Māori, considering they have endured 

well into the 1990s (as cited in Reid, 2000, p. 115). But whilst important, Pihama’s 

arguments now require updating because in the almost two decades following ‘Are Films 

Dangerous?’ some Māori filmmakers have challenged the damaging portrayals of Māori 

with ‘slices of life’ films which contest the pessimistic views in films such as Warriors, and 

later What Becomes of the Brokenhearted? (1999, dir. Ian Mune) and Crooked Earth (2000, dir. 

Sam Pillsbury).  

 

Ocean Mercier writes that films like Once Were Warriors indicated a significant shift in values 

by showing symptoms of child neglect and problems that arise out of alcohol dependency 

(2007, p. 44). Importantly though, she highlights that films such as Warriors pivot on the 

tamariki and rangatahi casts deciding their own way forward by not conforming to the 

dependency of their parents.76 Despite the blatant despondency in the films Mercier 

assesses, they are “hopeful scenarios of a people who are overcoming the effects of 

colonisation on their society” (ibid). Focusing on colonisation’s flow-on effects rather than 

categorising Māori in relation to Pākehā, Mercier’s observations extend far beyond Blythe’s 

Social-Historical Models and reaffirm that Māori scholarship is increasingly important to 

New Zealand film history. Changes in urban Māori society are particularly evident and 

useful for Wāhanga Rima, Ono and Whitu in relation to Don’t Let it Get You, Mark II and Once 

Were Warriors where Māori social and familial values are clearly challenged in comparison 

with the silent period where representations of traditional Māori lifestyles was preferred. 

 

Sociologist Anna Sutton’s doctoral dissertation Āhua: Māori in Film is a chronological 

examination of eight New Zealand ‘race-relation narrative films’ which she claims are 

underpinned by “a nationalised race-relations narrative discourse” (2011, p. 16). Sutton’s 

76 Mercier’s article predominantly centres Two Cars, One Night (2002, dir. Taika Waititi), but at this point she 
also references Warriors and The Little Things (2005, dir. Reina Webster). 
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primary focus is the sociological transition of ‘Māori subjectivity’ in film, sketching out 

changes in the way Māori are represented via “notions of extinction, justification of 

assimilation and integration, and the move toward biculturalism” (p. 15). She describes 

Māori subjectivity as the way Māori are framed as ‘social actors’ in the diegetical world 

depicted (p. 29). Āhua includes an assessment of Merata Mita’s feature, Mauri (1988) and 

thus Sutton’s dissertation is particularly useful. She writes that Mauri is a re-examination of 

core cultural ‘nationalist myths’ about the integration and modernisation of Māori in New 

Zealand society (p. 213). Thus, Sutton’s take on Māori in film extends past Blythe’s Social-

Historical Models because she discusses how Māori in film are social constructions, rather 

than considering how Māori and Pākehā can ‘come together’ or explain why they are two 

peoples living closely but apart (p. 21). Āhua is particularly useful in Wāhanga Ono and Whitu 

because of the important changes in representations of Māori in film post the NZFC Act, 

and also because there is very little written about Mauri, particularly by Māori scholars, a 

film she focuses on for some time.  

 

Lastly, Brendon Hokowhitu’s focus on the cinematic construction of ‘Māori masculinity’ 

(2003, 2004, 2008, 2009) has been particularly illuminating for the historical strand of this 

thesis, primarily because there is very little written about the representation of cinematic 

tāne by tāne.77 Hokowhitu concentrates on how images of tāne are constructed, paying 

closest attention to some of the invented details that are authenticated, and re-

authenticated into cinematic modes of ‘traditional’ Māori patriarchy (2008, p. 115). He 

considers the routine of revisiting especially violent images a space of contestation which 

has led to the normalisation of Māori male aggression (2004, pp. 259-284). In relation to 

“Jake the Muss” in Once Were Warriors, Hokowhitu states “the violent cultural disruption 

caused by colonisation has had profound effects on self-determination” and ‘Māori social 

consciousness’ (2008, p. 128). A most important facet Hokowhitu recognises for this 

thesis, is that the Māori audience champion films such as Once Were Warriors simply because 

the films acknowledge Māori after previously being denied a historical and political 

presence in film (2007, p. 53). Hokowhitu’s work is particularly useful in the analysis of tāne 

Māori in the silent period, particularly Hei Tiki, but is most useful in the discussion of Jake 

‘the Muss’ in the 1990s.  

 

77 Brian McDonnell, who has written about the adaptation of New Zealand novels in to film in his doctoral 
dissertation (1986, The Translation of New Zealand Fiction into Film), is Ngāi Tūhoe.  
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The various New Zealand film histories highlighted in this strand are important because 

they are the link between past film histories and this thesis. Blythe’s Naming the Other is 

particularly significant because, like this project, it was intended to specifically focus on 

Māori in film, as was Sutton’s sociological survey. The other New Zealand film histories 

did not focus on Māori, however they contribute important insights for this thesis when 

Māori are highlighted in their works. What the film history literature also exposes is that 

even less film history is written by Māori. Thus, contributions made to film history from 

outside the film studies discipline are significant to this thesis because, as this chapter has 

demonstrated, there is very little meaningful writing about Māori in New Zealand film 

history. In the subsequent historical chapters I whiri (plait) the selected film histories into 

the four historical threads in this strand, to acknowledge and expand on important existing 

New Zealand film history. Here, I complete the whakamaroke process, neatening the aho 

before I meld them together with the Rōpū Whānau kōrero, as I explain in the next section. 

My hope is that this work will promote change in New Zealand film history by encouraging 

potential Māori film scholars to be the change agents. 

Te Whenu Hītori Tuarua: Kōrerorero 
There is no way of knowing what films Māori have watched over time as box-offices 

record the number of ‘bums-on-seats’ but not who the individuals are. Additionally, there 

are no film histories written from a Māori perspective. Thus, it is not possible to base this 

New Zealand film history on retrospective kōrero in relation to the films. Another strategy 

then was necessary for this historical whenu. Therefore, this second thread, Kōrerorero, is 

devoted to constructing a framework for building New Zealand film history using kōrero to 

entwine with the existing New Zealand film history. These contemporary kōrero are in 

response to a selection of films from the silent era to 1999. As I explained in Wāhanga Rua, 

kōrero (talks, narrative, speaking) is important to maintaining the intended worldview in this 

thesis because this is how Māori oral traditions are conveyed and transported through the 

generations. In this study, the kōrero were gathered in Rōpū Whānau (familial 

conglomerates, groups) where the specific research area is in film audiences called Ngā 

Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū (sub-tribally based viewing audiences). In these audiences, the 

whānau viewed a selection of films. Following each viewing, the whānau engaged in kōrerorero 

(conversation, dialogue). The strongest themes are drawn out of these kōrerorero, and these 

form the kōrero-base of the film history. In creating such a historical framework, it is crucial 

that it is based as firmly as possible in cultural concepts. In this thesis, I specifically 

reference what has been considered significant to my own whānau who are two hapū - Ngāi 
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Taiwhakaea (Ngāti Awa) and Ngāti Kawa (Ngāpuhinuitonu/Ngāti Hine). Thus, this 

Kōrerorero section is dedicated to the Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū kōrero, ultimately to 

honour the whānau as the pā harakeke78 (flax family) from where this work originates.  

Whāikōrero, Kōrero and Kōrerorero 

Whaikōrero, kōrero and kōrerorero are significant in this thesis because, as I showed in 

Wāhanga Rua, the day my whānau offered to invest into this project, they extended their 

potential kōrero responses to film to me. Thus, it is a given that kōrero would be the central 

concept in this whenu considering it was proposed to me by the whānau, then later gifted to 

this thesis by the whānau, changing it completely, and I believe, for the better. 

 

The most important element in this thesis is whānau. The kōrerorero about the historical film 

selection gathered in the Rōpū Whānau are the weu (fibres) that weave the film history 

literature and kōrero together to form the aho (thread) in this whenu (strand). A very 

important whakataukī (traditional saying, aphorism, proverb) is “Ko te kai ā te rangatira – he 

kōrero” (The food of Chiefs is talk). This whakataukī exemplifies the importance of talk, 

discussion, sharing, narratives, and the crossing-over of ideas through consultation and 

oratory.79 These are fundamental elements in te ao Māori (the Māori world). In all iwi, 

rangatira (chiefs) are known for the wisdom they pass down through the mātauranga skill of 

whaikōrero (formal, historically based oratory) because all whaikōrero are iwi and/or hapū 

kōrero. Below I unravel the importance of kōrero and how pivotal it is to shaping a Māori 

worldview. 

 

Whaikōrero (formal oratory) is considered the ‘food of chiefs.’ It is important because much 

of the oratory is presented using imagery and metaphors that are specific to the speaker 

and his/her whānau, hapū and iwi. Whaikōrero have been simply described as “greetings 

expressed by elders on marae courtyards during assemblies of people” (Barlow 1991, p. 

78 Whilst pā harakeke are literally ‘flax bushes’, metaphorically they represent the passing of attributes between 
parents and children down the generations (Moorfield, 2005). There are many writings about the pā harakeke 
and its metaphorical value of nurturing children because the adult leaves clump themselves around the rito 
which are the centre or tendershoots that are under-developed. Later they form the clumps around other rito. 
For more, see (E. Clarke and McCreanor, 2006; Rokx, 1997). 
79 Whakawhiti kōrero, the crossing over talk, is very important amongst Māori because it invokes a level of 
‘consultation.’ During exchanges of kōrero, each party has the opportunity to state its view, convince, persuade 
and influence the other through oratory to motivate an adjustment of stance. But the point of whakawhiti 
kōrero is to allow voices to have their say to convince and, equally, to be convinced.  
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165).80 This is a widely known and ideal definition, but it is limited in the current state of 

language revitalisation. Whaikōrero are traditional, formal, historically based, speech 

practices that are not restricted to marae, and are often - but not only - performed by 

elders.81Whaikōrero are delivered poetically, rhythmically, allegorically, inspirationally, and 

sometimes kinaesthetically, using the whole body. The whaikōrero draws on spiritual, social, 

cultural, practical and historical knowledges which require a specialist skill-set. The skill-set 

is generally acquired by patient and intensive watching, listening, practising and performing, 

learned in environments known as wānanga (intensive, higher learning). Equally, there is a 

heavy burden and obligation accompanying the whaikōrero skill. Whaikōrero requires a 

commitment to the hapū, generally meaning those who practice are on-call for occasions 

that may arise without warning, such as tangi (funeral). Proficient kaiwhaikōrero (formal 

speakers) maintain the mana of the haukāinga (home-based, local people). Tangi are 

particularly important, but exhausting for kaiwhaikōrero as they can last up to a week, 

requiring whaikōrero for continuous pōwhiri during daylight hours as ope after ope (visiting 

80 In many centres, whaikōrero is taught through wānanga. During intensive learning, experienced kaumātua pass 
on their knowledge to their prospects. These protégés are often seen performing their whaikōrero in mock 
situations which ideally take place on the marae, but this is not always the case. I have also been in situations 
where men in their 30s and 40s who cannot be considered kaumātua have delivered excellent whaikōrero on 
marae settings and elsewhere. Because my daughter has been in Māori-medium education, I have also been (an 
impressed) witness to children engaging in whaikōrero during pōwhiri in a primary school environment at Te 
Uru Karaka, Newton Central Primary School in Central Auckland, and now at Te Kura o Te Pāroa, Pāroa, 
Whakatāne. The tamariki are encouraged to engage in whaikōrero to build their confidence. But it is also 
important to remember that the tamariki are learning te reo rangatira, the language of chiefs, and are therefore 
taught that they are of chiefly status for learning to kōrero. 
81 Of course kaumātua are the most common deliverers of whaikōrero. Dr. Poia Rewi’s (2004) extensive study 
of whaikōrero was informed by a group of kaumātua who were considered exponents of the art because they 
had proven themselves as fully competent in their respective iwi practices and were well-known amongst their 
peers. All but one of his informants are over fifty years of age (p. 18) and all are male. There are some regions 
where women perform and participate in whaikōrero, particularly in the Ngāti Porou (East Coast of North 
Island) iwi. Many non-Māori think that women are ‘prohibited’ from performing whaikōrero, understood by 
some as an act of patriarchal control to keep wāhine quiet. Such views have encouraged some high profile 
Pākehā criticise marae practices as anti-feminist in the media (see Dame Silvia Cartwright’s comments in 
Young and Berry, 2005) despite not knowing why wāhine are discouraged from engaging in whaikōrero. A 
notable factor is that the women open formal occasions with karanga (calling). Prior to Pākehā time 
restrictions, this could take hours, but that has now been minimised to a very few minutes if at all. Thus, 
women do have a very important role in pōwhiri which is overlooked as an important contribution, despite hui 
not being able to commence without a woman’s voice. In the areas where women are not permitted to speak, 
it is not an act of prohibition, but of keeping the whakapapa strong. In te ao tūturu (ancient times), delivering 
whaikōrero inaccurately was believed to impact on the ability of the speaker to bear children. A man can be 
replaced, but a womb cannot. Thus, women were urged to cease the practice to avoid barrenness. Women are 
known to be formidable exponents in whaikōrero in the Ngāti Porou region. Linguist and teacher Dr. Katerina 
Heikoko Mataira in particular was a staunch advocate for the continuation of whaikōrero in the Ngāti Porou 
rohe, particularly following menopause when child-bearing is not a barrier (Rewi, p. 18). Very sadly, Mataira 
passed away during the last year of this thesis. Mataira leaves behind her many children and grandchildren, 
but also numerous adults who, as children, were brought up reading her inspirational children’s stories in te 
reo Māori. I am one of those children, and I am very grateful. Haere tonu rā ki te ao kahurangi e te rangatira miharo. 
Haere, haere, haere atu rā.  
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troop, party, contingent) arrive, and require a full mihi whakatau (formal reception and 

acknowledgement) to admire the memory of the deceased. 

 

According to Dr. Poia Rewi (2004), a very basic structure of whaikōrero in a marae context 

begins with tauparapara (incantations), providing an overarching metaphor for the issue(s) 

featured at the hui (meeting). Acknowledgements are made to the tīpuna and the whare tīpuna 

(ancestral house), followed by Tane-nui-ā-rangi (Sky Father) and Papatūānuku (Earth Mother). 

Then the hunga mate (those from the marae and hapū who have passed away), and hunga ora 

(living) precede the kaupapa (rationale, reason) of the hui. Specific iwi kōrero are brought to 

the fore and admired. Often the links between the haukāinga and ope manuhiri (visiting 

group) are specific. Therefore, kaiwhaikōrero must be aware of certain signifiers in manuhiri 

that indicate from whence they came, and they ought to adjust their planned kōrero 

accordingly. For instance, manuhiri from Kāi Tahu in the South Island are known to wear 

something red to indicate to the kaikaranga and/or the kaiwhaikōrero their iwi affiliation. 

Each kaiwhaikōrero must listen intently to all of the other speakers in case debates 

(particularly contentious ones) arise, and be prepared to respond eloquently, to prove he 

was listening. Aside from the listening skills, whaikōrero requires a mastery of the reo and the 

highest level of concentration. A waiata tawhito (traditional, ancient song) known as the 

kīnaki (relish, sweetness) draws the whaikōrero to an end. Kaiwhaikōrero are highly prepared, 

practised and well-researched; their whaikōrero are not disorganised, aimless ramblings. 

Whaikōrero is, therefore, a multifaceted convention that is passed on cross-generationally. 

Whaikōrero is the food and skill of chiefs. Because kōrero in the research environment is so 

highly regarded and the Rōpū Whānau research approach hinges on it, it is fundamental 

that its importance, especially the most formal of kōrero, is expressed here with clarity. 

Whānau, Whakapapa and Kōrero 

Kōrero is an intrinsic part of te ao mārama (the world of understanding) that has still not yet 

been fully assimilated by colonisation. By engaging in kōrero in contemporary contexts, the 

oral traditions also become comments on colonisation because of their indecipherability by 

the colonisers (Womack 1999, p. 61). Consequently, kōrero can be seen as a tool that 

contributes to tino rangatiratanga (absolute self-determination, autonomy, sovereignty). 

Therefore, centring kōrero in this strand works to both highlight the voices of the whānau as 

the most important history thread, and as a decolonisation strategy motivated by the 

inversion of dominant historical writing practices.  
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As I highlighted in Wāhanga Rua, kōrero is the inspiration for all forms of mahi-toi; waiata 

(songs), tauparapara (incantation), haka (posture, challenge dances), mōteatea (lamentations), 

karanga (calls), whakairo (carving, patterning) tukutuku (lattice patterns), and raranga 

(weaving). These arts support and emerge from the oral traditions. Linguist Professor 

Bruce Biggs (1976) considers kōrero traditions to be inclusive of all cultural products (p. 1) 

that are used as mnemonic devices and are referred to by oral cultures in place of written 

histories. Mnemonic devices such as the rakau whakapapa (genealogy stick) are especially 

useful when aiding the recitation of whakapapa. Specific whakairo are sometimes carved into 

the rakau to represent connected tīpuna in the order that they lived. Eventually the carvings 

are not necessary to prompt the kaikōrero (speaker), but are helpful for the one who takes 

his/her place. Fundamental to the recitation of whakapapa is that each layer must be 

delivered correctly. Mistaken or fractured delivery (whati) can have perilous consequences 

on the speaker, potentially affecting many generations. Thus, when the kaiwhaikōrero 

requires prompting, he can run his fingers over the carvings, reminding him of the 

subsequent tipuna, thus avoiding mistakes. Kōrero-inspired arts have transported whakapapa 

since the time of Io-Matua-Kore (the parentless, supreme God), and have passed it down 

from one generation to the next. In engaging with the arts, Māori are breathing life into 

their tīpuna through the kōrero, and re-engaging with their wairua. Thus, engaging with the 

arts is a strong identity marker because they act as mnemonic devices representing 

important whakapapa linkages between the individual, their whānau, hapū, iwi and tīpuna. 

Each art represents specific kōrero and this illustrates the weight of the oral traditions within 

whānau. Because the Rōpū Whānau contribute kōrero to this whenu, this whenu carries no less 

than a double burden; it continues our whānau and hapū oral traditions, and presents 

significant challenges to existing New Zealand film history.   

 

Te Whenu Tuatoru: Tīreki Roi (Support Structure) 

The Tīreki Roi is the last remaining aho to the history strand. It has been so named because 

the Tīreki Roi represents an important support structure which in this case is made up of 

significant components emerging from the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau kōrerorero. As I outlined in 

Wāhanga Tahi and Rua (Chapters 1 and 2) the components in the Tīreki Roi are āhua, wairua, 

whakapapa, tikanga and kawa, all of which are important mātauranga Māori concepts. The 

extent to which each of these is included (or not) in New Zealand film history, and how 

they are represented, would require theses of their own to be explained fully, a task I leave 

for future film scholars. Here, I briefly explain each element in the Tīreki Roi to give the 
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necessary co-ordinates to the ensuing historical chapters. The Tīreki Roi is intended as a 

post-script which draws on the important learnings from responses to the film selection by 

each Hunga Mātakitaki Hapū. It considers when and in what films āhua, wairua, whakapapa, 

tikanga and kawa were discussed by the Rōpū Whānau, and notes when the elements 

strengthened or dissipated in the film selection. These elements are the important weu 

(fibres) entwining the Kōrerorero to the Tīreki Roi, the final aho in this film historical whenu. 

As a post-script, it is more a reinforcement aho for the mātātuhi and kōrero I outlined above 

because in a whiripapa, such as this three part chapter, it is necessary for a third aho so the 

other two do not unravel themselves. 

Āhua 

According to a widely used definition, āhua can mean shape, appearance, image, condition, 

likeness, nature, figure or form (Moorfield, 2005),82 but it can also extend to characteristics, 

behaviours, aura, gestures, talents and personality (Mead, 2003, p. 359). Like the majority of 

kupu, āhua does not simply mean one or another; essentially āhua means each and all. As a 

concept, āhua expands on simply images or appearances. Image is only one level of āhua 

which according to mātauranga extends to include sound, voice, gestures, language and 

behaviours. Exponents of haka are encouraged to draw on these elements from their tīpuna 

when in performance mode83 so uri (descendants) of the portrayed tipuna can connect with 

the character. A drawback is that the uri are also alerted to invalid performances. Without 

drawing on the āhua of those the haka intends to embody, haka is empty. As I argue in 

Wāhanga Rima in relation to ‘Moana’s Dance’ scene in The Seekers, audiences who connect 

with tipuna know when āhua elements are present and when they are not. This slightly 

broader understanding of āhua is particularly useful in the analysis of responses to films, as 

in viewing film, image, gesture, characterisation, costuming, mise-en-scene, camera angles, 

film form (how the frames are partnered together to make narrative sense), voice, language, 

82 I wanted to note that Anna Sutton’s thesis entitled Āhua: Māori in Film (2011) about Māori subjectivity and 
race-relations in New Zealand narrative films, neither provides a definition for āhua nor explains why the 
project is so named.   
83 Borrowing from tīpuna is a central part of haka performance. For instance, I have heard one kōrero about 
the whētero arero pūkana (protrusion of the tongue and dilation of the eyes) which is used to make reference to 
Tāne’s ascendance of the twelve heavens to retrieve the baskets of knowledge. As I mentioned in Wāhanga 
Tahi, some iwi believe Tāwhaki retrieved the kete. It is said that when Tāne climbed the heavens, his struggle 
was evident to those who looked on because his face was contorted, eyes were protruding, and tongue poked 
out. It is also believed that the wiri (the shaking of the hands) enacts Tanerore who shook his hands to show 
the distant haze caused by excessive heat, to remember his love for Hine-Raumati, the summer goddess. 
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sounds of nature and extra-diegetical sound.84 All of these elements contribute to how film 

texts are understood. 

 

Āhua is included as a significant part of the Tīreki Roi because āhua Māori has evolved 

markedly over the course of New Zealand film history. As the historical strand will show, 

Māori film characterisations have developed far beyond the ‘post-card images,’ Dusky 

Maidens and portrayals of senseless barbarians which dominate the silent and early post-

sound synchronicity eras. This history also advances beyond the violent, abusive, depraved 

characters thrust onto New Zealand’s cinema and media-scape in the mid-1990s to early 

2000s. Because film is a predominantly visual medium, it is a given that āhua is a crucial 

component. However, as the historical chapters show, for the Rōpū Whānau, gestures 

must be married to ‘aural authenticity’ or a believable delivery of language and voice. This 

is most obvious in responses to films between 1980 and the 2000s. When these elements 

are not performed in ways familiar to people the whānau are or know, they disengage from 

the films immediately and completely. Thus, āhua is a significant element through which to 

view the findings in the Rōpū Whānau, and to shape a kōrero-based film history. 

Wairua 

Wai = water 
+ rua = two 

 

An equally important element in this thread in the Tīreki Roi is wairua. It is understood that 

wairua is in the spiritual dimension linking people to the wider environment, the spirit or 

soul. Hirini Mead explains that wairua begins its existence when the foetus forms eyes (p. 

301). Until then, Mead says “it inhabits the universe, and when the body passes away, 

wairua lives past death” (p. 54). Because taha wairua (the spiritual side or dimension) is 

outside physical and intellectual dimensions, it is one of the paradigms most widely 

misunderstood by non-Māori. But the translation of wairua – two waters – can give an 

insight into the concept. Water is in constant search of other water; rivers and waterways 

motion toward the sea, until they become one. In floods, the water eventually guides itself 

away from the flood site having found other waterways. In this way, wairua searches for the 

‘wai’ within others, and in all things that have lived, are living, or who represent 

someone/something that has lived. Between people and other living things, wairua is the 

84 The world inside the film is called the ‘diegesis.’ Anything synched with the imagery post-production, such 
as a film’s sound-track, is considered extra-diegetical because it is brought into the diegesis to give it 
ambiance.  
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meeting of their ‘waters.’ Evidence of this meeting is only through a feeling and this is a 

fundamental reason wairua can and has been denied by non-Māori.  

 

An understanding of wairua is useful in the analysis of the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau kōrerorero, as 

the whānau identify with certain characters more closely than others. This is important 

because despite being fictitious characters, wairua was identified by the whānau. Some 

whānau had physical responses to characters and claimed they ‘felt something,’ and on 

various occasions wairua was specifically mentioned by whānau. Such wairua connections are 

made in the films Mark II, Mauri, and Once Were Warriors where members of the whānau 

commented in various ways on how their wairua had been ‘stirred’ or ‘moved.’  

 

Whakapapa 

Whaka = activating prefix 
+ papa = layers or layering 

 
It is a misconception that whakapapa simply means genealogy or family tree as is widely 

understood. Linguist Henare Williams’ (1971, 2001) understanding of whakapapa is the 

correct recitation of the layers of genealogy, one following another. In prefixing a word 

with ‘whaka-’ whatever is subsequently suffixed is active, and in continual motion. ‘Papa’ is a 

contraction of Papatūānuku, the Earth Mother, and therefore whakapapa is the continuation 

of layering upon Papatūānuku as the first ancestor. Reciting whakapapa then returns to the 

important connection between the people who claim autochthony (to have been birthed 

from the land) or ‘tangata whenuatanga’ (the state of belonging to the land). Joseph Te Rito 

(2007) expands on the most common definitions of whakapapa, asserting it can also be 

considered a Māori view on reality, and has a major part to play in Māori resilience and 

their ability to ‘bounce back.’ He says 

[Whakapapa] is to do with that sense of being essentially at one with nature and our 
environment, rather than at odds with it. As tangata whenua we are people of the land – who 
have grown out of the land, Papatūānuku, our Earth Mother. [Therefore] having knowledge 
of whakapapa helps ground us to the earth. We have a sense of belonging here, a sense of 
purpose, a raison d’etre which extends beyond a sense of merely existing on this planet 
(2007, p. 4). 

Thus, while giving Māori a sense of resilience, whakapapa is also a driving influence that 

gives the individual a sense of purpose and identity that extends beyond the self, to 

collectives, and to the land and wider environment. Whakapapa is also the recognition that 

each layer of connection, represented by each name, represents an uri (descendant) of 

Papatūānuku. This is only a very brief and simple description of whakapapa, intended to 
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show that whakapapa is more than genealogies. Whakapapa is a very significant concept 

linking Māori to the land, and is essentially a promise to acknowledge links with 

Papatūānuku. 

   

Whakapapa is an important part of the Tīreki Roi because some films, particularly in the 

silent to early talkies period, included whakapapa-connected characterisations. These 

included personalities who belong to iwi kōrero such as Te Ponga and Puhihuia (How Chief 

Te Ponga Won His Bride), Hinemoa (both Hinemoa films and The Romance of Hinemoa), Rewi 

Maniapoto (Rewi’s Last Stand and The Last Stand), and Te Kooti Te Turuki Arikirangi (The 

Te Kooti Trail). All of these characters still have living uri who continue the layering of the 

ancestor depicted in their respective film/s. These whakapapa connections have hardly been 

acknowledged in any New Zealand film history thus far. Of these, the Te Hunga Mātakitaki 

ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) chose to view The Te Kooti Trail because Te Kooti played an 

important role in the Ngāti Awa/Mātaatua rohe. The majority of Ngāi Taiwhakaea are 

staunch advocates of Te Hahi Ringatū (Church of the Upraised Hand) established by Te 

Kooti.  

 

Focusing on the element of whakapapa in the Tīreki Roi is intended to show how some 

whakapapa-based characters have developed throughout New Zealand film history. Utilising 

Rōpū Whānau responses to the films, the Tīreki Roi notes when whakapapa-based characters 

are most popular and when they disappear. 

 

Tikanga and Kawa (Correct Procedures and Protocols and Rules of the marae) 
Tikanga 

Emeritus Professor Hirini Mead writes that tikanga consists of mātauranga Māori and the 

protocols associated with best practices (2003, p. 8). Fundamental to mātauranga Māori is 

that it is based on ideas and concepts associated with tikanga. Mead explains that tikanga 

“provides guidelines for behaviour and as such comprises an important part of cultural 

identity” (p. 248). These guidelines include procedures, customs, lore, methods and codes 

that maintain the taught principles and values of hapū and marae, and these are ideally used 

in an individual’s personal life and practiced within the whānau. Sometimes tikanga have 

been maintained for many generations, and look very much like the tikanga that was 

practiced in ancient times, although with some evolution. Other tikanga, however evolve 

according to the experiences of tīpuna who may have encouraged change. Here, I proffer a 
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weaving practice example. Some kairaranga (weavers) do not work at night because that is 

how the practice has been passed down to them from their kaiako (teachers). This tikanga 

emerged because it is most humiliating not to weave with accuracy, and mistakes are likely 

to be made in the dark. However, other kairaranga weave at night because in the present 

day there is electricity, effectively cancelling out this tikanga. But it is up to the kaiako to 

pass on these tikanga or not.85 

 

Kawa 

Hirini Mead (2003) explains the subtle differences between tikanga and kawa by asserting 

kawa deals with the knowledge base, where tikanga is the practice of that knowledge (p. 8). 

Influential kaumatua Eruera Stirling describes kawa as “the customary rules governing marae 

behaviour” (italics my emphasis, Stirling and Salmond, 1980, p. 229). Ideally kawa does not 

change, however it has been known to adapt as a memorial to important occurrences in the 

hapū and/or iwi. Many generations ago the women and children of Ngā Pōtiki, a hapū of 

Ngāi Tūhoe, expected the return of their men who had been away in the bush for some 

time gathering kai. When a group, obscured by the dark, approached the pā, the women 

and children received them. The men of the hapū had earlier been ambushed and killed, and 

after accepting them gladly onto the marae, the Ngā Pōtiki were killed, and the marae was 

destroyed. Subsequently, on most marae in the Mātaatua district, ope (visiting groups) are not 

received onto their marae after dark (Doherty, 2009, p. 74). Thus, a fundamental difference 

between tikanga and kawa is that kawa are the overriding rules directing marae behaviours 

that (ideally) do not change.86 Kawa are the protocols behind such rituals as pōwhiri (rituals 

of encounter), and the speaking order that takes place, either paekeeke or tauutuutu.87 But 

whilst kawa does not change, kawa does differ from marae to marae, and the kawa of the 

haukāinga (local, home or true home people) at each marae takes precedence over any 

proceeding irrespective of who the visitors are. Any tikanga or kawa practiced by a visiting 

85 My kaiako Ria Te Kanawa-Davis, daughter of tohunga Diggeress Te Kanawa, taught me this when I learned 
from her some years ago. 
86 I heard a kaumatua give an explanation showing the difference between tikanga and kawa at a recent Ngāti 
Awa wānanga reo. He said to think of a sport such as Rugby League (and my ears pricked up as I am a die-hard 
NRL fan). The kawa is the settle of the ball, where after the attacking exponent is tackled by the defender, the 
ball has to be planted onto the ground, and rolled backwards between the legs to the attacking dummy-half. 
If this is done incorrectly, the attacking team is penalised. Then he said the tikanga is the tackle. Although it is 
important that tackling is done legally according to the rules, tackling differs from player to player and team 
to team, and what is deemed a legal tackle is at the discretion of the referee. 
87 Pāekeeke is the order where all the speakers from the haukāinga present from left to right. Tauutuutu is where 
speakers from the haukāinga and manuhiri alternate. Both my marae use pāekeeke. 
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ope must be left at the waharoa (main entranceway) prior to entering another marae. This is 

an exceptionally important component of kawa.   

Tikanga, Kawa and Film 

At times the whānau observed instances where tikanga is portrayed, manufactured, and/or 

breached in the film selection. Illustrations of tikanga and/or kawa on film appear in Hei 

Tiki, The Seekers, Mark II, Mauri, Once Were Warriors, Pikowae and Kerosene Creek, where the 

Rōpū Whānau were quick to voice their concerns. One of the most troublesome (and 

famous) examples where manufactured tikanga is depicted on film is in Hei Tiki. The scene 

is expanded in detail in Wāhanga Wha. As I will discuss, this is where director Alexander 

Markey directs a ritual that according to tikanga puts all of the performers at risk. 

 

Breaching tikanga is known to have dire consequences for the individual, and sometimes 

for many generations to follow. In Alexander Markey’s previous production Under the 

Southern Cross (1928), many of his Te Arawa cast, who were encouraged to breach tikanga 

during the production, became unwell, some to a debilitating degree (Mita, 1996, p. 46). 

This is a central reason Te Arawa refused to work with Markey again. It is also the reason 

Markey had to forfeit Rotorua as his desired backdrop for Hei Tiki, his dream project. 

Fundamentally, tikanga does not discriminate because of the medium it is transmitted 

through. According to the Rōpū Whānau, film does not give the manufacture of tikanga 

special favour simply because it is portrayed in a fictitious production.  

 

Discussing tikanga is valuable to the Tīreki Roi because of the recent increase of funding for 

specifically Māori content and the NZFC’s commitment to training and supporting Māori 

filmmakers. Some of the resulting films are set on marae, and thus a discussion of kawa is 

increasingly relevant particularly in films produced in the late 2000s. Such films include 

Patu Ihu (2008, dir. Summer Agnew), Journey to Ihipa (2009, dir. Nancy Brunning), Kehua 

(2009, dir. Wiremu Grace), and The Strength of Water (2009, dir. Armagan Ballantyne).88 As 

mentioned above, where the featured films show tikanga and kawa, the Rōpū Whānau are 

quick to voice their concerns and objections. Tikanga and kawa emerge again in response to 

Kerosene Creek as I mentioned in Wāhanga Rua. In Kerosene Creek, a scene reconstructs the 

tangi of two brothers killed in a car accident, who lie in state on a marae. The Hunga 

88 The acclaimed recent release White Lies/Tuakiri Huna (2013, dir. Dana Rotberg) is the latest film to display 
important tikanga and kawa. The film also centres on tohunga-ism during the period of the Tohunga 
suppression, and some of the establishing scenes are set on the marae.  
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Mātakitaki who viewed Kerosene Creek expressed concern that the flag was flown at half-

mast during the tangi scenes. It must be clear that the flag is not the target of scrutiny, but 

the kawa it symbolises. Two whanaunga (relations) were particularly perturbed about how 

this kawa was allowed to be used by the filmmaker for these scenes. One was adamant that 

doing so shows the film was constructed for Pākehā/non-Māori viewers interested in 

seeing Māori protocols, and therefore is aimed at entertaining and informing Pākehā, and is 

not for Māori. This then challenges the notion that all Māori filmmakers are above 

reproach when it comes to visualising important kawa. 

 

The aho (threads) in this prefacing chapter - Mātātuhi, Korerorero and the Tīreki Roi - have 

been unknotted from each other to show how the following historical chapters are 

structured. All three are necessary so that the whenu does not unravel itself. Although the 

other film histories referenced do not have a focus on Māori, they offer very useful 

insights. Interdisciplinary Māori scholarship also proffers many valuable commentaries, 

particularly post-The Piano. I outlined only a few important authors amongst many others. 

However, kōrero is the most valuable part of this thread, because the Rōpū Whānau 

proffered such useful empirical and cultural insights into the film history this thesis 

generates. They are the most important strand because they entwine the literature with the 

community research. Thus, the kōrero is the reinforcing aho that strengthens the overall 

historical strand. Lastly, the Tīreki Roi focuses on those mātauranga Māori elements indicated 

as important by the Rōpū Whānau from their viewing of Māori in films. The Tīreki Roi is 

also a way of acknowledging the importance of mātauranga to this project. This chapter has 

patiently unravelled each thread only to ‘whiri’ them together again in its conclusion. In 

doing so it is hoped that the overall historical strand will be strengthened.  
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Wāhanga Wha (Chapter 4)  

The Te Kooti Trail and Hei Tiki: Early/Silent Film - 1939 
Māori characters and narratives are pivotal in the earliest New Zealand cinematic era, 

evident in titles such as Loved By a Māori Chieftess (sic), How Chief Te Ponga Won His Bride, and 

Hinemoa (all 1913, dir. Gaston Melies), Hinemoa (1914, dir. George Tarr) and The Romance of 

Hinemoa (1925, dir. Gustav Pauli). Sadly, along with various others, these films succumbed 

to oxidation89 with the exception of very few excerpts of The Romance of Hinemoa and 

Harrington Reynolds’ The Birth of New Zealand (1922) and some shot stills. But although the 

earliest portrayals of Māori in film have evaporated from screens forever, New Zealand 

film histories keep the memory of films alive (Blythe 1988; Blythe 1994; Churchman, 1997; 

Dennis 1996; Fox, Grant et al. 2011; Mita 1996; Martin and Edwards 1997).  

 

A majority of films in the later silent era are grounded in iwi kōrero (tribal histories, 

narratives, stories), as are the initial films portraying Māori. Segments of iwi kōrero are 

borrowed from Te Arawa and Ngāti Tūwharetoa to form the various Hinemoa films. Kōrero 

from Tainui and Te Awhitū form How Chief Te Ponga Won His Bride while Rongowhakaata, 

Ngāi Tūhoe and Ngāti Awa kōrero contribute to The Te Kooti Trail (1927, dir. Rudall 

Hayward). Thus, these films are significant because although fictionalised, the portrayals 

are of important tīpuna (ancestors) who still have whakapapa (genealogical layering) to uri 

who are alive today. But within the film histories, these connections are barely 

acknowledged, except for a few references to Hinemoa being a princess from Te Arawa or 

Rotorua (Babington, 2007; Blythe, 1994; Martin and Edwards, 1997). Iwi histories all have a 

whenua (land) context which connects them to a specific place and the kōrero attached to the 

land (Doherty, 2009, p. 53). Iwi kōrero and whakapapa connecting the film’s eponymous 

characters/tīpuna (ancestors) with the land and living uri (descendants) ensure the 

characters far outlive the films because they are kept alive by the iwi. Kōrero keep tīpuna alive 

similar to the way the lost oxidised films are kept alive by stills and film histories. However, 

there are many tensions in the adaptation of iwi kōrero to film, as this chapter will 

demonstrate. Many aspects of these films were manufactured to meet the needs of an 

international film industry, particularly Victorian romances and classic Hollywood 

cinematic narratives such as drama and action, which could only have benefited by 

involving an exotic locale and its equally mysterious inhabitants. 

89 When early nitrate-based film stocks were exposed to dampness and gradual deterioration, the images were 
lost. 
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As I explained in Wāhanga Toru (Chapter Three), acknowledging whakapapa-based 

characters when they emerge throughout New Zealand film history is a fundamental weu 

(fibre) in this historical thread. This is because filmmakers working in New Zealand during 

the silent period adapted parts of iwi kōrero and blended certain tipuna characteristics into a 

fictional story. Consequently, tīpuna are integrated into the fictionalised film, and are 

employed as an exoticised ‘brand name’ which ultimately markets the film. For instance, a 

film such as The Te Kooti Trail contains few historical facts, yet Hayward advertises it as a 

historically accurate depiction in the film’s opening credits. The silent period also produced 

Hei Tiki (1930, dir. Alexander Markey) which is not connected with iwi kōrero, but 

promoted as historically and culturally authentic.90 

 

This chapter centres on the silent film era, and is divided into the three weu or sections 

outlined in Wāhanga Toru. Mātātuhi (Literature), the first weu in this historical thread, focuses 

on the published New Zealand film history that is relevant to The Te Kooti Trail and Hei 

Tiki, the featured films in this chapter. However, it is important to note that I have aimed 

to give historical and cultural context to Te Kooti via general historical sources rather than 

film histories, in order to highlight his importance to the communities who still consider 

him an important poropiti (prophet) and freedom fighter. Such views deviate from New 

Zealand histories (general and film) that often characterise Te Kooti negatively. Kōrerorero 

consists of the verbal responses by Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū in relation to the 

featured films, this thread’s second weu. Lastly, the Tīreki Roi considers some of the 

valuable learnings from the film responses extracted from the kōrero section and entwined 

into New Zealand film history. The Tīreki Roi functions as a link between the historical film 

era at the centre of this chapter and the subsequent chapter, 1940s to 1969, rather than as a 

conclusion, entwining Wāhanga Wha and Rima together. 

 

Mātātuhi 

The Te Kooti Trail 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Rudall Hayward: My Lady of the 

 
Shot in Whakatāne where the 

 
Hāhi Ringatū protested against 

90 www.imdb.com lists Hei Tiki as a documentary. 
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Cave and Rewi’s Last Stand 
(silent version) to mixed 
reviews 
 
Iwi-based kōrero were popular at 
this time  Whakapapa –based 
characters; Te Kooti and Peka 
Makarini 
 
Research only conducted 
through general NZ Histories 
ignoring Hāhi Ringatū and iwi 
connections to Te Kooti 
 
No research into the tāngata 
hara status that was prominent 
in the Ngāti Awa region 
around the depicted 
 

actual events took place 
 
Highlighted romance 
trajectories following Classical 
Victorian narrative arc, 
supplementing  
facets borrowed from the 
popular Western 
 
Binaries between Pākehā and 
Māori, and between chivalrous 
Māori and troublesome Māori 
 
‘Bad Māori’ dressed in “looted 
uniforms” and ‘Friendlies’ 
dressed in sackcloth and 
barefeet 
 
‘Lillian Gish’ lens used for 
prominent Dusky Maiden 
 

negative depiction of Te Kooti 
creating positive bad press for 
Hayward 
 
Chief Censor’s involvement 
increased the film’s profile 
 
Makarini’s recent uri unhappy 
with depiction of their tipuna 
 
The Te Kooti Trail is considered 
Hayward’s best work 
 
Attempted to recapture the 
controversy again in the sound 
remake of Rewi’s Last Stand to 
lackluster reviews 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Brief Film Synopsis 

Set in New Zealand in the mid-1860s to early 1870s, The Te Kooti Trail is a historical 

reconstruction that follows Eric Mantell (Arthur Lord), who is sent to the Antipodes from 

England as punishment for a petty theft. He leaves behind his beloved Alice (Billie 

Andreasson), but promises to return a hero. On his arrival in New Zealand, he enrols in 

the British constabulary under Gilbert Mair91 (Thomas McDermott), who is in pursuit of 

the Māori leader and guerrilla-war fighter, Te Kooti Te Turuki Arikirangi (Chief Te Pairi-o-

te-Rangi). Te Kooti launches an attack on Mair, Jean Guerin92 (Captain H. Redmond), and 

the Ngāti Pūkeko ‘friendlies’ at the Whakatāne flour-mill and manages to evade capture. 

The tracking of Te Kooti continues for another year, until Mair’s persistence finally pays 

off in an attack near Rotorua where, after twenty years of pursuit, Te Kooti is ‘brought to 

justice.’ 

 

New Zealand film histories regard The Te Kooti Trail as a controversial film text, primarily 

because of the overt binaries between Māori and Pākehā, Hayward’s claim to authenticity, 

91 Gilbert Mair is a factual historic character. He was a Captain in the British Navy, later dispatched as a New 
Zealand Crown official to New Zealand during the Land Wars. He was the principal tracker of Te Kooti.  
92 Jean Guerin, a Frenchman, is a factual historic character who was married to a Ngāti Pūkeko woman, and 
fought on the side of the Crown during the Raupatu Whenua (Land Confiscations) during the mid-to-late 
1800s. According to the opening credits of The Te Kooti Trail, Guerin is revered as an ex-patriot who fought 
for the Settler. 
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and the intervention by the Chief Film Censor (Babington 2007; Blythe, 1994; Fox, et al, 

2011; O’Shea, in Bieringa and Dennis, 1996). But it could be said that the controversy and 

debates about the The Te Kooti Trail were more dramatic than the film itself. Blythe, for 

example, discovered that prior to release, there was a test audience for the film which 

included elders from the Hāhi Ringatū (Church of the Upraised Hand), the faith founded 

by Te Kooti in 1868.93 Following the viewing, the Ringatū elders protested against the 

film’s release to the New Zealand Chief Censor, W. A. Tanner. Blythe claims that the cause 

of their resentment was that a film had been made about their beloved poropiti without 

consultation (p. 38). However, during historian Judith Binney’s (1995) research, she spoke 

directly to Te Kooti’s uri, and some present day Tūhoe and Ngāti Awa Ringatū disciples 

whose kōrero differs. They claim the elders’ concerns were that Te Kooti had been shown 

as a ‘false prophet.’ According to their oral traditions, the main dilemma was the attacks on 

their faith and poropiti in the film’s original inter-titles which claimed Te Kooti performed 

“fake miracles” (pp. 551-555). But Blythe’s (1994) account of Peka Makarini (Baker 

McLean) is also problematic. He describes Makarini as “the literal embodiment of that 

once most feared and hated phenomenon, the half-caste.” Makarini represents “the 

unacceptable face of [the] union between Māori and Pākehā” particularly when “the half 

caste identifies with Māori nationalism” (p. 37). This is an attack on Makarini, a tipuna, who 

93 Because of Ngāi Taiwhakaea’s strong Hāhi Ringatū connection with Te Kooti, I am compelled to 
contextualise him beyond his cinematic characterisation. Te Kooti founded the Ringatū Faith after he had 
miraculously recovered from debilitating asthma that his companions described as ‘he pararūtiki’ (paralytic 
fever). Witnesses claimed to have seen him spitting up blood. The symptoms were so severe, Te Kooti’s 
coffin was organised (Binney, 1995, p. 65). The name ‘Ringatū’ stems from the repeated Biblical references to 
raise the hands to God in praise which was practised at the end of each prayer (ibid, p. 66). However, his 
elevation to infamy was following a miraculous recovery from tuberculosis during which he claimed to have 
been visited by the spirit of God who told him “Rise! Come Forth! You are spared to be made well to be the 
founder of a new church and religion, to be the salvation of the Māori people and to release them from 
bondage” (Ross, 1966, p. 30). As a result of being saved from near death by a series of messages, apparitions 
and spirit visitations, Te Kooti founded the Hāhi Ringatū, described by historian Judith Binney as “the oldest 
of the surviving, scripturally based religions in Aotearoa”(p. 1). After months of searching the scriptures, and 
following his spirit-lead decision to reject books, Te Kooti gave precedence to the practice of orality and the 
transference of knowledge directly from person to person. He claimed a voice told him to use memory to 
transfer his ‘scriptures’ as opposed to written text. The voice said 
Ko koe ia kei whawha koe ki tētahi pukapuka, nō te mea ko ēna reta nā te tangata he mea pouri, engari māku e korero ki a 
koe mau ki a rātou kia mohio ai rātou he reo ahau nō te Atua. Ko te kupu i ngaro i rātou mau e karanga ki te Atua, ā 
maku a whaki atu. 
As for you, don’t touch any book, because the letters of men are dark, rather I will speak to you and to them, 
so that they may know that I am the voice of God. The words that elude them you must ask of God, and I 
will make [them known to you]. 
Thus, the way of committing the ‘scriptures’ to memory was in the form of waiata as the melody is a 
mnemonic tool used to encourage recall. These waiata are recorded in the exhaustive history of Te Kooti - 
Judith Binney’s seminal text Redemption Songs. Although the Ringatū was inspired by the many Biblical 
references encouraging the hands to be constantly held up in prayer, early writers considered that it ascribed 
its beginning to the resistance to European sovereignty. However, the views of the Ringatū faithful would be 
more likely to describe Te Kooti as a charismatic, influential leader and poropiti (prophet). 
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in the film and writings about the film, is clearly coded as a villain and easily condemned 

(Martin and Edwards, 1997, p. 40). Thus, the film criticises Te Kooti, a beloved poropiti, and 

Makarini, a direct whanaunga (relation) to Binney’s informants. 

 

The Ringatū disciple’s complaints enraged filmmaker Rudall Hayward (Binney, 1995, p. 

553). He believed his portrayal of Te Kooti depicted the man’s “true character,” and the 

Ringatū elders were objecting to the film simply because they were “superstitious” (Binney, 

ibid; Blythe, p. 39). Hayward, considered by some as the ‘father of New Zealand 

filmmaking,’ took the complaints personally. However, amongst Binney’s informants, there 

was also kōrero that Hayward believed the Ringatū leaders were upset that they had not 

been invited to participate in the film.94 Defending his portrayal of Te Kooti, Hayward 

asserted that the problem was not his, but Ringatū’s: 
The superstitious Māoris still look on Te Kooti as something approaching a saint. They are 
objecting to the part he plays in my picture, where he is shown in his true character as a 
misguided patriot (as cited in Blythe, p. 39). 
 

Hayward continues with a problematic question, 
What would have been the position in American film if the Government had forbidden the 
taking of Indian pictures which has been the mainstay of their industry, as Māori pictures were 
to New Zealand? (Blythe, ibid). 
 

Here, Hayward compares Māori with Native Americans in the Hollywood Western or 

‘Cowboys and Indians’ genre,95 ignoring such matters as the vilification, exploitation and 

manufacture of Native American cultures in the establishment of the Western/Hollywood 

genre. Hayward suggests that while the films showed settlers struggling to dominate the 

frontier in the forefront of the film, Māori should simply be content with being portrayed 

at all.  

 

The Te Kooti Trail sets up common classical Hollywood film binaries between Pākehā 

Settler/Land Defender versus chivalrous and troublesome Māori. Such binaries, and the 

conventional narrative arc, demonstrate that Hayward’s conditioning as a pioneering 

filmmaker was heavily influenced by North American filmmaking conventions (Mita, 1996, 

pp. 42-45; O'Shea, 1996, p. 17). Hayward’s above statements demonstrate his expectation 

that Māori would play the roles to retain cinema’s unspoken Eurocentricity, and that it is 

94 Binney (p. 553) included this information from an oral source, Heta Rua, endnoting it as O. S. [Oral 
Source]: 18 May 1978 (p. 636). 
95 Alistair Fox (2011) has written a chapter in Interpreting the Past where he considers the influence and impact 
of the Western genre on New Zealand’s silent film era.  
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‘better to be misrepresented than not be represented at all.’96 Hayward was confident that 

his characterisations of Te Kooti and Makarini were faithful to the attributes uncovered in 

his personal research (Blythe, 1994, p. 39). However, a real problem (amongst many others) 

with reconstructing Te Kooti, Makarini and other tīpuna is that there is no consideration 

given to whakapapa connections to Te Kooti and the disciples of the Hāhi Ringatū who 

consider Te Kooti a spiritual leader and poropiti (McGarvey, 2009a; McKinnon, 2009b; N. 

Tupara, 2009). Fundamentally, Hayward’s adaptation of this important iwi kōrero shows 

that, in his construction of Te Kooti, the documentation he drew on was most likely 

written by unsympathetic non-Māori, rather than those who knew Te Kooti as a man. 

Clearly, there was no pre-production research conducted amongst the Hāhi Ringatū. Thus, 

those who were supportive of Te Kooti and aware of the various iwi kōrero to which he 

connected, and those in the Hāhi Ringatū, would have discernibly different views of Te 

Kooti. The important element of exploring Te Kooti as a man, a tipuna, and a poropiti is not 

a feature of New Zealand film histories. Instead, the New Zealand film historical view, 

such as Blythe’s could be construed as sympathising with Hayward (Blythe, pp. 38-39).  

 

The rejection of Hayward’s portrayal of Te Kooti is the only instance of Māori protest 

against a fiction film so far. This is not noted in any of the New Zealand film histories 

surveyed in this thesis. Chief Censor Tanner considered the Ringatū grievances and 

ordered the pejorative inter-titles about Te Kooti and Makarini be removed. Despite his 

protests, Hayward was forced to alter the film and reschedule the release date (Binney, 

1995, p. 554).  

 

Ironically The Te Kooti Trail is also one of the first instances where a New Zealand film has 

benefited from ‘bad press.’ As a consequence of Tanner’s intervention, the marketing of 

The Te Kooti Trail was modified to include Hayward’s triumph at releasing the film the 

96 This a quote recycled on various occasions, and I have looked at a thesis by Dorothy Kuykendal (2009) 
called Concubines and Second Sons which looks at fractured subjectivities in fictional characters of East Asia. She 
uses the quote to look at Opera roles where women of East Asia are shown in a world that insists on their 
silence and invisibility (pp. 38-39). Rey Chow (2002a) considers this type of role as “the increasing 
objectification of the world” and as “a part of an ongoing imperialist agenda for transforming the world into 
observable and hence manageable units” (p. 2). There are significant crossovers between its message and Ella 
Shohat and Robert Stam’s (1994) sub-chapter in Unthinking Eurocentrism entitled “The Burden of 
Representation” (pp. 182-185) where they discuss the problems and challenges of showing racially authentic 
representations on film. They consider film a part of the mimetic arts that are politicised simply because they 
are ‘representational’ (p. 182), drawing on Marx’s idea of representing those who unable to represent 
themselves (p. 183), and Memmi’s “mark of the plural” (2003, p. 129) who are colonised and recolonized 
through continuous objectification. Memmi asserts that this is because “one does not have a serious 
obligation toward an animal or an object” (p. 130). 
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Government tried to stop. One advertisement contradictorily says “Stopped! By the NZ 

Film Censor because of its Amazing Historical Realism – Then released because it proved 

to be the truth. Not for weaklings – it’s a man’s picture. Though women and children will 

enjoy it too” (Dennis, 1996, p. 202). Another says “NOT FICTION – FILMED FACTS… 

AN EPIC OF THE KING OF OUTLAWS” (Binney, p. 554, Elmberg, 1956, p. 250). 

Aside from the obvious use of advertorial ambiguity and over-embellishment, the Chief 

Censor’s intervention proved to be valuable to Hayward, because the Te Kooti Trail was his 

most successful film. Despite directing many films, Hayward neither saw the same 

controversy nor success as a filmmaker again.  

 

Contextualising Te Kooti from a different worldview than has been presented in New 

Zealand film history is a really important aspect of this historical thread. One differing 

worldview involves whakapapa. Te Kooti is a good example of a film character who is both 

fictional and tipuna. Any consideration of Te Kooti’s predominant whakapapa links with 

Rongowhakaata, the important iwi kōrero he still connects to, and the reasons why he set 

out against the Crown, is imperceptible in New Zealand film histories. The film parallels 

this pattern too. There is very little about the Mātaatua region where the Ringatū faith is 

still practiced today.97 Te Kooti is a tipuna; he has existing uri (descendants), and because of 

his many feats and charisma he still has disciples who gather on the twelfth of every 

month, known simply as ‘Te Rā’ (The Day) or ‘Tekau mā rua’ (The Twelfth) to practise his 

memory scriptures. Another reason Te Kooti is so cherished by Ngāti Awa is because, in 

1885, he returned the bones of Te Hura Te Tai, the Ngāti Rangihouhiri chief who was 

executed for the slaying of James Te Mautaranui Fulloon (L. Williams, Arabin, and 

Skidmore and Associates, 2007, p. 15) and thus, there is also gratitude to him for this act of 

kindness. The adaptation of iwi kōrero to written literature and then to film is very complex 

and troublesome. Adapting iwi kōrero is especially knotty when a character is not 

acknowledged as a tipuna with whakapapa links, and is not given historical, cultural or land 

context (Doherty, 2009, p. 53). When a kaiwhaikōrero stands to address an audience, he 

contextualises himself by proffering his whakapapa so that onlookers can understand his 

connection to the kaupapa (rationale, reason) at hand. Te Kooti’s characterisation is not 

fleshed out to offer any context. Blythe’s film history positions Te Kooti as mythological 

97 According to the 2006 New Zealand Census, there are roughly 16,000 Māori who identify as Ringatū. Quite 
a majority of them are based in the Bay of Plenty, predominantly amongst Ngāi Tūhoe, Ngāti Awa and Te 
Whānau-ā-Apanui. 
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(p. 36) which is counter-whakapapa because it suggests he, like Hinemoa and Tūtanekai, 

never lived.  

 

Despite the controversial release of The Te Kooti Trail, Hayward utilised whakapapa/tīpuna-

based characters again in his sound version of Rewi’s Last Stand (1940). Anna Sutton writes 

that this remake was produced to “correct” the mistakes of his silent version of the same 

film released in 1925 (2011, p. 101). It is understandable that in centring the film on 

another much revered iwi leader, Hayward could expect to reap the benefits again. But 

according to the film histories, lightning did not strike twice for Hayward. The responses to 

the sound remake are mostly observations and critiques about the film’s overt 

Māori/Pākehā binaries, problems with biculturalism, and the much-idealised, cross-cultural 

romance trajectory (Babington, pp. 48, 75 and 77; Blythe, 1994, pp. 35-36; Mita 1996, p. 

44). A comment in the magazine Te Iwi aptly says of Rewi’s Last Stand that 

[Hayward] made an attempt at historical accuracy – but distorted the significance of the 
facts to suit obvious preconceived ideas about what should have been in the minds of the 
protagonists… but couldn’t have been. [The battle of] Orakau was a bloody, almost 
genocidal confrontation by Māori and European with no quarter given (unauthored, 
February, 1990, p. 19, cited in Edwards and Murray 2007, p. 47). 

The unnamed writer articulates a fundamental problem with historical reconstructions: that 

entertainment is often at the expense of accuracy. The battle scene in Rewi’s Last Stand does 

not show the bloodshed and losses associated with the four days of continuous fighting 

between the Crown and the Ngāti Maniapoto, Ngāti Kahungunu and Tūhoe alliance. The 

film shows neither the duration of the battle, nor how depleted some of these tribes 

became as a consequence.98 The author of the article also identifies the challenges inherent 

in approaching films that include iwi kōrero and feature significant tīpuna. Iwi kōrero known 

amongst the uri of a specific tipuna will often differ from the cinematised version, because 

iwi kōrero address the historical context of tīpuna involvement in certain events, while, for 

example, Rewi’s Last Stand, The Te Kooti Trail and the consequential film histories do not. 

Whakapapa-based characters would not return to film until David Blyth’s Kahu and Maia 

(1993).99 However, since Howard Morrison’s recent passing, Don’t Let it Get You (1966, dir. 

John O’Shea) is now a whakapapa-based character with the added complexity of the role 

98 I have heard the kōrero of Ngāti Haka-Patuheuheu who sent a troupe that walked from Te Houhi in the Bay 
of Plenty to Orakau in the Waikato/Hamilton region to participate. Following the major losses to their hapū, 
they turned around, and walked over 150 kilometres back to Te Houhi with their injured and dead.  
99 The title Kahu and Maia are contractions of the tīpuna the film revisits. These are Kahungunu (Kahu) and 
Rongomaiwahine (Maia). 
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straddling reality and fiction. I explore the intricacies of Morrison’s role in detail in Wāhanga 

Rima. 

 

Hei Tiki 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Alexander Markey:  Hollywood 
veteran and known amongst Te 
Arawa because of insults, 
misdemeanors and directing 
casts to violate personal tapu 
during production of Under the 
Southern Cross from which he 
was expelled 
 
NZ Government funded 
despite Markey’s known 
offences against Te Arawa 
 
Rotorua was the 
conceptualized backdrop, but 
moved to Taupo, and Ngāti 
Tūwharetoa were advised to 
treat Markey as a distinguished 
guest of the government 
 
Fictitious characters 
 
Despite issues with Te Arawa, 
main characters were played by 
actors Ngawara Kereti and Ben 
Biddle from Te Arawa 

 
Extras from Whanganui iwi 
asked to come ‘up-river’ by 
Markey; described later as a 
trespass or breaking of au kāti, 
showing director had no regard 
for tikanga 
 
When Markey refused to pay 
the cast and crew, Biddle 
conveniently went hunting 
 
‘Lillian Gish’ lens used for 
Dusky Maiden 
 
High production values; 
camera tricks 
 
Markey forced cast to perform 
anti-tikanga actions such as put 
flour into the hair, and wahine 
to walk over male cast 
members 
 
Bizarre haka and uncontrolled 
taiaha scenes, and tane wearing 
piupiu at women’s length 
 
Piupiu worn as ‘general wear’ 

 
Produced in 1930, but not 
released until 1935 in New 
York, and NZ in 1939 
 
Adventures in Māoriland: The 
Making of Hei Tiki released in 
1985 
 
No response by Te Arawa 
uncovering why Kereti and 
Biddle accepted the roles 
 
Some cast and crew reported 
having debilitating illnesses 
following production 

 

Brief Film Synopsis 

Alexander Markey’s Hei Tiki (1930) is a pre-contact film set in New Zealand where Mara 

(Ngawara Kereti), a ‘Tahai’100 tribe puhi (female of high rank, virgin, chosen, special one) is 

promised to a battle warrior. Realising her freedom is about to end, her only solace is in 

escaping the confines of the pā (fortified community) and stealing away into the forest in 

the middle of the night. On one of her excursions, she meets Manui (Ben Biddle) from a 

100 Please note that I have not italicised the word ‘tahai’ because it is not a known kupu that I am aware of. 
However, it is very close to the kupu ‘tahae’ which means to steal. 
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nemesis tribe, and the two fall in love instantaneously. They devise a plan to fool Mara’s 

father (the Chief, Te Rangi) and the hapū into thinking Mara is being kept for a powerful 

god who uses magic to make himself appear and disappear. The Chief is frightened by the 

idea that he would not please the god, agrees to the ‘god’s’ demand to marry Mara in 

exchange for peace, and lets him take Mara away from the hapū. But the cunning couple are 

seen trying to escape in Manui’s waka (boat) at the river’s edge. A fierce battle ensues, until 

Mara convinces her father to form a peaceful alliance with Manui’s tribe. Peace between 

the warring tribes is symbolised by the marriage of Mara and Manui and the hei tiki (a 

carved figure shaped into an abstract form of a human) exchanged to signify the end of 

their hostilities. 

 

Despite the scandal of his preceding New Zealand production, Under the Southern 

Cross/Taranga/The Devil’s Pit (1928), 101 director Alexander Markey received generous, 

locally-raised financial backing for Hei Tiki (O’Shea, 1999, p. 58; Limbrick, 2010. p. 148). 

He was fired from Under the Southern Cross, mainly because financial investors had lost trust 

in his budget keeping, and he did not complete the producer’s required footage on 

schedule (Martin and Edwards, 1997, p. 42; Mita, 1996, p. 42). According to Te Arawa 

sources, their community was insulted by Markey’s abuse of their culture and hospitality 

(Mita, ibid). Limbrick (2007) lists his major transgressions as “scandals, stories, objects, 

debts, thefts and texts” (p. 249) in the wake of his filmmaking experiences in New Zealand, 

indicating some of the damage done to the Te Arawa community. In relation to Under the 

Southern Cross, Markey insisted the actors performed in ways that were against personal 

tikanga and tapu. As a result, many of the actors were struck down with debilitating 

sicknesses (Mita, p. 42). The producers replaced Markey with the assistant director Lew 

Collins, a veteran of short feature and Western films from the United States. But in spite of 

his expulsion from Under the Southern Cross, Markey received financial backing for his dream 

concept, Hei Tiki, a year later.  

 

When he conceptualised Hei Tiki, Markey imagined setting it in Rotorua amongst the Te 

Arawa people who had been so accommodating during Under the Southern Cross. However, 

101 Gustav Pauli also released a film in 1928 entitled Under the Southern Cross, so the two should not be 
confused. It was originally proposed to producer Carl Laemmle as Taranga, and after Markey’s dismissal it was 
renamed Under the Southern Cross under the new director, Lew Collins. It was released under this name in 
Britain and in the States, until it was given a soundtrack named “The Devil’s Pit” and it was redubbed 
accordingly. In this thesis, the film is known as Under the Southern Cross because this was the film’s first release 
name. 
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he was unable to return to Rotorua as a consequence of his previous misdemeanours. 

Thus, Markey was forced to relocate Hei Tiki to another lake district. Taupo provided the 

backdrop, and Ngāti Tūwharetoa and the various neighbouring Whanganui iwi provided 

the people milieu. But Limbrick (2010) notes that there is kōrero amongst some of the 

Whanganui iwi who opposed the involvement of their whanaunga  during production 

because, although there was an invitation by Ngāti Tūwharetoa to participate, going up 

river like that was a trespass (Nepia Nikorima as cited in Limbrick, p. 149). Despite some 

reluctance, some whanaunga from Whanganui were cast as extras. Thus, Hei Tiki began with 

a sense of discomfort amongst the iwi. There were a plethora of other pre- and production-

phase problems, particularly with casting (Limbrick, p. 148) which I will discuss further on.  

 

Markey received much support from the New Zealand Government including a special 

pass that was only given to distinguished guests. With this pass, symbolic of the 

Government’s seal of approval, the secretary of the Ngāti Tūwharetoa Trust Board, 

Puataata Grace, was urged to assist Markey (Limbrick, 2010, p. 148). Although Grace 

complied and was involved in some of the casting, Minister of Māori Affairs Apirana Ngata 

is said to have been watching Markey with caution (Limbrick, ibid) most likely as a 

consequence of Te Arawa’s concerns during Under the Southern Cross. Regardless, Ngāti 

Tūwharetoa were expected to host and show manaakitanga (serve, host, be hospitable, show 

generosity, selflessness) to Markey as an important manuhiri (guest) of the Government.  

 

The film’s protagonists, Manui and Mara, were played by Te Arawa actors Ben Biddle and 

Ngawara Kereti respectively. They accepted the roles, despite a stand by Te Arawa who 

were staunchly opposed to working with Markey again.102 There is no record as to why 

Biddle and Ngawara agreed to play the roles, although exploring iwi kōrero regarding their 

decisions would be of value. I leave that for potential Te Arawa film historians to 

investigate in the future. Until Under the Southern Cross, Te Arawa had been the iwi most 

accommodating of visiting film productions. Te Arawa had been heavily involved in, or 

102 Biddle claimed he was chased “round and around until the wages come right” by Markey, showing how 
highly his talents were considered (Biddle as cited in Limbrick, 2010, p. 154). But whilst he got his 
protagonist, Markey could not have bargained on Biddle’s outspokenness. There were times when Markey 
withheld the wages of cast and crew, and in protest Biddle would either confront him or refuse to work. 
Biddle had not signed a contract with Markey, and knew production could not continue without him, and at 
one stage, he disappeared from the set for a month, and is said to have gone pig hunting instead.  He also 
picked up a forestry job to compensate for the lack of income (ibid). Markey involved the police and had 
Biddle arrested for his noncompliance, but the arrest could not be enforced because there was no contract. 
Biddle simply agreed to return when the cast and crew were paid, forcing Markey to concede.  
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had provided the backdrop for, Loved by a Māori Chieftess, How Chief Te Ponga Won His Bride, 

the various Hinemoa films, A Māori Maid’s Love (1916, dir. Raymond Longford), The Mutiny 

of the Bounty (1916, dir. Raymond Longford), The Betrayer (1921, dir. Beaumont Smith), The 

Adventures of Algy (1925, dir. Beaumont Smith), and Rewi’s Last Stand (1925).103 However, 

their refusal to be involved with Markey showed a deep mamae (hurt, scar, sore, ache, pain) 

that manifested in their long absence from fiction film from Under the Southern Cross until 

Don’t Let it Get You in 1966 (dir. John O’Shea) where, as Wāhanga Rima shows, Te Arawa 

returned to film in force to support their local extraordinaire, Howard Morrison.   

 

Limbrick’s (2010) research claims Markey showed concern with visual authenticity, 

particularly the mise-en-scene, props and costumes, but according to the production crew 

he was “practically hostile towards Māori tikanga” (p. 154). Such insensitivity is most 

explicit in the scene where Mara is presented as a debutante to the hapū. Mara saunters in 

from camera left, arms outstretched, supported by two people-in-waiting who assist her as 

she walks over the legs of the village tamatāne (young boys), until she is at the centre of the 

frame. When she finally faces the camera in a mid-close-up, her youth and beautiful smile is 

exposed in soft light and focus, an affect known as the “Lillian Gish lens”104 (Cohen, 2001, 

p. 119). This softens Mara’s facial curves whilst everything else in the frame goes out of 

focus (Affron, 2002, pp. 104 and 120). The ‘Lillian Gish lens’ was often used in early 

Hollywood cinema where, after much anticipation, the beautiful female object of the 

audiences’ affections would be presented in a built-up ‘reveal’ scene. Through film archivist 

Huia Kopua,105 Limbrick contends that the ‘presentation’ scene is a “shocking breach of 

protocol” that caused Māori people to disinvest from the narrative (p. 179). Kopua likens 

the breach in Hei Tiki to the ‘spectacular’ dance scene in The Seekers (1954, dir. Ken 

Annakin) where the female body was simply “on display” (ibid). Limbrick continues: 

In Hei Tiki when Ngawara Kereti walks across the backs of men arrayed on the ground, 
the scene is so egregiously wrong within tikanga Māori that it allows the opportunity, she 
[Kopua] argues, for a Māori audience to disinvest themselves from the representational 
cohesion of the film and instead continue to read it in other ways (p. 179). 

It is clear then, that there are ‘cultural’ problems with the scene, but Limbrick gives no 

explanation as to why the scene is so provocative and offensive. In fact, wāhine (Māori 

103 The sound version of Rewi’s Last Stand (1940) was predominantly shot in Te Awamutu which is located in 
the Waikato/ Hamilton region.  
104 Lillian Gish was one of pioneering U.S. feature filmmaker D. W. Griffith’s favourite actresses, appearing 
in his most famous and racially controversial films The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916) amongst 
ten other titles. Photographer Henrik Sartov designed the “Lillian Gish lens” designed to heighten her facial 
features. 
105 Huia Kopua is the manager of Ngā Kaitiaki o Ngā Taonga Whitiāhua (The New Zealand Film Archive). 
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women) are forbidden from walking over any other person, especially men, because the 

tenetene (vagina) is the conduit through which life travels from the spiritual world to the 

physical world. It is believed tenetene are so highly tapu,106 they can literally drain tapu from 

others, and draw it into the body of the woman (Collard, 2006, p. 318; Hanson, 1982, pp. 

350, 356-357). Thus, quite apart from courtesy and modesty, it is believed that wāhine 

should not step over people for the sake of the person who is stepped over. Despite the 

safety concerns regarding the scene being brought to Markey, Kereti reluctantly performed 

it (Limbrick, pp. 153-154). It is not known why Kereti acquiesced, so this is another gap in 

film history that will benefit from Te Arawa iwi kōrero. The Kōrerorero section corresponding 

with Hei Tiki illuminates this tikanga and demonstrates a view of Māori on film which 

differs from, and expands on, what has been written in film histories thus far. 

Kōrerorero 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) and The Te Kooti Trail 

The first kōrerorero theme emerging from The Te Kooti Trail is the absence of Te Kooti 

(Chief Te Pairi). Despite being the eponymous character, some in the Hunga Mātakitaki ki 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) were unable to detect Te Kooti’s arrival to the film or his presence. 

The second kōrerorero theme is the film’s connection with the North American Western 

genre, where Te Kooti and his allies are the evil adversaries of the Pākehā Settlers. The last 

theme is that the whānau demonstrate more interest in identifying the whenua (land) and 

pinpointing the locations, and engaging in whakawhanaungatanga (searching for personal 

links, connections) with the actors, than in the characters or narrative. This meant that 

there was very little engagement with the film text at all. Limbrick’s (2010) interviews 

amongst The Seeker’s surviving cast and whānau also respond to seeing their tīpuna in the 

same way.  

 

Eponymy 

Observations about The Te Kooti Trail by Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) fundamentally diverged from 

those in current New Zealand film histories. This demonstrates the importance of 

developing a kōrero-centred film history. In this first kōrerorero passage, it is apparent that, 

despite being the eponymous character of the film, Te Kooti is not the film’s central 

character. Here The Te Kooti Trail differs from earlier films, such as the Hinemoa films and 

106 It is said that Te Rauparaha wrote the well-known haka ‘Ka Mate Ka Mate!’ whilst hiding under a kumara 
(sweet potato) patch. His wife sat on a mat concealing the entrance to where Te Rauparaha was hiding. Thus, 
her tenetene covered him with her tapu. Whilst under her protection, Te Rauparaha evaded capture by an 
opposing Chief, Te Rangihaeata. 
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How Chief Te Ponga Won His Bride, which focus on the eponymous characters as central 

protagonists. As will be shown, some of the Hunga Mātakitaki were unaware Te Kooti had 

appeared in the film at all. The inter-titles emphasised the name of the actor who played Te 

Kooti rather than the characterisation. Regardless, Ngāi Taiwhakaea is a staunch Hāhi 

Ringatū hapū. The audience was initially excited about seeing how their beloved poropiti was 

portrayed in The Te Kooti Trail. 

Kaihana 2: So when does Te Kooti come in? [laughter] 
Pakeke 1: We’re not in New Zealand yet… 
Kaihana 2: I thought this was The Te Kooti’s Trail? 
Pakeke 1: It is!!! 
Pakeke 2: Yeah, but it’s an hour long [laughter] 
Kaihana 4: We’ll probably laugh for an hour! [laughter] 
Pakeke 1: Te Kooti’s probably at the end! The last five minutes [laughter] […] 
 
Pakeke 1: He’s preaching that Chief Te Pairi 
Rangatahi 1: Yeah, that looks like Tom Te Pairi 
Pakeke 1: Te Pairi is his name… aww I dunno if that’s his name […] 
 
Jani: Ummm, how did you how did you feel about Te Kooti? The portrayal of Te Kooti? 
Kaihana 3: Yeah 
Jani: What? 
Kaihana 1: Has he been on? 
Rangatahi 1: Yeah, he was with the party 
Jani: He was, he was, he was… he was on the steps of Tanenuiārangi 
Pakeke 1: He was preaching the gospel  
Kaihana 1: Oh yes… was that Te Kooti? 
Jani: Yeah, that was him 
Pakeke 1: Yeah 
Rangatahi 1: Te Pairi was playing him… 
Pakeke 1: That was Te Kooti 
Rangatahi 1: Te Pairi Tu Te Hau 
Pakeke 1: Portrayed by Te Pairi 
Kaihana 1: True!?? He coulda gotta gold medal! [laughter] 
Pakeke 1: Bit like Tarzan 
Kaihana 1: Taaaarue!!! [laughter] 
Pakeke 1: Is that him??? They chasing him? 
 

This kōrerorero, recorded during the viewing of The Te Kooti Trail, shows that Te Kooti’s 

appearance in the film is missed by some of the whānau. The film’s introductory scenes are 

set in England, establishing Eric Mantell’s role as the lead character. Sometime into the 

narrative, Mantell is forced to relocate to New Zealand. The pre-New Zealand scenes are 

lengthy and the whānau begins to question when Te Kooti will make an appearance, if at all. 

As is shown, there is jovial banter about Te Kooti being shown in the last five minutes 

(Pakeke 1).   
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Te Kooti’s introduction to the film is stated in an inter-title. However, the font size favours 

the actor Te Pairi’s name, not Te Kooti’s. The kōrero, “He’s preaching that Chief Te Pairi... 

Aww, I don’t know if that’s his name” confirms this. Clearly the inter-title had confused Pakeke 

1, but she later recognises that Te Kooti was the one preaching, while others did not. 

Rangatahi 1 also identifies Te Kooti earlier on than some of the other whānau and is able to 

form a more focused level of engagement with the film as a result. However, some in the 

rōpū (such as Kaihana 1 who - well into the film - asked “was that Te Kooti?”) were misled by 

the unclear inter-titling. One would think that the eponymous character, particularly one as 

historically, culturally and spiritually significant as Te Kooti, would be more involved in the 

narrative.  

 

One possible reason why the whānau were not alerted to Te Kooti’s appearance is because 

he is much less developed as a character than those involved in the film’s romance 

narratives. The film begins with a developing romance between Mantell and Alice who are 

parted when he is shipped to New Zealand after being framed for the theft of a small 

amount of money. Hayward takes time to establish their relationship, and there are 

dramatic scenes when Mantell’s misdemeanour is exposed and he and Alice have to part. 

Shortly after Mantell arrives in New Zealand, we are introduced to Monika (Tina Hunt) 

who often joins her childhood sweetheart Taranahi (Patiti Warbrick) for moonlit waka 

cruises on Ōhinemataroa.107 These two characters are representative of all the ‘friendly’ 

Māori elements. Monika (described by Pakeke 1 and Kaihana 1 as “soooo beautiful”) wears a 

strapless, figure hugging dress and bare feet, and her hair hangs loose, evoking the well-

known post-card images of Māori.108 She is bright, cheerful, constantly smiling, flirtatious, 

and cheeky. But Monika is also an upstanding, god-fearing, Christian woman who, when 

facing her death, sacrifices herself instead of revealing to Te Kooti’s henchmen where 

Guerin has hidden the extra artillery. She holds a crucifix up to her murderers, some of Te 

Kooti’s allies, showing her ‘well-missionised’ status. Taranahi is very athletic; for the most 

part he wears a short, fabric kilt, and sports a bare chest except for a tāniko bandolier. He is 

dusky, clean shaven and has a tidy haircut. Like Monika, Taranahi is barefoot, even when 

he runs much of the sixty kilometre coastline between Maketū and Whakatāne. When he 

returns from Crown business, he finds Monika has been slain, and plots to avenge his lost 

107 Ōhinemataroa is also known as the Whakatāne River. During the scene where Monika and Taranahi go for 
a moonlit waka ride, Pakeke 1 likened the romantic elements to the story of Hinemoa and Tūtanekai. 
108 I am considering ‘Post-card Māori’ as the images that are on post-cards showing New Zealand. Generally, 
the post-card images consist of full costuming including tāniko tīpare (headbands), tātua (bandoliers and belts), 
piupiu, korowai, barefoot, and with loose hair.  
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love. He sets out on his own personal pursuit of Te Kooti, who is brought to justice soon 

after. There is also a cross-cultural romance narrative between Monika’s sister, Irihāpeti and 

Guerin, hinting at an ideal cross-cultural marriage.  

 

Hayward emphasised the romance narratives between Mantell and Alice, Monika and 

Taranahi, and Irihāpeti and Guerin at the expense of Te Kooti. All of the characters 

involved in romance trajectories have emotional journeys and are portrayed in greater 

depth than others in the film. In contrast, Te Kooti is injected into the narrative as a 

device, without any backstory or any sense of who he is as a man, and has no historical or 

cultural context. Kaihana 2’s questions, “So when does Te Kooti come in?” and “I thought this was 

‘The Te Kooti Trail’” shows there was an expectation Te Kooti would appear more 

frequently, and with more recognition. The question was asked prior to the set changing to 

New Zealand. Later in the viewing, I asked the whānau how they felt about the portrayal of 

Te Kooti to which Kaihana 3 simply responded “Yeah,” or that she had no comment.  

 

Te Kooti is simply a character who is used to incite fear in the other characters whether he 

is on or off the screen. For instance, when Te Kooti is first introduced, he appears as an 

evangelising preacher sitting on the steps of Tanenui-ā-Rangi.109 In one hand he holds a 

Bible, the other hand points to the sky then out to his disciples, and then he makes a fist to 

emphasise the scripture in the inter-title ‘The Lord, Your God shall expel you.’ It is 

important to note here that Te Kooti is known for having committed Scripture to memory, 

and therefore has no use for the Bible as this scene suggests. The Bible could be an 

element that diverted some of the whānau away from recognising Te Kooti. The scripture 

inter-title is then followed by an extra-close-up of Te Kooti looking straight into the barrel 

of the camera. This is known as a self-reflexive shot which is often used either to remind 

the audience of a film’s construction or to cause viewer discomfort. In using this type of 

frame, Hayward constructs Te Kooti in a way which is intended to intimidate the viewer. 

From here on in, Te Kooti is framed at a distance, in battle mode, and as a symbol of fear. 

As a role, Te Kooti is less rounded than other characters such as Mantell, Monika and 

Taranahi, because he is emotionless and is not shown to connect with any other character. 

Thus, there is very little in the film that would motivate a viewer to engage with Te Kooti 

at all. Understandably then, Te Kooti went ‘under the radar’ for some of the whānau, as is 

evidenced in the subsequent kōrerorero.  

109 Tanenui-ā-Rangi is a wharetipuna (ancestral house) near Maungapōhatu. 
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Kupapa and Rebels 

The kōrerorero passages in this section are observations made by the whānau about the overt 

construction of binaries in the The Te Kooti Trail. Binaries were particularly useful in the 

silent period, as relationships between the two (sometimes more) distinctive sets of images 

were grouped predictably, so viewers could easily draw conclusions about them. However, 

the binaries are at a cost to Te Kooti and his allies because they were constructed as the 

negative side of each pairing.  

Kaihana 2: Back in the day 
Pakeke 1: That’s Ngāti Pūkeko; peace loving and industrious little tribe of brown 
friendlies 
Jani: The brown friendly people… 
Pakeke 1: Ooh, wow brown ‘friendly’ people. Well there you go… 
Kaihana 5: Do they make you proud? 
Rangatahi 1: They called us Ngāti Pūkeko friendlies 
Pakeke 2: Which was nice of them [...] 
Pakeke 3: Pūkeko? Kupapa? Te Kei Merito will have something to say about that… 
Kaihana 1: Aaaas […] 
 
Kaihana 3: A wild bush flower??? [laughter] 
Pakeke 1: And all the young toas of the valley??? [laughter] […] 
 
Kaihana 2: It reflects what people thought about us back then…overpowered 
Rangatahi 1: I didn’t like how they called people, ooh the Māori people like the “Wild 
Flower” 
Kaihana 3: The wild bush flower [giggle] 
Rangatahi 1: Ooooh, and what did they call Te Urewera? 
Kaihana 3: Wasn’t it the ‘wild’ Urewera mountain? 
Rangatahi 1: Native Māoris, I know they, they can call us natives 
Pakeke 1: It’s the time ay? It’s a sign of that time 
Kaihana 1: The noble savage 
Kaihana 2: It reflects how they thought back then 
Pakeke 1: Yeah 
Kaihana 2: That white were the powerful ones 
Pakeke 1: See now we’re getting to Cowboys and Indians [Rangatahi 1 agrees]... They’ve 
thrown in a few Cowboy and Indian shots 
Pakeke 3: But that’s how it was though, that’s how it was 
Kaihana 3: But they still made it look like that… [...] 
Kaihana 2: It reflects the whole idea that we’re rebels… [others agree]… that’s actually 
real uumm… manky… not manky, just… you know… 
 

There is a fundamental distinction between how Ngāti Pūkeko110 ‘friendlies’ are framed in 

contrast with Te Kooti’s ‘rebels,’ showing a binary between the two sets of Māori in The Te 

Kooti Trail. The inter-titles, as read by the whānau in parts, show that Ngāti Pūkeko were 

compliant, the ‘peace-loving and industrious little tribe of brown-friendlies.’ Monika is the 

110 Ngāti Pūkeko, a hapū in the Ngāti Awa rohe (region) based in Poroporo, directly south of Pāroa. 
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“wild bush flower,” and Taranahi is a “young toa [warrior] of the valley.” Rangatahi 1 expressly did 

not like the vernacular utilised. There is a fundamental dichotomy between the ‘good 

Māori’ (Ngāti Pūkeko ‘friendlies’) and the ‘bad Māori’ (Te Kooti’s rebels). Whilst ‘rebel’ is a 

term that cinema uses often to identify non-conformist/counter-national ideologies, it is 

also a term with negative historical and cultural references for Ngāti Awa with 

connotations and implications I unpack in some detail a little further on.  

 

The suggestion that Ngāti Pūkeko are ‘friendlies’ or ‘kupapa’ (collaborators, allies, traitors) 

is disliked by the whānau, particularly as, in contemporary times, Ngāi Taiwhakaea is very 

much intermarried with Ngāti Pūkeko.111 Pakeke 3 makes reference to the chair of 

Rangataua Marae (Ngāti Pūkeko) Te Kei Merito, to counter any suggestion that Ngāti 

Pūkeko should be considered ‘kupapa’ in a contemporary sense; Kaihana 1 agrees. The term 

kupapa carries with it suggestions of traitor, or one who defects. It must be noted that, 

despite the current stance of Ngāti Pūkeko, in the period depicted (sometime in the 1880s), 

Ngāti Pūkeko were known allies of the Crown.112  

 

The binary between ‘good Pākehā’ and ‘bad Māori’ is further dichotomised in the colours 

of the characters. For instance, it is evident in the close-up shots of Mantell and Alice that 

they are wearing extra white powder on their faces,113 and Te Kooti and his allies are dusky 

and sport facial hair. Whitening the face occurs in Savage Rites (1988, dir. Tim Worrell) 

where dusky Māori toa paint their faces white to fool the British Army into thinking they 

are allies.114 Kaihana 2 asserts that whiteness is symbolic of power. This is coupled with the 

‘post-card’ costuming of Ngāti Pūkeko in contrast with the ‘looted’ military uniforms of Te 

Kooti’s allies.115  

 

111 It must be noted that Rangatahi 1 made reference to Ngāti Pūkeko as “us” because, as I said, we have close 
connections through intermarriage. However, at the time of Te Kooti, Ngāi Taiwhakaea were based in 
Otamaurū (now known as The Coastlands) and there was less proximity and intermarriage with Pūkeko than 
there is now. This closeness occurred mostly post-the Raupatu Whenua and Te Kooti. 
112 Judith Binney’s impeccably researched Encircled Lands (2009) often cites the commitment of Ngāti Pūkeko 
to the Crown. 
113 At one stage, prior to the DVR being activated, a quip was made by one of the kaihana that the Pākehā 
cast members wore so much white powder on their faces they looked like vampire Edward Cullen from 
Stephanie Meyer’s popular Twilight trilogy. 
114 Whitening the skin is explored in the recent release White Lies (2013, dir. Dana Rotberg) where the central 
Pākehā female antagonist Rebecca’s (Antonia Prebble) skin is bleached with a lemon-based concoction on a 
daily basis by her mother Maraea (Rachel House) to keep her Māori pigmentation at bay for her ‘savage-
hating’ Pākehā husband. 
115 During Te Kooti’s previously mentioned introductory scene, there is an inter-title that says he was wearing 
a ‘looted uniform’ when he preached on the steps of Tane-nui-ā-Rangi. 
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Kaihana 2 is concerned the film revisits “the idea that we’re rebels,” a specific reference to the 

social and cultural history of Ngāti Awa. Connecting Te Kooti and his allies to the Ngāti 

Awa rebellion reaffirms that the ‘bad Māori’ in The Te Kooti Trail opened a painful mamae 

(hurt, sore, scar) associated with the time the film was set. Kaihana 2’s observation is tinged 

with sadness because The Te Kooti Trail showed both ‘sets’ of Māori characters in reductive 

ways, and there is no way to change film history. Even more specifically, he refers to Ngāi 

Taiwhakaea and a number of historical occurrences that took place in the hapū in the 1880s 

when The Te Kooti Trail is set. Following the slaying of Reverend Carl Volkner116 and James 

Te Mautaranui Fulloon,117 Ngāti Awa remained silent as the Crown pursued their 

murderers. When they did not comply with the Crown’s command to expose the killers, 

their inaction was considered ‘rebellion’ and the chiefs were incarcerated. 245,000 acres of 

Ngāti Awa land was confiscated as punishment, a severe loss (Boast, 2009). The tipuna who 

connects all of the Rōpū Whānau118 was incarcerated in Mt Eden prison as part of this 

‘rebellion.’ Although many of our other tīpuna were executed by hanging, then buried 

beneath the prison floors (L. T. Smith, 1992b), Ngāi Taiwhakaea was fortunate to have our 

koroua (older related man) returned home.119  

 

116 Volkner was a German Missionary, warned by Kereopa Te Rau not to return to Opōtiki as he would be 
killed for evangelising. Volkner called Kereopa’s bluff and returned to Opōtiki anyway, to his demise. 
117 Fulloon was considered ‘half-caste’ (Ngāti Awa/Ngāi Tūhoe mother and Anglo-French father) and was 
recognised as a political ‘go-between,’ having been raised in the Ngāti Awa, and educated in a missionary 
school. He joined the public service at a very early age. He became the personal assistant to Donald McLean, 
the Chief Land Purchase Commissioner primarily because he was a reliable, inside iwi source (Derby, 2011; 
Harvey, 2009; McKinnon, 2009; Parham, 2010). Fulloon later became Governor George Grey’s personal 
interpreter. He won no friends amongst the iwi during his tenure with Grey. Judith Binney (2009) wrote an 
account about “one particularly ambitious (and pompous) letter [that] was sent on 18 March 1865 by James 
Te Mautaranui Fulloon” (p. 80) demonstrating his growing arrogance and self-importance. Ultimately, these 
whakahihi (vain, conceited, arrogant, smug) characteristics would lead to his death. According to Ngāi 
Taiwhakaea kōrero, despite being warned not to enter Whakatāne, he and the other Crown representatives 
broke the au kāti (borderline, boundary) and entered anyway. Because he was whanaunga, and of rangatira 
lineage (his middle name Te Mautaranui points to this), the haukāinga (locals) permitted him to speak. During 
his address, Fulloon showed severe derision by performing whakapōhane (exposure of the buttocks and 
genitals) in the presence of chiefs, women and children. This unpardonable deed provoked the now doubly 
insulted chiefs to action. Fulloon was pursued back to his ship, the Kate, and killed. 
118 Maintaining the theme of anonymity I will not name this tipuna, but will say that he was the grandfather of 
my maternal grandfather.  
119 According to the hapū kōrero of Ngāi Taiwhakaea, when our koroua returned to Whakatāne from Mt Eden 
prison, our hapū, along with Ngāti Rangihōuhiri and Ngāti Hīkakino, was located in Piripai, now known as 
The Coastlands, prime real estate known for its panoramic sea-views and the majestic Moutohorā (Whale 
Island). On his return he did not like the way the tikanga and kawa of the three hapū had merged, and 
following the kōrero of Te Kooti he dismantled the wharenui (Taiwhakaea I), placed it on a horse and sled and 
dragged it to where it is now at Pāroa, renaming the wharenui Taiwhakaea II as a tribute. Not long after, the 
Ngāti Rangihōuhiri and Ngāti Hikakino would follow, but at a distance, so that our specific identities would 
be retained despite being close. To this day, the three marae and hapū and known as Te Tokotoru Tapu who 
represent Te Puku o te Wheke, The Stomach of the Octopus. 
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Ngāti Awa were branded tangata hara (sinners, criminals, evil, bad) and this became well-

known amongst other iwi. One kaumatua admitted that his hapū “languished in a sea of 

hopelessness” over this period (Rererangi Rangihika as cited in H. M. Mead, 2008, p. 111). 

For some time after, it was whakamā (shame) to be of Ngāti Awa descent, and many 

forfeited their identity (Patrick Husdon as cited in H. M. Mead, 2008, p. 111). After twenty 

years of historical research, Ngāti Awa scholar Hirini Moko Mead published The Ngāti Awa 

Raupatu Whenua Report (1999a) to the Waitangi Tribunal. His meticulous research of official 

documents and personal letters between Crown officials proved that our tīpuna could in no 

way be considered tāngata hara. The Tribunal found the research in Mead’s document to be 

credible and agreed that Ngāti Awa be pardoned. Doing so released Ngāti Awa, and 

dispelled the kōrero and stigma associated with rebellion. Thus, the binary between Ngāti 

Pūkeko ‘friendlies’ and Te Kooti’s ‘rebels’ reflects back to the time when The Te Kooti Trail 

was set, and looking back is not pleasant for our hapū, which Kaihana 2 aptly describes as 

“manky.”  

 

Whakawhanaungatanga 

The last kōrerorero passage in response to The Te Kooti Trail refers to how the whānau are 

more drawn into establishing familial connections with the actors and identifying the 

whenua in the background than with the characters or narrative. At the beginning of the 

film, the whānau were primarily interested in the portrayal of Te Kooti who, as mentioned, 

did not appear until sometime into the narrative. By the time Mantell arrives in New 

Zealand the whānau began to show signs of disconnection.  

Rangatahi 1: Oh yeah, that’s the old flour mill over here 
Pakeke 1: Isn’t by the thing120? 
Pakeke 3: Yup. Porotu 
Pakeke 1: By the river 
Rangatahi 1: Next to, to Aunty ***’s? 
Pakeke 3: Going out to Taneātua 
Rangatahi 1: Koro‘s 
Kaihana 5: The mill farm […] 
 
Pakeke 1: Aawww, neighboring Chief… awww, Pēti 
Rangatahi 1: Aaawww!!! That’s thing!!! That’s uumm… what’s *** ***, *** ***’s 
mother… Mere 
Kaihana 5: Yeah! Mere! 
Jani: Kingi? 

120 “Thing” is a word often used as a ‘filler.’ It is generally used in place of the commonly used kupu Māori 
“mea” (which literally means “thing”), and like “thing” is predominantly used in place of a word or name that 
cannot be thought of at the time. 

124 

 

                                                 



Rangatahi 1: Yeaaaah!!! 
Kaihana 1: Yeah you can see that gap in her teeth 
Pakeke 1: She’s gorgeous, wow look at her… is he a Warbrick? 
Pakeke 2: She’s gorgeous kare, āe (my dear, yes) 
Rangatahi 1: Gee, those people must be in their hundreds […] 
 
Jani: So did youse like this film? What did you like about this film? 
Pakeke 3: Those old Māori faces; all those koroua and kuia 
Pakeke 2: Māori actors 
Rangatahi 1: I saw my, my koro’s cousin on there 
Pakeke 1: Wow look at that? 
Jani: Yeah, you can still kinda see it 
Kaihana 1: Great ay? Really… when you think about it 
Pakeke 2: Yes. The footage ay? 
Kaihana 1: When was the Te Orīni121 diluted? […] 
 
Pakeke 3: I like those shots there… the Māori, you know of that time even though they’re 
acting they must’ve got it from some image but uumm, that’s somebody’s tīpuna there 
Pakeke 2: Āe 
Pakeke 1: Yeah might be our own 
Pakeke 3: Might be one of ours 
Kaihana 3: The old landscape 
Pakeke 1: The storyline has nothing to do with it... It’s just seeing the images that are on 
there that are just 
Rangatahi 1: That’s the ***’s tīpuna… 
Kaihana 1: That was what [Rangtahi 1’s name]? 
Rangatahi 1: The ***’s… they come from that tipuna. Him and his brother *** had a 
thing for Ngāti Hokopū ladies and um had the ***’s, well *** *** belongs to *** and 
Mair… 
 

Whakawhanaungatanga with the actors as tīpuna is an important part of viewing The Te Kooti 

Trail, as the kōrerorero shows the whānau are more interested in who the actors are. Pakeke 3 

says “That’s somebody’s tipuna there… Might be one of ours,” to which Rangatahi 1 responds 

“That’s thing!... [such and such’s] mother… Mere!” and confirms this by identifying the “gap in 

her teeth,” a widely known familial trait. Later Rangatahi 1 makes a connection between 

Gilbert Mair who “had a thing for Ngāti Hokopū ladies” a neighbouring, closely connected 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea. He also admits to seeing his Koro’s cousin in The Te Kooti Trail. Indeed 

there is a keen interest in the tīpuna, but there is very little interest in who they are playing 

within the film’s narrative. Pakeke 1 confirms that “the storyline has nothing to do with” how 

much they enjoyed the film.122 Pakeke 3 confesses that what he enjoyed most about The Te 

121 Te Orīni is the stream that passes through Pāroa and was the channel people would pass through to get 
from Whakatāne to Edgecumbe by boat. As was customary in early settlement farming practices, streams and 
drains were diluted and redirected to run in a different course for the convenience of the farm. This is the 
case with Te Orīni where it was redirected from its original course. 
122 Later in the transcribed material, Pakeke 3 says that he wants to see more old films like The Te Kooti Trail 
because he likes seeing all those old Māori faces. Others in the whānau agreed. 
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Kooti Trail is seeing “those old Māori faces; all those koroua and kuia” who Rangatahi 1 observes 

“must be in their hundreds” now. Such comments show that although the narrative was not 

compelling for the whānau, the film still had a positive effect because the actors are tīpuna. 

The kōrerorero show the whānau actively engaging in whakawhanaungatanga, explaining their 

connections. Kaihana 1 says “Great ay? Really, when you think about it” acknowledging the 

medium that breathes life back into the tīpuna, giving them the dimension of movement 

that death snatched from them. Thus, The Te Kooti Trail is an important opportunity to re-

engage with lost tīpuna who had been locked inside whakaahua (photographs) for half a 

century or more. 

 

Equally noticeable in the kōrerorero is that, because the whānau are locals, attention is 

directed to the landscape. Rangatahi 1 says “that’s the old flour mill over here” located near 

the house of a whanaunga (‘Aunty’s’ and ‘Koro’s’). Further on, Kaihana 1 makes reference to 

the Te Orīni Stream that runs parallel to the marae. Kaihana 3 makes a general reference to 

the old landscape, which is markedly different to how the district looks today. Since The Te 

Kooti Trail, the landscape has been developed to include a number of schools, a major 

timber mill, rugby and sports clubs, and more recently, a shopping complex. An important 

aspect of The Te Kooti Trail is that Hayward did not attempt to create a place like 

Whakatāne; rather it was shot in Whakatāne to recapture the town as it was in the 1880s. 

This differs from films such as My Lady of the Cave and The Seekers which were shot in 

Whakatāne but aimed to represent ‘somewhere in Māoriland.’ Therefore the presence of 

tīpuna and the landscape means the viewing of The Te Kooti Trail has special significance for 

the hapū. Thus, The Te Kooti Trail was an opportunity to see Whakatāne in its pre-developed 

state. Fundamentally, The Te Kooti Trail appealed to the whānau for the people and 

surroundings it brought to life, rather than the diegetical world Hayward constructed.  

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and Hei Tiki 

Āhua Hēhē (Problematic qualities) 

This section focuses on the kōrerorero responses to Hei Tiki from Te Hunga Mātakitaki ki 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II), starting with what the whānau considered problematical āhua 

(characteristics, features, qualities, personality, gesture). Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) took 

particular note of inconsistent imagery, costuming, gestures, and conduct. To the general 

audience, the elements highlighted by the whānau could appear inconsequential. However, 

they are significant to the whānau because the images do not correspond to to Ngāti Awa 

tikanga.  
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Kaihana 1: You know when I saw the different rituals that they had I was like ‘aawww 
fffff… man our people wouldn’t do that!’ you know even like in the fighting scenes it was 
like, it was just a mad rush to ‘rrraaaaaar!’ you know…[Kaihana 2 laughs, hysterically] 
those are something you see in the other movies where they just go berserk you know and 
just… go to kill each other… but for… and this is from my own experience from what I’ve 
been told and how I’ve been taught… you know when we went to war there was always a 
plan… it wasn’t just a mad rush to go and kill somebody… you know like um say that my 
tribe was gonna go and annihilate another tribe and um, we’d go there and um there’s a 
ritual you have to go through where um you go to the river and you, you get blessed and you, 
you do your haka and then they they the men who are gonna lead the front to sort it out like 
that? It’s sorta like um… yeah it’s a ritual that um that you went through and then it 
wasn’t just a mad rush. What they’d do was like um um, they put, put the, the weaker, not 
so experienced fighters in the front and it’ll be lead like in a ‘V’ and then you had the 
stronger fighters behind them so what that did, that um, it sorta distracted the other people 
that they were gonna fight and then um, the main fighters would over the top of that yeah 
Jani: Yeah so it didn’t ring true to you, that scene? 
Kaihana 1: No… Cos I was thinking, man our people aren’t that dumb! You know? Its 
making us look like, oh, just give them a stick and they’ll go and kill each other you know? 
Come on… and basically all of it… even when he was in his little waka… what? That’s 
not a waka! That’s a piece of stick! 
Kaihana 2: Oh yeah there were other things that I noticed throughout the movie was like 
um some of the men were wearing long piupius, you know they were way past their knees? 
Jani: So women’s length? 
Kaihana 1: Yeah that’s a woman’s piupiu, anything past the knee is a woman’s… 
anything above the knee that’s that a men’s piupiu yeah and I was like uuughh… 
Jani: Cringe? Cringing? 
Kaihana 2: Yeah me too I was like who, who teaches these people our… you know what 
Māoris actually do… yeah I was like ‘ppffft.’ 
 

The strong critique of Hei Tiki in this kōrerorero excerpt is that Māori were constructed as 

unintelligent. Kaihana 1 uses words such as “mad-rush,” “raaaaar!” and “beserk” to describe 

his views about how the fight scenes are unplanned and staged in a way that makes the cast 

appear wild and uncontrolled. He also links these behaviours to ‘Tarzan,’ who, although 

charming, was depicted as an uncivilisable ‘Other.’123 Most bluntly, Kaihana 1 later 

comments that if the ‘warriors’ were given a stick they would have used it to beat each 

other. The scene in question is when Manui’s misleading performance as a god is exposed 

to Mara’s father, causing the Ariki tribe to attack. The scene consists of ‘warriors’ readying 

themselves; jumping around, gyrating, performing haka, and waving around taiaha (long 

carved battle weapon) without any sense of technique or purpose other than to appear 

peculiar to the audience. This is an early depiction of New Zealand film displaying a 

123 ‘Tarzan’ provides an interesting parallel with Hei Tiki considering the ninety or so Tarzan character-based 
films that show extensive stereotypes. Tarzan was always represented as an ape-raised, uncivilisable savage 
who was opposed to the cultured, educated and sophisticated white folk he interacted with. But even when 
he was completely acculturated, he was always approached by those who knew his background with a level of 
ambiguity and ambivalence. 
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senseless form of tane savage aggression, and the unknowing audience were likely to have 

believed they were viewing an authentic, traditional depiction of Māoridom (Hokowhitu 

2007, p. 70). There are certain forms of haka that are spontaneous or without set actions 

called ngeri; they are short haka without weaponry, used to “stiffen the sinews” and “to 

summon up blood,” where the performer is at liberty to express himself (Karetū, 1993, p. 

68). However, despite being without set actions, there are standardised stances, gestures 

and facial expressions that coincide with the words in the composition. Thus, the 

performers would likely return to some kind of form at various points of the haka. In Hei 

Tiki, haka are portrayed as disorganised, unrestrained, and uncontrolled messes, without 

any action, word or form. The formlessness of these haka give the impression of disarray, a 

view Kaihana 1 clearly rejects as standard battle preparation. 

 

Kaihana 1 says that “this is from my own experience, from what I’ve been taught” drawing on 

knowledge received from his pākeke. As alluded to in Wāhanga Tahi, Rua, and Toru 

(Chapters 1, 2 and 3), the transfer of knowledge between elders and younger generation is 

vital to the survival of mātauranga-ā-iwi. At times the transmission of knowledge differs from 

hapū to hapū, but each version is important, firstly because of the mātauranga that is offered. 

Secondly, the version is significant because the kaumatua or kuia delivering the knowledge 

to the younger generation was also once a youthful receiver sometime in the past. Here, 

Kaihana 1’s comments directly reflect the transfer of mātauranga-ā-iwi between himself and 

the elders.124 He shares what he has been taught about battles, and pays close attention to 

the ritual side, such as getting blessed, the use of haka as a unifying tool, the strategic 

planning of the group (experience amongst inexperience, and the “V” structure) as a means 

of mentally and spiritually preparing for battle. Kaihana 1’s explanation critiques the pre-

fight scenes where the film portrayed the ‘warriors’ as senseless and maniacal. More 

significantly, Kaihana 1 challenges the suggestion that our tīpuna were non-strategic, 

impulsive and – in his words – “pretty dumb.” 

 

Another hēhē highlighted in this kōrerorero by Kaihana 2 is in regards to the length of piupiu 

(flax kilts) worn by the warriors. This shows that the whānau are very attentive to costuming 

inconsistencies125 as well as irregularities in behaviours and gestures in Hei Tiki. At various 

124 Wiremu Doherty (2009) writes that the many Tūhoe kōrero he has been taught have been agreed upon by 
the elders as being correct (p. 46).  
125 Pakeke 1 of Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) also mentioned small details such as a tāniko pattern on a tī pare 
(headband) in The Te Kooti Trail. In her observation, the tāniko pattern was possibly too modern for the film. 
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points in the film, tāne appear in piupiu which hang to approximately mid-calf length. 

Generally, wāhine piupiu are worn at this length, when the wearer is married, for reasons of 

modesty. Piupiu are slightly shorter for unmarried women who wear them to approximately 

knee length. Comparatively, tāne piupiu are shorter than those of the unmarried wāhine. But 

another important question emerging from these scenes is why a toa (warrior) would wear a 

piupiu, worn for its distinctive sound and not designed for everyday use or in battle. Thus, 

piupiu are worn here to exoticise Māori and to maintain the audience’s fantasies about their 

primitive dress. I explore this in Wāhanga Whitu (Chapter 7) in relation to Twilight of the 

Gods. These seemingly minor observations about piupiu have not been made about Hei Tiki 

in New Zealand film history prior to the observations of Kaihana 1 and 2. This is why 

kōrerorero are the crucial component of the overall historical strand. 

 

Tikanga Hēhē (Problematic Tikanga) 

The whānau respond negatively to the scene in Hei Tiki where Mara enters the film, walking 

over the backs of the village tamatāne (young boys). As discussed earlier, ‘Princess Mara’ is 

presented to the hapū with a ceremony followed by a hākari (feast), supposedly celebrating 

her becoming a woman. Aside from the fact that this is not a ‘known’ ceremony – at least 

within either of my hapū - the action Mara is directed to perform breaks the actress’s 

personal tikanga as I indicated in the corresponding Mātātuhi section. It is also believed that 

because of its birthing abilities, the tenetene has the capacity to drain someone of their 

personal tapu. Thus, Mara’s walking over the tamatāne was performed at the expense of the 

extra cast’s safety, and quite possibly the safety of future generations. The action also put 

those she walked over at risk, something that is not mentioned in any film histories. 

Therefore this scene shows a manufactured tikanga generated by Markey to heighten viewer 

experience with Māori cultural exotica. This is not surprising considering Markey’s 

expulsion from Under the Southern Cross. But more importantly, Te Arawa was struck down 

by illnesses because tikanga was not observed (Mita, 1996, p. 42). In these kōrerorero, the 

whānau promptly address the issue of tikanga. 

Kaihana 2:  A lot of the rituals that were done throughout the movie yeah 
Jani: Aw yeah, like what? 
Kaihana 2: Yeah, well um when um there was a part when she was walking over the top of 
the men 
Jani: Ooh, oh those boys? 
Kaihana 2: Yeah, I sorta found that pretty, pretty hard to believe and then, when they were 
having the celebration it was like just a big frenzy sorta thing, you know I think it was a 
celebration because she had become a woman 
Jani: Yup, mm hmmm 
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Kaihana 1: Yeah it was just like… it was like, yeah it was just a big frenzy sorta thing 
you know it was like, like the Māoris going apeshit... 
Jani: Mmm mmm, yeah so what about, what about that ritual where she was walking over 
those little boys 
Kaihana 1: Well, this is only, only what I’ve been taught, you know… Women who have 
matured never walk, who have matured as a woman never walk over men, yeah so that’s 
pretty hard for me to sort of comprehend that something like that would happen 
Jani: Yup, and why is that? 
Kaihana 1: Why is that? Ummm... 
Kaihana 2: It’s because a woman… she’s become a woman so her cycle has begun 
Kaihana 1: Yeah, yeah so… That was something real… Oh that was something real tapu 
to our people you know, because she’s become a woman and those things, you know certain 
things happen you know when you become a woman, yeah so you know those, you know, 
walking over people was a big no-no, well men especially… Cos I remember when my cousins 
were quite young and my grandparents would say ‘Hey, don’t you step over them! You’ll stop 
them from growing’ [Kaihana 2 giggles] and I was like, ‘Ay?’ [Kaihana 2 giggles again] 
I was like ‘What? I won’t grow?’ And these were my female cousins you know and they’re 
only young girls, but you know I think they were tryna instil it into them that before they 
become women they shouldn’t be stepping over people so it was instilled into them before they 
became a woman so yeah… so, and I just remember back to then when my grandmother said 
something like that… ‘You’ll stop them from growing’ 
Kaihana 2: Yeah… yeah... 
 

Again, Kaihana 1 draws on what he has been taught by his pākeke as the barometer for his 

view of this scene, and why certain scenes in Hei Tiki are so offensive. He said he found 

the film “hard to believe,” partly because of the “frenzy” and “ape-shit” behaviours, and partly 

because of Mara’s action of walking over the boys. Kaihana 1 is blunt about how the men 

did not display any kind of self-restraint or the expected behaviours of mana tāne and mana 

wāhine (women and men of honour or prestige), particularly as they were in the presence of 

rangatira (chiefs). Some of the expected behaviours are hūmārie (peaceful, calm, placid and 

composed), manaakitanga, māhaki (placidness) and whakaiti (humility), which should be 

exercised in acknowledgement of the chief’s mana while upholding one’s own, the mana of 

your whānau and hapū. Instead the tāne are shown throwing up their arms, cheering, 

jumping, poking their tongues, swinging their taiaha, and running back and forth, in 

opposition to the expected behaviours. Thus Markey manufactured behaviours associated 

with pre-existing notions of ‘Māoriness’ and ‘primitivity,’ tying back into the previous 

comment Kaihana 1 made about the cast going “berserk.” 

 

The manufacture of the film’s ‘puhi presentation’ ceremony is a major problem. Kaihana 2 

says of the ritual that it was “hard to believe” that a Māori woman would comply with such 

instruction. As indicated earlier in the Mātātuhi section, Mara’s presentation is a reprisal of a 

classical Hollywood cinematic convention where, until well into the 1960s, starlets were 

130 

 



given an entrance or a ‘reveal’ moment. There may be a culture where such a sacred 

woman cannot walk on the ground to show reverence for the woman. However, this is not 

the case for Māori who as tāngata whenua (land people), belong to the land. Such a ritual as 

walking over people breaks personal tapu, but this scene also undermines the mana of the 

rangatira (chief), mana wāhine (prestigious, honourable women) and the puhitanga (women of 

high rank). In te ao tāwhito (ancient world), puhi were groomed from birth and considered by 

the iwi or hapū as highly tapu and thus requiring extra protection (A. Ngata and Te Hurinui 

Jones, 1985, pp. 2-5; Simpson, 2006, p. 2). In her thesis about kaitiakitanga (protection, 

guardianship) Kura Paul-Burke (2011) writes that tapu is like “a personal force field that can 

be felt and sensed by others.” She continues that tapu is “a sacred life force that reflects the 

state of the whole person… [and] the potentiality for power” (p. 14). Thus, one who 

maintains their tapu is also the one who achieves mana, which is the realisation of that 

power. Protecting the tapu of a puhi is as much about the chief and the hapū as it is about 

the puhi. To maintain the woman’s tapu, there is no need for a ceremony such as the puhi 

presentation in Hei Tiki which is likely why Kaihana 1 found the scene difficult to 

comprehend. Rather, this ritual is simply manufactured to titillate the audience who know 

nothing about te ao Māori and tikanga. 

Tīreki Roi: Silent Cinema 
The Te Kooti Trail and Hei Tiki connect with the Tīreki Roi through āhua, whakapapa, wairua 

and tikanga. Below I illustrate briefly how the elements in the Tīreki Roi change, disappear, 

reappear and are omitted throughout film history. Kawa is the only element that did not 

appear in the featured films in this chapter despite there being scenes ‘at the pā’ in both 

productions. However, there was no pōwhiri (ritual of encounter) where kawa would be of 

essence, and no kaupapa such as tangihanga (funeral proceedings), kawe mate (carrying of the 

dead) or hura kohatu (unveilings) in either film where these important protocols would be 

called upon. But what the Tīreki Roi for the silent era shows is that, although there are 

many elements that are important to the whānau in the films and in their responses, it does 

not necessarily mean the film texts are more believable. 

 

Āhua in The Te Kooti Trail gave the whānau great pleasure primarily because they were images 

of tīpuna. As if by divine resurrection, the film breathed life into their tīpuna who had been 

physically removed from the whānau for so long. By tapping into whakawhanaungatanga with 

the actors, the whānau were also searching for wairua connections with their tīpuna. In 

engaging in whakawhanaungatanga, the whānau made a real effort to connect with those who 
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had only existed in whakaahua (photographs) in the homes of the whānau and in the whare 

tipuna (ancestral house) where we viewed the film. But the pleasures of The Te Kooti Trail 

were extra-diegetical, having little to do with the narrative, as the whānau were entirely 

unmoved by the characters, even their poropiti, Te Kooti. Although there are strong wairua 

and whakapapa connections between the whānau and Te Kooti, the fictionalised version of 

their poropiti caused the whānau to disconnect from him and the narrative, turning their 

attention instead to the other cast and the setting. This was an important aspect leading to 

the preferred engagement in whakawhanaungatanga with the images of their tīpuna. 

Discussions about wairua in other eras in the subsequent chapters are primarily about how 

characters associate (or not) with the whānau, evident in expressions of familiarity and 

therefore the credibility of the āhua of some characters. This is also the case with The Te 

Kooti Trail. The responses to The Te Kooti Trail, however, show an inclination to draw on 

wairua by examining whakapapa connections and recognising family traits of the actors. 

 

Whānau responses to Hei Tiki indicate āhua was contrived which reinforces the disparaging 

portrayals of exoticised Polynesian people, produced specifically for the consumption of a 

non-Māori audience. What is most alarming in Hei Tiki is the gross manufacture of 

characteristics that might inform non-Māori opinions about Māori, such as the 

uncontrolled behaviours, erroneous costuming, and rituals. It is also a concern that these 

behaviours characterise other indigenous communities. A positive effect of the whānau 

aversion to Hei Tiki is a greater attention to, and engagement with, the film’s finer details, 

more so than with The Te Kooti Trail. The whānau transformed from a general audience to a 

critical audience who took the opportunity to expose distorted āhua. This was underscored 

in the discussion about tikanga in Hei Tiki, and was particularly evident in the discussion of 

the unacceptable ‘puhi’ presentation ceremony that put all of the performers involved, and 

their families, at risk.  

 

To conclude, looking at the silent period through the Mātātuhi, Kōrerorero and the Tīreki Roi 

shows that the period was particularly inclusive of Māori, and filmmakers ambitiously used 

iwi kōrero, whakapapa and tīpuna. However, films of the era are also highly influenced by 

classical Hollywood cinematic narratives and characters. Single threads of whakapapa, tīpuna 

and iwi kōrero are used in films, but other important historical contextualisations are 

overlooked. In this era, significant personal tikanga were breached, and others were grossly 

manufactured. Despite being more inclusive of Māori, the silent period in New Zealand 
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film history shows that more portrayals of Māori does not necessarily translate to better 

portrayals. Māori would not experience the same exposure in New Zealand cinema until 

well into the 1980s – an era which will be explored in Wāhanga Ono (Chapter 6).  
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Wāhanga Rima (Chapter 5)  

The Seekers and Don’t Let it Get You: 1940-1969 
Three major international films in this period, Green Dolphin Street (1947, dir. Victor Saville), 

The Seekers (1954, dir. Ken Annakin126), and In Search of the Castaways (1962, dir. Robert 

Stevenson), are set in Māori communities prior to colonisation. Green Dolphin Street is a 

British production based on Elizabeth Goudge’s prize-winning children’s novel (1944) 

about Marguerite and Marianne, sisters who fall for the same man, William. He escapes a 

prison sentence for murder by going to New Zealand to live amongst ‘the Māori.’127 

Disney’s In Search of the Castaways is about a brother and sister who wash ashore in 

‘Māoriland’ after their ship capsizes in the Pacific Ocean.128 Both Green Dolphin Street and In 

Search of the Castaways rely on the duplication of long-held imaginings about the mysterious 

Pacific to excite international audiences. Between 1940 and 1969, films that ventured into 

the Pacific were very popular with North American audiences. Such films portrayed the 

Pacific through the use of key signifiers such as carvings, facial tattoos, bronze, sun-kissed 

skin, and - thanks to the film industry’s move to sound synchronicity in 1940 - melodious 

singing and haka (posture dance). 

 

Unlike Green Dolphin Street and In Search of the Castaways, which never ventured to New 

Zealand at all (Simmons, 1999, p. 43), The Seekers is partially produced on location in 

Whakatāne. The remaining footage was shot at the Rank Organisation studios in London 

where, ironically, the Māori extras travelled to stage the various marae scenes. Annakin went 

to such lengths partially so he could assert complete control of production over scenes set 

on the marae. This is significant because, in the silent cinema era, Alexander Markey had 

forced the Māori cast to perform a counter-tapu, manufactured tikanga to the detriment of 

the cast’s health (Mita, 1996, p. 42). 

 

Between 1940 and 1969, only four New Zealand film productions featured Māori 

characters. These were Rewi’s Last Stand (sound remake, 1940, dir. Rudall Hayward), Broken 

Barrier (1954, dirs. Roger Mirams and John O’Shea), Runaway (1964, dir. John O’Shea) and 

126 It is important to note here that Kenneth Annakin was injured in military service (Airforce) and after his 
recovery he became a camera-operator predominantly in the British imperial action genre. In the late 1940s 
and early 1950s, he turned to directing. 
127 Green Dolphin Street won an Academy Award for special effects, and was nominated for best 
cinematography, editing and sound. 
128 In Search of the Castaways was placed 3rd at the 1963 Golden Laurels for Maurice Chevalier’s best musical 
performance, and 4th in the Top Action/Drama category. 
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Don’t Let it Get You (1966, dir. John O’Shea).129 As there are so few films portraying Māori 

in this era in New Zealand film history, they are exceptionally significant. The period 

between 1940 and 1969 is critical because in these three decades the end of the World War 

II, the post-war Depression, and the most significant Māori urban-migration movement all 

occured. Māori participation in World War II led to the fall of many tāne in the 28th Māori 

Battalion130 which depleted many hapū of strong male leadership, desperately needed within 

the battle-scarred New Zealand population. According to NZFU films The Depression 

was a relatively booming time in New Zealand’s economy because meat, dairy and wool 

products were in demand throughout the war-torn British Commonwealth. However the 

reality was much different for Māori. For instance, Māori were leaving the papakāinga, 

heading to the cities to get much needed employment, meanwhile Pākehā farmers 

flourished on the land left behind. A considerable proportion of Māori moved out of 

collective papakāinga residences and into the autonomy of modern city-living during the 

urban-migration, which transformed Māori society both for the better and the worse. One 

positive is that Māori were seen as current and modern participants in an evolving, 

progressive New Zealand society. However, a negative reality was that the urban-migration 

directly depleted whānau, marae, hapū and iwi of much of the remaining iwi leadership, many 

of whom departed the papakāinga for the promise of work, money and leisure in the cities. 

Severe language and culture loss followed as a result.  

 

In film, the traditional marae-lifestyle was a preferred backdrop in films of the earlier part of 

this cinematic period, but the films produced over the 1950s and 1960s reflected the first 

generation of Māori urban migrants shown to embrace the modernisation of te ao Māori. 

Thus, despite the lack of films produced over this era, what films were released are valuable 

because of the important societal movements the films note. 

 

The Mātātuhi in this chapter concentrates on the New Zealand film history literature 

featuring The Seekers and Don’t Let it Get You (1966. dir. John O’Shea). However, the 

Mātātuhi section dedicated to The Seekers diverges from literature overviews in this historical 

strand because it is modified to compensate for a forced change. The change was brought 

about by Te Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (II)’s silent response to The Seekers.  

129 A Journey for Three (1949, dir. Michael Furlong) is a travelogue feature, and has one Māori character who 
appears in a momentary mid-shot as he controls a bulldozer and smiles at the film’s central characters who 
are recent British immigrants to New Zealand. 
130 We must acknowledge the many Pasifika men who were deployed as part of the Māori Battalion too. 
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Therefore, I draw on the very few writings that feature The Seekers, and I explore why the 

film triggered such a political response according to aspects in mātauranga Māori as a means 

of not dropping this important weu (fibre) in the wider thread and affecting the history 

strand. Mātātuhi then concentrates on Don’t Let it Get You. Kōrerorero, the second weu in this 

thread, only considers Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and Don’t Let it Get You because there was no 

verbal response to The Seekers. Finally, the Tīreki Roi focuses on Morrison’s role in Don’t Let 

it Get You, and is a useful discussion about āhua in New Zealand film in this period, 

showing the evolution in āhua since the silent era, and linking Wāhanga Rima and Ono 

together. 

Mātātuhi 

The Seekers 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Kenneth Annakin: a 
cameraman in British imperial 
action dramas and Hollywood 
Pacific Exotica films on rise 
 
Producer George Brown 
claimed serious casting issues 
for the seductress character 
Moana as wāhine were far too 
modest and reticent 
  
German/Javanese dancer Laya 
Raki cast as Moana, Glynnis 
Johns cast as her opposite 
Marion 
 
Opera singer Inia Te Wiata cast 
as Chief 
 
Numerous scenes required 
shooting on a marae 
 
No research into expected 
behaviours of Chiefs and/or 
puhi (women of status) 
 

 
High production values, and 
‘Lillian Gish’ lens used for 
Moana 
 
Moana opposed Marion and 
extra-wāhine cast 
 
Shot on location in and around 
Whakatāne, and marae shots 
produced at Rank Studios in 
London. Entire Māori extra 
cast transported to London too 
 
Wiata’s singing prowess 
brought to the fore by 
frequently breaking into song 
 
Moana performs and raunchy 
dance for a band of prisoners 
as the hapū provide the choral 
accompaniment 
  

 
Negative responses to ‘Evil 
Witchdoctor,’ ‘Cannibal’ and 
‘Dusky Maiden’ stereotypes 
 
Moana’s dance scene creates 
wincing moments because of 
the lack of authenticity  
 
Wāhine respond negatively to 
Moana’s poor behaviours 
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Brief Film Synopsis 

The Seekers is a pre-Settlement New Zealand story, based on explorer Phillip Wayne (Jack 

Hawkins) who stumbles upon an urupā (underground burial chamber), angering the local 

‘Natives.’ A duel is arranged between Wayne and Rangiruru (Anthony Erstich), a local 

warrior, and they challenge each other in a race to demonstrate their physical and mental 

prowess. They dash through the surrounding forests, swim the local lake, and race over 

hills and rocks. When Wayne wins the challenge, Chief Hongi Tepe (Inia Te Wiata131) 

accepts him into his tribe, and gifts him a piece of land to develop and settle on as a peace 

treaty. The win also means that Wayne is attractive to all of the local wāhine (women), 

including Moana (Laya Raki), Tepe’s dazzling wife. His accomplishment and gift of land 

opens the gateway to other British migrants, including Wayne’s God-fearing fiancé Marion 

(Glynis Johns). Regardless, Moana continues to pursue Wayne long after he is married. 

Eventually they engage in a torrid affair, which is witnessed by a loyal member of Tepe’s 

tribe. He exposes Moana’s lasciviousness to Tepe and she is killed for her transgression. 

This is also the moment when the peace treaty between the settlers and the tribe ends. A 

night battle between taiaha-wielding Māori and gun-bearing settlers ensues. Wayne and 

Marion sacrifice themselves in the battle, orphaning their son who lies hidden in a burrow 

next to the remnants of their dilapidated house. Tepe finds the baby and devotes himself to 

raising the first Pākehā amongst the tribe. 

 

This section considers Te Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (II)’s silent response to The 

Seekers to compensate for there being no kōrerorero section. The whānau viewed The Seekers in 

the wharenui at Oromāhoe marae with a few guttural noises at various points of the 

narrative. For the most part, the whānau watched the film in silence. But once the credits 

began and I readied myself to begin the kōrerorero part of the hui, the whānau immediately 

131 Out of the three major international film productions featuring Māori in this era, only one Māori actor is 
cast in supportive roles. Inia Te Wiata appears in In Search of the Castaways and The Seekers, both times as a 
Māori Chief. In the decade between The Seekers and In Search of the Castaways, Inia Te Wiata played a range of 
cinematic ethnicities. These ethnic characters include the King of the faux Tawaki island in Man of the Moment 
(1955, dir. John Carstairs), ‘Tauveta’ of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands (Kiribati and Tuvalu respectively) in 
Pacific Destiny (1956, dir. Wolf Rilla), and ‘Fahid’ of an unspecified desert land in Sands of the Desert (1960, dir. 
John Carstairs). Thus, Te Wiata’s film acting appeal was largely due to his indeterminate ethnic appearance. 
Cliff Curtis is a most recent Māori actor to enjoy ethnic malleability as his ‘calling card’ into large budget 
productions. 
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preceded to stack the mattresses away, and tidy the wharenui. This indicated to me kōrerorero 

was not going to happen.132  

 

In the Consent Form (See Appendix III) I stipulated that all participants in this project had 

the right not to respond to any questions and/or to remove themselves at any time. Here, 

Te Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (II) exercised the right to silence following the viewing 

of The Seekers.  

 

One dilemma a silent response presents to the audience-study trajectory is that there are 

very few studies that focus on non-verbal or silent responses to film (Freehling-Burton, 

2007, p. 74; McElroy and Williams, 2011, p. 85). Erica D’Souza’s (2012) study focuses on 

non-verbal responses to political documentary which she observes at the time films are 

viewed by a youth audience in Mumbaikar. In particular she considers the use of space, 

body posture, movements, moments of silence and facial expressions. Educationalist Brian 

Finch (2008) writes about New Zealand children’s responses to feature film and closely 

considers their non-verbal responses to film, including laughing, giggling and exclamations 

during the film (p. xiii). But despite concentrating on non-verbal responses and gestures, 

none of the studies explore outright refusals to respond to film. Regardless, it is important 

to include the response to The Seekers in this film history, because a refusal to comment is 

still a response, and thus needs to be written into this study.  

 

The Seekers does not feature significantly in New Zealand film histories, primarily because it 

is a British production, stars British actors, centres on the first British settlers, and is mostly 

shot at the Rank studios in London. However, The Seekers does have Māori in the support 

and extra casts, all the landscape is shot in and around Whakatāne, there is some reo 

rangatira, there is an excess of Māori imagery including a marae, and although grossly 

manufactured (as this chapter explores), there is tikanga represented in The Seekers. Thus, 

the content is representative of New Zealand. This section considers the few critical 

writings in reference to The Seekers (Limbrick, 2010; Martin and Edwards, 1997; 

McDonnell, 1998; Simmons, 1999; L. R. Wells, 2008), but mostly draws on mātauranga 

Māori as a counterpoint. These writings are particularly analytical in regards to the character 

Moana, and thus the main theme in this section is devoted to an examination of this role. 

132 At this point, it is important to note that the production crew on The Seekers included Maharaia Winitana, a 
cast member who doubled as an official Māori cultural/technical adviser. Māori cultural advisors were not 
overly common over the following three decades, but re-emerged strongly in the 1980s and 1990s. 
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Before I begin the analysis of Moana’s characterisation, however, I want to briefly explore 

the three stereotypes that film scholars Helen Martin and Sam Edwards (1997) consider The 

Seekers upholds. These are ‘cannibalism,’ ‘evil witch-doctors’ and ‘Dusky Maidens’ (p. 53). 

In the establishment scenes, when Wayne first arrives in ‘Māoriland,’ he explores inside a 

cave and is shocked to stumble upon a cluster of skeletons. In anthropological and 

ethnographical research, the ‘evidence’ of cannibalism is often the images of bare bones as 

this scene depicts (Beaglehole 1955, 1962; Begg and Begg 1966; Darwin 1979; McNab 

1817a; Parkinson, 1784). It is obvious that a momentary shot of bare bones, such as this, is 

inserted early in the narrative to unhinge viewers and create a sense of unease about 

‘Māoriland’ and its morally unstable inhabitants. Thus, the scene sets up binaries between 

the settlers and Māori from the initial scenes. In fact, however, concealing bones in such 

chambers was a most common way to hide bodies because the bones would later be 

retrieved, cleaned and painted in red ochre. This generally took place prior to the re-

concealment of the bones in a secret location, primarily to avoid being stolen by enemies 

with malicious intent (Hanson and Hanson, 1983, p. 97; H. M. Mead, 2003, p. 68; Salmond, 

1975, p. 193). This ritual is known as hahunga which is simply a second mourning. Hahunga 

was practised because one of the greatest insults directed at a person of Māori lineage is the 

desecration of their wāhi tapu (sacred place) and the urupā (cemetery) is one of these 

(Joseph, 1999, p. 33). Thus, the secrecy of where bones are buried is very important.  

 

As mentioned, anthropologists and ethnographers considered the presence of bones as 

evidence of cannibalism. The consumption of human flesh, or kai-tangata to Māori, was a 

metaphorical practice rather than a matter of sustenance or recreation as some scholars 

purport (Jennings, 2011). It is believed that if one chief triumphs over another chief in a 

battle, the victorious chief has the right to devour the defeated chief’s mana. Kai-tangata 

takes place when the victorious chief ingests a small portion of the former chief’s body by 

mouth, which in a Western context is considered cannibalism. There is very little written 

about kai-tangata rituals by Māori scholars, primarily because of the parallels between kai-

tangata and cannibalism, and the misunderstanding of the kai-tangata ritual. Plainly, The 

Seekers benefits from assumptions perpetuated by anthropological and ethnographical 

researchers that Māori people eat people (Forster, 1777; Savage, 1807; Shortland, 1854). 

The discussion about portrayals of Māori and cannibalism is relevant at the time of writing 

with the recent release of Fresh Meat (2012, dir. Danny Mulheron), a film about a family of 

cannibals who ‘happen to be Māori.’ 
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The second stereotype Martin and Edwards (1997) mention is the ‘evil witch-doctor’ (p. 

53) which is manifest in Patiti Warbrick’s character, Awarua, the tohunga amongst Tepe’s 

hapū. Awarua often holds a patu (greenstone club, hitting or killing weapon), has wild, fuzzy 

white hair, and is seen to babble senselessly because his dialogue is in te reo which is not 

translated.133 Therefore Awarua’s intentions are uncertain because he cannot be 

understood. Furthermore, Awarua contrasts with the rest of the hapū because he is 

underwhelmed by Wayne’s presence and his win over Rangiruru. Awarua’s presence is 

most often accompanied by a minor chord in the sound design which adds to his already 

ambiguous characterisation. Most often minor chords are used in film as a way of veiling 

images with ambiguity or to imply impending doom or ‘darkness.’134 Thus, Awarua is 

characterised in opposition to Wayne, but is also ‘Othered’ from Hongi Tepe who, despite 

being the chief, is very welcoming towards the settlers and their language and beliefs. 

 

Takirirangi Smith (2008) writes that colonisers marginalised tohunga (experts in reading 

signs) because the mātauranga they possess is an ability to read, interpret and convey 

knowledge about signs. The signs are mostly in the taiao (environment) and are considered 

“sacred values of critical importance as opposed to everyday matters and the mundane” (p. 

268). Often tohunga are able to perceive a tohu (signs, marks, indicators) with the senses 

(ibid), and thus it is believed tohunga possess the knowledge of the atua (the gods). Because 

of this strong wairua connection, there is apprehension amongst non-Māori toward tohunga. 

Thus, tohunga skills can draw out non-Māori anxieties about beliefs described as ‘ghostly’ 

(Mead, 1932, p. 740). The term tohunga generally prefixes a skill such as tohunga whakairo 

(expert carvers), tohunga o te wharepora (expert weaver), and tohunga tāmoko (expert 

tattooist).135 Awarua is characterised in a way that he is clearly opposite to Wayne, which 

133 Conveniently Wayne’s crew-mate Paddy Clarke (Noel Purcell) comprehends and speaks te reo, having been 
in the Southern Pacific as a whaler. He acts as a translator when Wayne is confronted by Tepe’s tribe as they 
exit the burial chamber, and later when Hongi Tepe speaks during the pōwhiri (ritual of encounter). 
134 An example of the minor chord encasing a scene in ‘darkness’ is in George Lucas’s Star Wars (4-6) where 
composer John Williams cloaked Darth Vader in minor chords to maintain the binary between Vader and 
Luke Skywalker. With the exception of a few scenes where Luke struggles with his position between the 
‘good’ Jedis and the bad ‘darkside’ he is usually attended by major chords to signify his innocence and purity 
of spirit.  
135 For over half of a century, the New Zealand Government deemed the practice of tohunga unlawful and as a 
resulted legislated the Tohunga Suppression Act (1907). The Act was founded on rising medical concerns with 
the general unsanitary Māori lifestyle, and tohunga proffered health advice that was counter-Western medicines 
(Stephens, 2001, p. 450). But it is also known that the Act sought to neutralise the influence of powerful 
Tūhoe leader and prophet Rua Kenana (Binney, Chaplin, and Wallace, 1990, p. 25; Lange, 1999, pp. 44 
onward; Maaka, 1995, p. 181; Webster, 1979, p. 148). The government feared poropiti like Kenana because 
while he had not broken any laws, he still posed a threat to the government. It was feared that under prophets 
such as Kenana, Māori would again rise to autonomy. The Act was repealed in 1962, but by this time the loss 
of kōrero was severe because tohunga were also the kaitiaki (custodians) of oral histories. 
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perpetuates the notion that Māori belief systems and philosophies are bizarre and heathen 

(T. Smith, p. 268). However, as I explained, tohunga are skilled beyond this world, and are 

relevant and celebrated in today’s society. 

 

I now turn to Moana, the ‘Dusky Maiden’ character who is examined in most of the 

literature citing The Seekers (Limbrick, 2010; Martin and Edwards, 1997; McDonnell, 1998; 

Simmons, 1999; L. R. Wells, 2008). Moana is a typical ‘Dusky Maiden’ and is shaped to 

generate a particular response from Western audiences, as all Dusky Maidens are. Recently 

renamed “Hollynesians” (O'Brien, 2006, p. 235), in cinema Dusky Maidens are stunningly 

beautiful, scantily clad, exotic women who have lustful appetites, and proffer infernal 

danger to colonial desires (Deloughrey, 2007; Edmond, 1997; Edmond and Smith, 2003; 

Fresno-Calleja, 2012; Shohat and Stam, 1994). The European audience expect to see Dusky 

Maidens in romantic ‘Māoriland,’ but as art history scholar Conal McCarthy writes (2005), 

the ways in which images such as the Dusky Maiden are shaped also ‘uncover important 

things about those who show and shape them’ (p. 53). When considering Moana in The 

Seekers then, it is as important to acknowledge that her main function is to titillate 

Eurocentric male fantasies about women in the Pacific. Characters such as Moana give 

physical motion to the many Dusky Maidens in early European depictions of Polynesia, 

such as the many versions of the topless ‘Hinemoa’ by Lindauer Gottfried, and Paul 

Gauguin’s naked women in the Polynesian series he painted whilst in residence in Tahiti. 

These images positioned Dusky Maidens as the ‘Other’ usually opposite to the sexually 

repressed, moral white woman.  

 

Producer George Brown describes the Moana character as “The temptress whom the white 

settler cannot resist” which proved a very “jarring” role to cast (as quoted in Limbrick, 

2010, pp. 188-189 and 191). Moana was scripted to perform two particularly disconcerting 

acts; the first was an erotic dance for some of Tepe’s ‘prisoners of war,’ and the second was 

the sexual pursuit of the film’s married central male protagonist. Limbrick’s community 

research amongst the film’s surviving cast members confirms that “no Māori woman 

would have taken the role as [it was] scripted” (p. 189). Brown claimed he looked to 

international casting possibilities because “of the extreme modesty and reticence of Māori 

women” (ibid). Moana’s main function in the film is to tempt and draw out Wayne’s 

repressed sexual desires and cause his fall from grace. Moana uses her powers of seduction 

to entice Wayne against his better moral judgement. From the moment Moana is 
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introduced to the film, Wayne noticeably struggles with the lure of her ‘comeliness’ 

(Simmons, 1999, p. 43). His response on first seeing Moana is simply a deep gulp. Her 

attraction to him is displayed clearly through her tilted neck, a flirtatious smirk, and a 

cocked eyebrow at the moment she is introduced to him. She is drawn magnetically to 

Wayne, and begins secretly tracking his movements through the forest immediately 

following their introduction. Moana has been described as a “tanned imitation of the white 

woman” and “tailored to fit the ideas of the Western market” (McDonnell, 1998, p. 23). 

Annakin takes full advantage of this, using the “Lillian Gish lens” to amplify and soften her 

features (Affron, 2002, pp. 104 and 120), and in her dance scene – which I explore further 

on – she looks invitingly into the camera to beckon Wayne - and the viewer - to her. 

Furthermore, despite being married to a chief, Moana displays a considerable amount of 

skin, and her immodesty implies she is available.  

 

Dusky Maidens contrast with European women, physically and ideologically, and this is 

certainly the case in The Seekers, as the existing literature featuring the film attests. Moana’s 

characterisation contrasts with Wayne’s devoutly Christian wife, Marion. As I indicated, 

Moana always shows a significant amount of skin. At one stage she is dressed in an ornately 

patterned korowai (commemorative, traditional cloak) but because she wears it far below her 

bare shoulders, she looks exceptionally sexy rather than regal and dignified. In another 

scene, Wayne witnesses her swimming topless which stuns and pleases him. In every scene 

she wears pink or red lipstick, rouge, and wears her hair loose but tidy. For the most part, 

Moana’s behaviours and gestures are unruly, and she barely has any dialogue, indicating 

that her image is far more important than any words she could utter. The devoted and 

moral wife, Marion, on the other hand, is blue-eyed, blond haired, and wears a crucifix. Her 

crucifix rests on the fabric of a buttoned-through blouse which covers her up to the neck 

and down to the wrists. Unlike Moana, Marion has long passages of expressive dialogue, 

and is particularly fluent in quoting references from the Bible verbatim. These women, so 

important to the narrative drive, Other each other and are only comparable in that they 

both vie for Wayne’s affections. Thus, it is obvious, then, that The Seeker’s Dusky Maiden’s 

function is to stand apart from Wayne’s devoted wife Marion.  

 

Yet Moana also contrasts with the extra-wāhine cast, a feature not yet explored by any 

literature. In comparison with the other wāhine, who ironically are Māori, Moana is very 

fair-skinned, and is conventionally more beautiful. In an early scene, a group of wāhine enter 
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the ‘guest whare’ to seduce Wayne as part of the Tepe’s ‘generosity.’ He is terrified by their 

overt sexual approach and redirects them to a very willing Paddy in a neighbouring whare. 

This group of wāhine have long, fuzzy, wild hair, and are duskier than Moana. They wear 

very little or no make-up and their costumes modestly cover up the majority of their skin. 

But most importantly, the wāhine extra-cast always appear in a group, sharply contrasting 

with Moana who is most often unaccompanied. It is obvious, then, that Moana is meant to 

appear more visually desirable than the other wāhine. This is also the case in The Romance of 

Hinemoa (1925) where Hinemoa (Maata Hurihanganui) looks significantly different, and I 

suggest, more European, than her entourage. Monika (Mere Kingi) in The Te Kooti Trail 

(1927) and Mara (Ngawari Kereti) in Hei Tiki (1930) are also fairer and more 

conventionally pretty than the wāhine extra-casts in their respective films. I now turn to 

consider Moana as the wife of a rangatira (chief) and the concept of puhitanga, and then 

discuss her dance scene in terms of the expected āhua (appearance, behaviour, personality) 

in haka. This analysis demonstrates that Moana plays to Eurocentric male fantasies, and has 

little connection with wāhine, especially those of rank.  

 

Moana and the Puhitanga 

As the wife of rangatira Hongi Tepe, Moana’s rank is that of a puhi.136 Puhi were either born 

into or groomed for their special role, customarily from birth.137 Since the hapū benefits 

from the alliances they were born from or groomed to maintain, they were heavily invested 

in and jealously protected. Puhi were often well attended by a loyal, female entourage to 

ensure their safety (Best, 1925, 1975, 1995, 1996; P. Smith, 1997). Young puhi were 

daughters of Chiefs, endowed with his mana (prestige, authority, status, aristocracy), and 

many puhi were betrothed (tomo) to strengthen alliances between hapū and iwi to maintain 

mana and lines of whakapapa. According to many iwi kōrero, puhi were widely renowned for 

their beauty, courage and mana, and chiefs and suitors would flock from afar to win their 

favour (Simpson, 2006, p. 2).138 Puhi were also considered highly tapu and discouraged from 

136 In some iwi, the wife of a rangatira (Chief) is considered puhi, māreikura (nobly-born) and in other iwi, they 
are called wahine rangatira (chiefly woman), kahurangi (chieftainess), and/or ariki tapairu (first-born in the family 
of note) (Higgins and Meredith, 2011b). I am referring to these important wāhine as puhi because that is the 
title that is used most widely by Ngāti Awa. 
137 Puhi are still considered a very important and relevant role in Māori society, particularly for the lifting of 
tapu and opening of new whare. Therefore I refer to puhi in the past tense reluctantly here, but have chosen to 
do so because the role of puhi has changed since colonisation. 
138 This is certainly the case in Ngāti Awa in relation to Wairaka who is well-known for the whakataukī “Kia 
whakatāne au i ahau!” (Let me be as a man) because when no man was present to save a waka –a male’s domain 
- full of women and children caught in a storm, she called on the ātua  to let her be like a man so she could 
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“descend[ing] too near to common places” (A. Ngata and TeHurinui, 1985, pp. 2-5, pp. 2-

5). Puhi were not expected to be involved in the preparation or collection of kai because 

she might taint it with her tapu (Best, 1996, p. 68). During rearing, puhi are expected to 

remain sexually pure (Simpson, p. 3; Te Awekotuku, 1991b, p. 95) as there are various 

responsibilities such as the lifting of tapu that require purity.139 Such practices are still useful 

and relevant today, particularly in opening new buildings (Best, 1995, p. 148; King, 1981, p. 

149; Phillips, 1973). The puhi is groomed to show personal integrity, and to be above 

reproach because if she is not, she compromises the well-being of the entire hapū. Thus, 

obligation is a fundamental element of puhitanga, and it is expected this is also part of a 

puhi’s married life as she epitomises the chief’s mana and the mana of the hapū. 

 

In contrast with the other wāhine, and contrary to the behaviour expected of a puhi, Moana 

is often shown wandering unattended through the forest, spying on Wayne. In one scene, 

Wayne is fishing from the rocks. Alone, Moana emerges topless from the water. She wields 

a fish at the end of a spear, and she gives it to a shocked Wayne, with no regard for his 

health. Later in the narrative when she knows she has Wayne spellbound, Moana awaits 

inside a huge tree trunk where the entrance is concealed by ferns, vines and branches. With 

her legs stretched up against the bough, she reclines backward, and her piupiu separates to 

the hip revealing the entirety of her upper leg. The camera intimately tracks Moana from 

her painted toenails to her thighs, reflecting Wayne’s gaze consuming every millimetre of 

her. Once his eye is enticed beyond the piupiu, Wayne cannot restrain his desire for Moana 

any longer. He draws her in powerfully; she collapses into his arms, and they engage in a 

prolonged, open-mouthed kiss until the frame pans to an obscured onlooker, one of Tepe’s 

men, peering through the brushwood. By this scene Wayne is married too, and thus the 

Dusky Maiden’s function is fulfilled, as his marriage vows are defiled. 

 

As for Moana’s responsibility to Hongi Tepe, I mentioned that there is an expectation that 

non-married puhi will remain sexually pure for the ritual of lifting tapu. However, there are 

equally high expectations of married puhi. One recent puhi, the late Māori Queen, Te 

Arikinui Te Atairangikaahu, is still well-known amongst Māori and Pākehā for her grace, 

save them. This act of courage appealed to the young men in the surrounding districts in great numbers 
(Mitchell, 1997, p. 179; Simpson, 2006, pp. 2-3). 
139 According to Best (1995, p. 150) it is believed that women have the capacity to lift tapu because Hine-ahu-
one (The Dawn Maid) brought te ira tangata (life essence) to the world (cited in Simpson, 2006, p. 5). 
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kindness and strength. One of the many thousands of tributes for Te Atairangikaahu after 

her passing in 2006 was from her Ngāti Kahu whanaunga:  

E te Ariki Tapairu, he wahine ātaahua, he wahine hūmārie, he wahine kaha ki te whakakotahi i ngā 
iwi. Haere atu ra ki nga wahi tuturu mo tatou te tāngata. Hoki atu ki Hawaiki nui, Hawaiki roa, 
Hawaiki pamamao (To the paramount chief, a beautiful woman, a very gentle woman, a 
strong woman for the unification of all the tribes. Go to the ancient places of our people. 
Return to the great Hawaikī, the enduring Hawaikī, the distant Hawaikī) 
(www.nzherald.co.nz, 21st August, 2006).  

The behaviours of the Māori Queen, a puhi, contrast with those of Moana who shows 

neither outward concern, grace, self-restraint or composure, nor does she show any sense 

of responsibility to the hapū as she consistently puts her own desires before those of Tepe. 

Ultimately, her selfishness and lack of collective concern lead to her demise. But Moana is 

not constructed as a ‘bad’ example of a puhi. Rather Moana is simply the construct of a 

screenwriter who clearly has no knowledge of the ancient tikanga, roles and responsibilities 

of puhi and has drawn on deeply embedded elements from art historical and cinematic 

depictions of the Dusky Maiden.  

 

Moana and Haka 

Most critiques of The Seekers relate to Moana’s dance scene, and they all acknowledge the 

dance is not haka (Limbrick, 2010, p. 192; McDonnell, 1998, p. 23; Simmons, 1999, p. 43; 

L. R. Wells, 2008, p. 7). As I said earlier, producer George Brown asserted that Moana’s 

other task was to present “an erotic dance” (as cited in Limbrick, ibid). First, I turn to 

Limbrick (2010) to establish the dance scene. He says: 

Hongi Tepe’s men begin singing and chanting as Moana appears clad in a piupiu… and a 
feathered strapless, and backless brassiere. Moana’s dance then begins and continues for 
about two minutes, during which she runs around the perimeter of warrior men, waving 
her arms, shaking her upper body, and often falling to the ground to gyrate before the men. 
The camera usually holds her in long shot… although she often lunges toward it, especially 
as the pace of the music picks up and the dance becomes more overtly erotic; she shakes 
her hair and breasts in medium shot framing. (p. 192) 

He continues: 

Neither the choreography nor its musical accompaniment offers anything related to Māori 
cultural practice, with the exception of some brief hand movements before the proper 
dance beings. While there is substantial evidence to show that many other aspects of the 
film were motivated by a desire for authenticity, it is clear that this particular facet of the 
film was not (ibid). 

Limbrick’s analysis of Moana’s dance captures how the choreography and cinematography 

combine to generate interest in the ‘ritual’ that appears to be a ‘dance of dissent’ which I 

explore briefly a little further on, and secondly to intensify her sexuality. Kopikopi is a well-
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known dance of flirtation and comedy, but these are generally performed by kuia. Brian 

McDonnell (1998) also points out that what is choreographed is “far from an authentic 

Māori dance, but rather a pure Hollywood concoction” (p. 23). Both Limbrick and 

McDonnell recognise the scene’s heavy fabrication. A woman of any rank – at least, in 

both of my hapū – would not be permitted to do such a dance particularly with an audience, 

because it is proper conduct to remain whakaiti (humble, modest) in all situations and at all 

times. This coincides with the comments made by the surviving cast and their whanaunga 

who claimed Moana “didn’t act like a Māori at all, not at all” (Cherry King as cited in 

Limbrick, p. 195) - a view echoed by Inia Te Wiata some years after production (Te Wiata, 

1982).  

 

Although the dance scene is meant to depict a ‘dance of dissent,’ it misses all of the pivotal 

elements in haka, replacing them with ‘jazz-like’ movements which suit Raki’s dance 

repertoire. There is one haka aspect to the choreography, a wiri140 (shaking of the hands) in 

the dance’s opening bar. However, from this fleeting movement onwards, haka is absent 

from the choreography. A key element of haka is that actions correlate with the words 

(Ngata and Armstrong 2002, p. 12). For example, haere is a directional instruction. To enact 

haere the arms are placed in an “L” shape, where one arm is horizontal across the body, and 

the other arm points straight up. These are performed with wiri and are sometimes 

alternated. Another example is titiro which literally means ‘look.’ A standard action for titiro 

again is the left arm is extended straight out in front, solarplexus height, while the other is 

an open hand positioned like a salute over the right eye. There are derivatives of both of 

these standard motions. When Moana performs her wiri in the opening bar of the dance’s 

stanza, she does so in the standard titiro position, but this does not correlate with the words 

sung by the choir at that moment which is ‘haere,’ the theme of the song. This single-beat 

titiro action is the end of the haka content in Moana’s dance.  

 

Haka is a posture dance which was traditionally used for battle drills and has been 

compared to, and described as, a type of martial art and theatre (Hamilton, 2010; Sullivan, 

2009). In haka, exponents display strength and ferocity through their bodies and facial 

gestures. During any haka the frame, consisting of the arms, shoulders and neck, is to be 

140 Wiri is an intrinsic part of haka. Whenever a performer executes wiri, they are recalling Tānerore who was 
an expert haka exponent who was married to Hineraumati, the woman of summer. The wiri recaptures the 
heat of summer because the heat causes a haze which shimmers. Moana’s dance fleetingly incorporated wiri to 
give the impression that what followed was haka, but it ended with the subsequent step.  
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kept square and strong at all times. The body is held in preparation for battle, as haka 

transmits a challenge to the opposition. At times, the hands are slapped upon the top of 

the thighs, the fingernails scratch one’s own chest, the teeth are gnashed, and the eyes are 

dilated and protruded. But the most important aspect of haka is that the exponents are 

‘battle ready.’ Like tāne, wāhine aim to appear formidable and intimidating foes during haka, 

and are considered equally as proficient in haka as tāne.141 In most of her actions, Moana’s 

body is contorted, so that she is a vulnerable target during potential attack. For instance, in 

one of her movements she leans her neck so far backward from a standing position that 

she is on the verge of plummeting backward. In another movement, she kneels next to the 

open fire, again leaning as far back as possible performing a series of shoulder rolls. Here, 

she is completely defenceless because she displays a weak posture, particularly through the 

arms, shoulders and neck. Thus, Moana is essentially useless to the hapū should a battle 

break out because she is not ‘battle ready.’ 

 

A haka of dissent, appropriate for a situation such as Moana’s dance scene, is called a 

kaioraora, which literally means ‘to eat alive.’ It is so named because, as I indicated 

previously in this chapter, eating another person’s flesh indicates the risk of their mana 

being consumed and taken into someone else’s body. Kaioraora are haka that are offensive 

to, and insult, those at whom the haka is directed (Matthews, 2011, p. 11). These haka often 

contain abuse and insolence; they are aimed at belittling and degrading the recipient, and to 

vent frustrations (Papesch, 2009). For instance, kaioraora often contain the word pokokōhua 

which is known now as a curse word, but literally means to cook someone’s head. Because 

of the sacredness of the head, to Māori pokokōhua is considered the ultimate curse. Women, 

particularly from Tūhoe, are well-known composers of haka including kaioraora. However 

my research has not uncovered any situation where wāhine of any rank would perform a 

kaioraora as a solo effort for an enemy hapū. 

 

An erotic haka or one containing sexual content, which was Moana’s task in this dance 

scene, is a pōtēteke, so named because ‘teke’ is a reference to female genitalia. In the pōtēteke, 

performers are known to be topless or completely naked, and the legs are athletically 

positioned in the air. The head is downward to represent coitus (Best, 1928; Bremner, 

141 Admittedly, there are moments when wāhine must be graceful, peaceful, comical, and in contemporary 
competitions they can be flirtatious with the crowd and with the tāne, but the frame through the arms, 
shoulders and neck should always be held ready. In haka, confidence and strength of stance is a most 
fundamental component as it was traditionally performed in preparation for battle. 
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2004, p. 158). Because of the athleticism required for the pōtēteke, erotic-type haka have also 

been referred to as a sport or a type of acrobatics, particularly somersaults (R. Love, 1952). 

Certainly the erotic intent of pōtēteke correlates with Moana’s dance, however the 

choreography and her attire does not. Furthermore, a pōtēteke would not be used in the 

context of insulting ones enemies as Moana does. Therefore, haka is an important cultural 

practice that Moana’s dance scene demeans. This scene, and indeed the Moana character 

and the film as a whole, was manufactured with no attempt at authenticity, and this - I 

believe - is a fundamental reason Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (II) rejected the film so 

vehemently.  

Don’t Let it Get You 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
John O’Shea: experienced 
NFU documentary filmmaker 
who wanted to break into 
fiction. Made Broken Barrier and 
Runaway and had severe 
financial problems 
 
The Beatles and Elvis films 
extremely popular 
 
Howard Morrison was very 
popular in NZ and had 
completed a successful term 
on stage in Sydney; was cast to 
play himself 
 
Te Arawa committed to 
support Morrison and the film 
despite their previous mamae 
with Alexander Markey, and he 
contributed $60,000 to the 
production 
 
Australian drummer Gary 
Wallace cast to play himself 
too 

 
Rotorua Council gave full 
access to the town 
 
Similar production values to 
The Beatles/Richard Lester 
films; incongruous, rough 
editing, and random musical 
interludes  
 
Popular songs, high fashion, 
sun, fun, laughter, romance + 
Māori 
 
New Zealand’s most popular 
singers such as Kiri Te Kanawa 
and Eliza Kiel contributed 
 
Morrison’s public and personal 
lives intertwined with a script 
whereas Wallace is a fictitious 
version of himself 
 
Numerous marae shots 
 
Wallace’s narrative has 
definitive narrative arc 
 
Only one phrase in te reo 
rangatira 

 
All of the film’s marketing 
forefronts on Morrison; he is 
an extraordinary entertainer 
but an ordinary man, husband, 
father and friend at the same 
time 
 
Wallace is the main protagonist 
 
Marae shots showed Māori 
doing ‘Māori things’ in the 
background but predominantly 
performing Pākehā things 
 
Shows Māori moving into 
modernity, yet still able to 
function on the marae 
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Brief Film Synopsis 

Don’t Let It Get You is a musical/comedy set in Rotorua during the local Summer Music 

Festival. It centres on Gary Wallace (as himself), an Australian drummer in pursuit of the 

drummer’s position in Howard Morrison’s band. The band has already recruited a new 

drummer but Morrison encourages Wallace to come to Rotorua and audition anyway. 

Wallace is sabotaged at his audition by the jealous and fiercely competitive William 

Broadhead (Harry Lavington), the recently enlisted drummer. But Broadhead, clearly a 

lesser-skilled drummer than Wallace, is even more competitive with Wallace for the 

affections of the beautiful, young Judith (Carmen Duncan). Despite her mother’s loathing 

of musicians, Judith chooses Wallace. 

 

Don’t Let it Get You is John O’Shea’s third fiction feature after Broken Barrier (1952) and 

Runaway (1964), and follows several documentaries made during his term at the National 

Film Unit (NFU).142 Although he had success in documentary-making, O’Shea decided to 

diversify. He said 

I was sick of seeing documentaries… Many of the NFU documentaries were little more 
than government propaganda with a rather inconsequential, sterile portrayal of New 
Zealanders…  I found them excruciatingly boring. I wanted to do drama (as cited in 
Reynolds, 2002, p. 98). 

With his colleague and friend Roger Mirams, O’Shea established Pacific Films. Initially, 

Mirams wanted to make a documentary about Māori, but O’Shea claims to have 

“convinced him to let it write like a drama” instead (ibid). But in the production of their 

first feature, Broken Barrier, O’Shea was forced to use the voice-over mechanism, a common 

facet of NFU documentary, because his budget could not stretch to sound synchronicity. 

Their second feature, Runaway had a plethora of background issues too. For instance, one 

major concern was that Kiri Te Kanawa refused to perform a bedroom scene, which 

forced schedules further and further over time and over budget. Eventually, O’Shea cut the 

scene altogether, and was forced to alter the storyline (ibid, pp. 308-309). Thus, Pacific 

Films had an exceptionally tumultuous start. Don’t Let it Get You was also fraught with 

difficulties, mainly financial. The mistrust Pacific Films had earned during Broken Barrier 

and Runaway was inherited by Don’t Let it Get You (ibid, p. 410).  

142 Founded in 1941, the National Film Unit’s (NFU) purpose was to boost national identity using 
documentary filmmaking (Swarbrick 2010). Initially, these documentaries were produced to publicise New 
Zealand’s World War II efforts. These included titles such as Country Lads (1941), The Weekly Review 
(1942-1950), and Māori Battalion Returns (1946) which recorded the pōwhiri ritual welcoming the survivors of 
the 28th Māori Battalion back to New Zealand at the Aotea Quay in Wellington. A majority of the NFU films 
were newsreels, travelogues and films marketing New Zealand to potential migrants and travellers. 
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O’Shea had earmarked a musical to display New Zealand’s “developing counter-culture of 

the mid-60s” (Reynolds, 2002, p. 409). Howard Morrison, New Zealand’s long-standing 

premier entertainer, was an obvious link between North American and New Zealand 

popular cultures. Morrison was most well-known for his booming voice and charismatic 

stage presence.143 After a successful time with The Howard Morrison Quartet (1960-1963), 

Morrison went solo and flourished. His singing career culminated in a performance of 

“How Great Thou Art/Whakaaria Mai” for Queen Elizabeth during her 1981 royal visit to 

New Zealand. This rendition was a particularly moving moment on New Zealand 

television for Māori because Morrison used the instrumental break to mihi (acknowledge, 

address) to Queen Elizabeth II in te reo rangatira. This was important because at that time, 

New Zealand’s television programming was less than two per cent te reo (Mita, 1996, p. 46). 

Later, Morrison was director of youth development under the Ministry of Māori Affairs 

(1979), and knighted for his services to entertainment in New Zealand (1990). Sir Howard 

passed away in 2009 during the early research phase of this thesis, and is fondly 

remembered “as the master entertainer” (singer Ray Columbus as cited on 

www.nzonscreen.com) and “our entertainment extraordinaire… with his beautiful voice, 

dazzling showmanship, and unique sense of humour” (Mutu, 2011, p. 227). Moe mai e te 

rangatira, moe mai, moe mai, moe mai (Sleep great one; sleep, sleep, sleep). 

 

Morrison brought with him more than his reputation as the “King of Rotorua,” New 

Zealand’s foremost tourism hub (Reynolds, 2002, p. 406). The loyal Morrison whānau 

showed boundless manaakitanga on the set, volunteering themselves as extras, caterers, set 

designers and general support people (O’Shea, 1999, p. 32). Morrison also brought an 

excellent working relationship with the Public Relations officer of Rotorua, Ernie Leonard, 

who allowed the film’s producers open access to the city (Reynolds, ibid). This experience 

encouraged the Te Arawa community, and Rotorua, back into the film industry after a 

forty-year absence. Morrison also invested $60,000 of his own money to make up for 

O’Shea’s funding shortfall. Thus, Morrison’s roles on the film - the name, the voice, the 

143 At the time of the British pop-bands such as The Beatles, The Animals, Manfred Mann, The Rolling 
Stones, Donovan and The Hollies, Morrison had many adoring fans who were both Māori and Pākeha. 
Accompanied by his quartet, Morrison’s pop-skiffle inspired songs were sometimes political such as “My Old 
Man’s An All-Black” which openly challenged the government’s non-interventionist stance in halting the 
South African rugby tours that excluded Māori and Pacific players. Despite his risks, Morrison was well-liked 
and a consummate professional entertainer, as many of his Te Arawa whanaunga were/are well known to be. 
The testament to Morrison’s integration and connection into the Tūhoe stronghold was seen at his tangi 
(funeral) where many Tūhoe rangatira, put aside their historical differences for the cherished entertainer, 
performer, and boy from Ruatāhuna. 
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poster and the inspiration -  extended to executive producer (pp. 375 and 406) despite not 

being credited as such.  

 

Film historians Martin Blythe (1994) and Bruce Babington (2007) agree Morrison is the 

most important person in Don’t Let it Get You. Blythe’s analysis concentrates on the symbol 

of positive New Zealand race relations that Morrison provides the film. He says he is “the 

model of friendly domesticity” and “the local boy made good” (pp. 171 and 173). Thus, 

according to Blythe’s Social-Historical Models for Integration, Morrison presents a 

successful integration story because he is able to function in a Pākehā dominated industry 

and succeed. Babington’s consideration of Morrison’s role assesses its complexity, and in 

particular where Morrison slips between himself as an ‘ordinary’ man and a fictional 

characterisation (p. 105). Don’t Let it Get You relies heavily on Morrison’s biographical 

footage where he is seen as a friend, whānau man, husband and father. But while there is an 

expectation that the film will ‘track’ Morrison interacting with his whānau and friends, he is 

also subject to a script and a director (p. 109). Lawrence Simmons (2007) notes that when 

entertainers play themselves in films, the result is a form of ‘performative documentary’ 

realism (p. 62). Performative documentary jumbles fact and fiction as distinct entities, and 

thus is particularly complicated. Academics Jane Roscoe and Craig Hight (2001) assert 

performative documentary rejects ‘realism’ but not ‘reality’ (p. 36). There are many 

extraordinary facets in the film that are part of Morrison’s ‘reality’ such as enjoying a 

successful recording career and performing for many thousands of screaming, adoring fans. 

At various times, Morrison is shown entertaining masses of people, being interviewed and 

preparing for photo-shoots. But at other times, Morrison engages in private activities such 

as playing with a train-set with his sons on the floor of his home, pushing his children on 

the swings at the park and riding them around on his shoulders, and walking with his wife. 

He plays squash, drives in a car with his friends, and goes out on his own riding a horse, 

none of which has any connection with the film’s narrative. Both Babington (2007) and 

Simmons (2007) point to this constant fluctuation between reality and fiction.144 Thus, 

Morrison’s role is complex because he gave full access to his life, including his whānau, 

friends, band members and audiences who were brought into the film as a consequence of 

their relationship with him. 

144 Other roles in New Zealand film history include Kevin Smith in Love Mussel (2001, dir. Michael Hurst) and 
the ensemble cast of former All-Blacks in Old Scores (1991, dir. Alan Clayton). 
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Gary Wallace also plays himself in Don’t Let it Get You but his role does not demonstrate 

‘performative documentary’ as Morrison’s clearly does. Despite playing himself, Wallace 

has a definitive fictional characterisation. A fundamental difference is that Wallace’s story 

drives the narrative forward. While pursuing Morrison and his band, Wallace meets Judith 

whom he actively pursues. This is complicated by her mother’s aversion to musicians, and 

the constant interruptions by the jealous Broadhead who continuously sabotages Wallace’s 

progress. Because Wallace experiences an emotional journey and engages in a new 

romance, the audience hopes that he will achieve his potential with Morrison’s band, and 

with Judith, by the film’s conclusion. Thus, there is no confusion about Wallace’s impact 

on the narrative. On the other hand, Morrison has already reached his potential; he is 

already the star in a successful band, and has achieved a good level of fandom. He already 

has money, a wife and children, a farm and a home, and his ‘down-time’ consists of pig 

hunting and riding horses. The reality is that Morrison does not need to grow or develop 

during the course of the film, and does not embark on an emotional journey. The reality 

and fiction elements in Morrison’s role are disproportionately more reality than fiction. The 

outcome is that, despite being more frequently on screen than Wallace, Morrison’s value to 

the narrative is very low. The Hunga Mātakitaki discusses Morrison’s inconsequentiality in 

the kōrerorero section below. 

Kōrerorero 

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and Don’t Let it Get You 

The Inconsequentiality of Māori 

The following passage of kōrerorero discloses Kaihana 1 and 2’s exposure to Elvis Presley 

and Beatles films as a result of their parent’s fandom during the 1960s. There is an 

important conversation suggesting that Don’t Let it Get You simply duplicates popular 

musical films from North America and Britain, a genre which had significant impact on 

New Zealand film over this period. O’Shea borrows juxtapositional elements from The 

Beatles films A Hard Day’s Night (1964, dir. Richard Lester) and Help! (1965, dir. Richard 

Lester) where images and voice-overs are at times incongruous. O’Shea is also heavy-

handed with music-video-like sequences as in The Beatles films.145 But the most significant 

issue the Hunga Mātakitaki raise here is the view that Māori simply did ‘Pākehā things.’  

145 O’Shea admits Richard Lester’s Beatles films such as A Hard Day’s Night (1964) and Help! (1965) were 
“script models” for Don’t Let it Get You (1999, p. 45). The Beatles films are recognisable for two reasons; the 
popular music, and the comedic collage of styles (Neaverson, 2000, p. 159) and these are incorporated 
frequently in Don’t Let it Get You. It also borrows the frequent musical and music video-like inserts. There is 
also a strong sense of the French New Wave (Reynolds, 2002, p. 127). This is evident in how Don’t Let it Get 
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Kaihana 2: Aaawww, well we watched Elvis Presley and his movies, and you know, them 
singing movies… I could only just handle those, probably because my parents used to love 
watching it, but um, you don’t wanna see a movie where Māoris are in it and they’re tryna 
copy somebody else sorta thing 
Jani: What do you mean? What do you mean copy? 
Kaihana 2: Well it was like a New Zealand version of a singing movie… copying, you 
know overseas like American or Great Britain, you know in the UK  
Kaihana 1: Yeah like in The Beatles or in America you know it’s got Elvis singing in his 
songs like... in [Don’t Let it Get You], you know it’s like ‘ooooh let’s get these Pākehā 
people, mix them up with a bit of Māori and get them to sing songs, and then you know? 
 

The first concern this kōrerorero highlights is that the whānau clearly have an aversion for 

Māori simply giving a Māori face to a North American or British film. As I indicated 

earlier, director John O’Shea borrowed elements from The Beatles films, and one of these 

elements is a music-video sensibility. These music-video sequences show the entertainers 

such as Morrison, The Quin Tikis, Kiri Te Kanawa, and Eliza Kiel lip-synching the song in 

the soundtrack, with occasional splices of other seemingly random images. For example, 

relatively early in the film, there is a spliced sequence consisting of a number of unrelated 

images; Howard and the coin-divers at Whakarewarewa, Wallace standing in a pool 

drinking from a glass bottle with a curiously long straw, a group of blond ‘twenty-

somethings’ pushing each other on a chair with wheels, Broadhead being splashed, a 

woman going down some hotel stairs, some carvings at Whakarewarewa, Wallace falling off 

a chair, and Kiri Te Kanawa taking photos. The random images are only stitched together 

through the guitar instrumental in the soundtrack. The images cut-away to a long shot of a 

band who begin the introductory bars to Eliza Kiel’s It Takes Two for Lovin,’ and the frame 

tracks backward revealing the camera is positioned in a skating rink where Kiel begins 

singing the lyrics and dancing and swaying to the song’s beat. For the duration of the 

music-video, there are fleeting inserts of Wallace and Judith courting. But the scene mostly 

focuses on Kiel to maintain the image and sound synchronicity. This is quickly followed by 

Kiri Te Kanawa singing an aria to some local tamariki in a wharenui at Whakarewarewa, 

another music-video-like sequence. New Zealanders were well-acquainted with The Beatles 

music and films at the time Don’t Let it Get You was released, as they toured New Zealand 

in 1964. Elvis Presley was also very popular in New Zealand at that time, evident in 

Morrison’s stylisation. Significantly though, the kōrerorero show the whānau are not receptive 

to simply giving a Māori front to what is a Pākehā narrative. When Kaihana 1 says “Ooooh, 

You often edits images and soundtracks that are juxtaposed with each other. French New Wave directors such 
as Jean-Luc Godard often use juxtaposition as a negative critique of Hollywood’s overt diegetical 
seamlessness. 
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let’s get these Pākehā people, mix them up with a bit of Māori and get them to sing songs” he is 

suggesting Māori are present simply for a bicultural ambiance. Aside from the entertainers 

who are ‘lip-synchers,’ Māori are mostly bystanders who are arranged into the mise-en-

scene to form the film’s background.146  

 

Māori have a frequent visual presence in Don’t Let it Get You, but they have very little aural 

presence. The main evidence of this is that te reo rangatira is barely uttered. Morrison has 

one sentence in te reo when he and Wallace pull into a petrol station after they fly to 

Rotorua from Sydney. Morrison says to the Pākehā forecourt attendant “Kia ora koe, e hoa... 

pirangi ahau, te hinu pai mo toku motokā i taku haere i tenei ra” (Greetings my friend… I want to 

fill up my car so I can go today) to which the attendant responds, “It’s the same in any 

language.” There is no other aural space for te reo in Don’t Let it Get You, even in the wharenui 

and on the marae. Morrison and the other Māori characters, cast and extras sing and dance 

to popular songs in English despite being in ‘Māori’ spaces. Kaihana 1 highlights this 

significant aspect about mixing Māori into the Don’t Let it Get You concept because it 

demonstrates that the inclusion of Māori is only on the visual level. Repeatedly showing 

large groups of Māori people, which Don’t Let it Get You does, essentially conceals the 

absence of te reo rangatira. 

 

The Inconsequentiality of Howard 

The following kōrerorero are devoted to the Hunga Mātakitaki responses to Howard 

Morrison in Don’t Let it Get You. A strong theme in these kōrerorero is how Morrison is 

inconsequential to the film’s narrative drive, which disputes any suggestion that he is the 

most important character in the film. When I asked the whānau what they liked about the 

film, they thought about their responses for almost a minute, and finally they decided they 

liked Howard. Speculatively, they could have been referencing Howard the tipuna, and not 

the ‘fictional’ Howard. The Hunga Mātakitaki described Morrison’s āhua as “smooth” 

(Kaihana 1) and admitted that if they were of age at the time of Don’t Let it Get You, they 

would “wanna be like Howard with the cool clothes [and] the hat” (Kaihana 2). Kaihana 2 could 

only relate to the hunting and working on the farm aspects in the film. However, the 

kōrerorero soon turned to how Morrison is not as important to the film as his numerous 

146 There is one scene where Morrison and Wallace sit on the pae (speaker’s bench) outside the wharenui and a 
group of tamariki are dressed in haka performance ensembles. But there are very few scenes apart from this 
where the Māori extras perform pūmanawa Māori (Māori skills or talents). 
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appearances attest. Instead, the kōrerorero shows the Hunga Mātakitaki are aware that 

Howard’s frequent presence adds very little substance to the film. 

Kaihana 1: I just thought the storyline was crap! [laughter] 
Jani: Yup. What about it? 
Kaihana 1: It was totally crap!  
Kaihana 2: Cuz, it was… it was crap 
Kaihana 1: It was about a white man tryna get into a band, oh tryna get into The 
Volcanics or something? Yeah… and it was all about him… it was mainly about him 
and… you know. And they were, it was as if ‘oh we’ll just throw a few Māoris in there just 
to…’ you know? 
Kaihana 2: Yeah they coulda done it better… better thing with the storyline I spoze cos 
uuuughhh… that was… it was a Pākehā guy who got jealous of another Pākehā guy who 
was in love with this Pākehā girl you know sorta all just sounds the same? Yeah… [...] 
Yeah and probably cos I had switched off… sorta [laughter]. 
 

‘Throwing’ Māori into the narrative does not distract from their narrative 

inconsequentiality. As I noted earlier, Wallace experiences upheavals throughout the film, 

and therefore it makes sense to follow his journey and monitor his progress in the band 

and in his romance with Judith. Quite simply, Wallace has a narrative arc. In contrast, 

despite his frequent presence, Morrison does not have a storyline of his own to monitor, to 

care about, or to emotionally engage with, linking into the lack of engagement Ngāi 

Taiwhakaea (I) had with the Te Kooti character in The Te Kooti Trail. Because Morrison is 

so present in the film but not involved with the narrative drive, the whānau disengaged from 

the film, admitting to having “switched off.” His impact on the narrative is negligible, as is the 

impact of Māori on the film. In the kōrerorero passage, the whānau regard the film as a story 

about a Pākehā guy who tries to get into Morrison’s band and falls for a Pākehā girl who is 

being courted by another Pākehā guy. Eventually, the first Pākehā guy gets into the band 

and gets the girl. Thus, in the establishment scene, Wallace sells everything he owns to leave 

Australia as a drummer without a gig. He also departs from his homeland a single man to 

join Howard Morrison’s band. By the film’s conclusion, Wallace’s narrative closes off all 

the loose ends; he and Judith are together and he performs for a capacity crowd with 

Morrison’s band in time for the film’s ending credits.  

Tīreki Roi: 1940s to 1969 
As there is no Kōrerorero section featuring The Seekers, this Tīreki Roi only features Don’t Let it 

Get You. Here, I concentrate on Howard Morrison’s complex role, centring it on āhua. But 

it must also be noted that Morrison’s role does connect with whakapapa, particularly since 

he has now passed away and is a tipuna. The Hunga Mātakitaki did not comment on this, 

although when they said they “liked Howard” this could have been referring to the ‘real’ or 
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tipuna Morrison, but this is speculative. A major complicating factor in Morrison’s role is 

that it relies so heavily on documentary materials that are not scripted. This blurs the fictive 

component with whakapapa in the same way Wāhanga Wha acknowledged Te Kooti as 

fictional but also as a tipuna with whakapapa roots. Although the whānau did not make any 

verbal reference to whakapapa, it is important to recognise how a fiction feature film that is 

also a partial documentary film is shaped. Because Morrison plays himself, yet is required to 

follow a script, his role offers a particularly complex consideration of āhua.  

 

In Wāhanga Wha, the Tīreki Roi showed that cinematic āhua in the silent era was a 

concoction of pleasure and manufacture. In Don’t Let it Get You, āhua is more complex 

because Morrison constantly fluctuates between self and script, but this is a borrowed 

element from Richard Lester’s Beatles films that were very popular at that time. Such roles 

mean it is difficult to unknot the celebrity from the scripted role, and this role relies on 

Morrison’s private life. Thus, the role constantly loops in and out of real life and fiction, 

extraordinary and ordinary. In the initial kōrerorero passage the whānau are partial to Howard 

and enjoy seeing him in his element during his zenith years, and make reference to his 

role’s coolness, his look and his ‘don’t worry about anything’ outlook. Significantly, 

Morrison’s āhua in image and self-confidence surpass the film’s central Pākehā protagonist. 

This is one of the few instances where this is the case in this film history. It is also clear 

that O’Shea costumes, frames and scripts Morrison to protect his unsoiled celebrity status. 

However, this takes place at the expense of his contribution to the narrative. 

 

The fact that Morrison is contemporary to the film’s setting is advancement beyond the 

previous era which concentrated on framing Māori in the pastness of ‘Māoriland.’ Even 

without referencing The Seekers in this Tīreki Roi, Māori can be seen to have evolved from 

the taiaha wielding, piupiu wearing, barefoot portrayals of the silent era into a hip and 

contemporary frame. In Don’t Let it Get You, Māori leave ‘Māoriland.’ They come out of the 

marae style of living, out of the bush and into the cities, mirroring the pattern of the post-

war urban migration (Sutton, 2011, p. 243). Morrison shows that he is the equal of Pākehā 

in the entertainment industry. However, this era also demonstrates how dependent New 

Zealand pop culture is on North American and British pop cultures, evident in the film’s 

style and how Morrison is framed in his celebrity.  
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Wāhanga Ono (Chapter Six) 

Mark II, Mauri and Savage Rites: 1970s and 1980s 
In the 1970s and 1980s, the New Zealand film industry was strongly influenced by certain 

events in New Zealand, several of which had been simmering beneath the surface of the 

(apparently) peaceful bicultural nation for quite some time. Events such as many protests at 

the Waitangi Day Celebrations, the Māori Land Rights March (1975), the occupations at 

Bastion Point (1977) and the Raglan Golf Course (1978), and the controversy surrounding 

the Springbok Tour of New Zealand (1981) made local and international headlines. 

Amongst rising civil unrest, protest placards reminded the government ‘The Whole World 

Is Watching,’ and as a result, New Zealand’s reputation as ‘the nation with the most 

peaceful and successful race relations in the world’ crumbled. Representing New Zealand 

as a bicultural nation became increasingly important to the government over this period. 

Prompted by the Australian government’s formation of the Australian Film Commission 

(1975),147 the New Zealand government sought greater control over the creation, 

distribution, exhibition and protection of New Zealand film. The government designed the 

New Zealand Film Commission (NZFC) to build the national cinema, and to regulate 

cinematic content representing New Zealand that was potentially distributed worldwide. 

The purpose of the NZFC and the NZFC Act (1978) was to support films to be made in 

New Zealand, by New Zealanders, and on New Zealand subjects.148  

 

In the previously featured film historical era (1940-1969), I highlighted the lack of Māori 

characters in New Zealand film. The first era of sound synchronicity brought to the fore 

limitations in New Zealand filmmaking, particularly in terms of scriptwriting. This chapter 

shows the significant increase of Māori on screen, primarily due to the training and 

advancement of Māori behind cameras, and in particular Barry Barclay and Merata Mita 

who pushed for more Māori representation on screen.  

 

It was hoped that Barry Barclay’s collaborative television series Tangata Whenua (1974, with 

Michael King and John O’Shea) would be the catalyst for a greater Māori presence on 

147 The Australian Film Commission eventually became the Australian Film Development Corporation. It was 
then restructured and renamed as the Film Finance Corporation Australia in 1998; Film Australia eventually 
emerged as a separate entity from there. In 2008, the Australian government merged the Film Finance 
Corporation with Film Australia under Screen Australia, a single body but with distinct functions, roles and 
financing methods for different bodies. 
148 According to the NZFC website (www.nzfilm.co.nz), there have been a number of changes made to the 
wording since the NZFC’s creation, but the aims have remained the same. 
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television, and programming for, by and in the Māori community (Mita, 1996, p. 46). 

However, despite the importance of the Tangata Whenua series, its impact was not 

recognised until sometime after its production. Disappointingly, the 1970s is even more 

lacking in Māori roles than the 1940s to 1960s. Only two films with Māori in central or 

supporting roles were produced over this decade.149 The first, Rangi’s Catch (1973, dir. 

Michael Forlong)150 is omitted from most New Zealand film histories on the technicality it 

was funded by The British Children’s Film Foundation. Therefore, despite being shot in 

New Zealand, the director being an ex-patriate New Zealander, and starring New 

Zealanders, Rangi’s Catch is outside the scope of what Blythe (1994), Churchman (1997) and 

Babington (2007) constitute a ‘New Zealand film’. The film tracks two Māori children (a 

pre-teen Temuera Morrison, and Vernon Hill) and two Pākehā children (Kate Forlong and 

Andrew Kerr) who disturb a pair of robbers (Ian Mune and Michael Woolf) breaking into a 

home in rural South Island. The children pursue the robbers throughout New Zealand, 

passing through Picton, Wellington, the Central Plateau of the North Island, and 

concluding in Rotorua. As the chase ensues, viewers are treated to sweeping, panoramic 

scenes of clean, green, picturesque New Zealand, concluding with a haka performance by 

Morrison at the Rotorua tourist hotspot, Whakarewarewa. Thanks to the runaway children, 

the robbers are caught by the authorities. Regardless of Rangi’s Catch’s perceived status as a 

British production, it is significant because it is the first film to portray tamariki as 

central/supporting protagonists151 which increased exponentially in the 2000s era.   

 

The second fiction film featuring a prominent Māori character in the 1970s (and the only 

‘New Zealand’ film), is Rudall Hayward’s final feature, To Love a Māori (1973).152 Hayward 

was driven to produce the film as an educative tool (Martin and Edwards, p. 56; Sutton, 

149 I considered Roger Donaldson’s Sleeping Dogs (1977) as it has a minor Māori role, ‘Taupiri’ played by Don 
Selwyn, and an unnamed character played by Tommy Tinirau who is a kaitiaki (guardian, protector) of an 
island to which the central protagonist and recluse Smith (Sam Neill) escapes. However neither character 
meets the scope of central or supporting cast discussed in Wāhanga Toru (Chapter Three). 
150 Rangi’s Catch (1973) is a British-funded children’s series, released in New Zealand as a feature, directed by 
ex-pat Michael Forlong who began his filmmaking career at the New Zealand National Film Unit (NFU) 
making documentary films and travelogues. 
151 There would be no other film centring on tamariki protagonists until Niki Caro’s Whale Rider in 2002. 
Whale Rider’s success would open the door to a deluge of child-centred narratives in Two Cars, One Night 
(2003, dir. Taika Waititi), Kerosene Creek (2005, dir. Michael Bennett), The Little Things (2005, dir. Reina 
Webster), Hawaikī (2006, dir. Michael Jonathan), The King Boys (2006, dir. Christopher Clarke), Aphrodite’s 
Farm (2008, dir. Adam Strange), Patu Ihu (2008, dir. Summer Agnew), Kehua (2009, dir. Wiremu Grace), 
Mokopuna (2009, dir. Ainsley Gardiner), The Strength of Water (2009, dir. Armagan Ballantyne). All of these 
were written, produced and/or directed by Māori.  
152 Film historian Alistair Fox (2011) writes that To Love a Māori is undoubtedly informed by Hayward’s 
personal insights derived from his second wife, Ramai Te Miha, the actress with whom he co-directed and co-
wrote the script  (p. 24) and who has a supporting role in the film. 
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2011, p. 299) and as an attempt to stir up national consciousness about the state of race-

relations over this period (Webster 1972, 9th February as cited in Sutton, 2011, p. 300). In 

the film, East Coast farm boy Tama (Val Irwin) heads to Auckland to start a motor-

mechanic apprenticeship. He meets Penny (Marie Searell), a dancer from a wealthy, 

conservative Pākehā family who refuse to accept Tama, forcing the young couple to ‘go it 

alone’ and marry without their support. The couple face open racism when Tama looks for 

a job and accommodation, mirroring the various difficulties experienced by Māori in the 

post-urban-migration period. Penny falls pregnant and has a son. On hearing the news, 

Penny’s parents are forced to rethink their prejudices. But the film concludes before it is 

known how the rethink affects Penny’s parents’ views of Tama (and Māori), leaving the 

future of the couple and Penny’s parents open and unclear. Underpinning Rangi’s Catch and 

To Love a Māori is a prophetic view of biculturalism’s likely effects on Māori and Pākehā 

relations, a common Hayward theme, particularly after his marriage to 1940s Māori film 

starlet, Ramai Te Miha. Despite Hayward’s unexpected death during its promotion, the film 

did not draw a particularly large audience. 

 

At the time I conducted the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau, Rangi’s Catch and To Love a Māori were 

only available for viewing at the New Zealand Film Archive premises, ruling out the whānau 

viewing them. As a consequence, and much to my dismay, no films from the 1970s feature 

in this study.  

 

In the 1980s, there is a noticeable increase in the inclusion of Māori in supporting and 

background roles.153 Films featuring Māori in the 1980s include New Zealand’s first 

rangatahi tele-movie Kingi’s Story (1981, dir. Mike Walker), Utu (1983, dir. Geoff Murphy), 

Kingpin (1985, dir. Mike Walker), Came a Hot Friday (1985, dir. Ian Mune), The Quiet Earth 

(1985, dir. Geoff Murphy), Mark II (1986, dir. John Anderson) and Mauri (1988, dir. Merata 

Mita). Mark II and Mauri are explored in detail further on, as they were viewed in the Rōpū 

Whānau.  

 

153 Films such as Goodbye Porkpie (1981, dir. Geoff Murphy), Pictures (1981, dir. Michael Black), The Lost Tribe 
(1983, dir. John Laing), Among the Cinders (1984, dir. Rolf Haedrich), Trespasses (1984, dir. Peter Sharpe), bio-
pic Sylvia (1985, dir. Michael Firth), and Dangerous Orphans (1986, dir. John Laing) show Māori characters 
skimming the edges of the screen. Meanwhile, minor Māori characters appear in films such as The Lie of the 
Land (1985, dir. Graham McLean), Arriving Tuesday (1986, dir. Richard Riddiford), and Murray Ball’s cartoon 
movie Footrot Flats (1987). 
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It is apparent that Māori characters are approached by New Zealand scriptwriters with 

more confidence in the 1980s. At this time, Witi Ihimaera, Hone Tuwhare, Keri Hulme, 

Patricia Grace and Kāterina Mataira emerged as some of New Zealand’s best writers, 

winning many accolades. Significantly, these writers pioneered a Māori-centred literature, 

fleshing out multidimensional Māori characters and narratives. A good troupe of Māori 

actors, Don Selwyn, Wi Kuki Kaa, Rawiri Paratene, Anzac Wallace, George Henare, Jim 

Moriarty, Pete Smith, Temuera Morrison, Merata Mita and Tania Simon performed 

impressively for stage and television. With their expanding acting experiences, they created 

options for screenwriters to conceptualise Māori characters. It is also notable that the ‘Te 

Māori’ exhibition was recognised in the early 1980s. Sidney (Hirini Moko) Mead (1984), 

who attended the first opening at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, says 

By the time… we had finished out karakia, the frenzied clicking of the cameras of the 
international press present at the ceremony assured us all that this was a historical moment, 
a breakthrough of some significance, a grand entrance into the world of art. We had 
suddenly become visible (p. 24). 

Through the Te Māori exhibition, Māori were drawn out from the marae, off the postcards 

and into the spotlight. At the same time Barclay and Mita’s noteworthy films and their 

training of budding filmmakers and crews meant film production slowly became an 

inclusive space that was interested in telling Māori stories and training and developing 

Māori crews. Thus, the decade of the 1980s marks a major shift for Māori on film because 

spaces on and off-screen were opened for them. 

  

The emergence of Barclay and Mita in this period is particularly significant. Ngati (1987, dir. 

Barclay) and Mauri remain foundational to contemporary Māori film production. Barclay 

and Mita embraced the medium, but refused to employ commercial filmmaking processes. 

Thus, through their works, a ‘Māori style’ of filmmaking was foreshadowed (R. Campbell, 

1996, p. 107). 

 

This Mātātuhi considers the literature relevant to two of the three films featured in this 

chapter. Mark II, New Zealand’s first tele-feature, is followed by Mauri the first feature 

written, produced and solely directed by a Māori woman, Merata Mita.154 The last film, 

Savage Rites (1988, dir. Tim Worrell), is a short feature produced as a partial component of a 

fine arts portfolio at the University of Auckland. Because Savage Rites was not produced for 

154 The first film directed by a Māori woman was To Love a Māori, where Ramai Hayward shared a co-
directorship with her husband, Rudall. 
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a general viewership, it has had a limited audience, and does not appear in any of the New 

Zealand film histories surveyed in this thesis. Nonetheless, because Savage Rites exhibits an 

exceptional wahine portrayal, it is a significant film as the kōrerorero section attests. Equally 

importantly, Savage Rites courageously holds the Art History discipline partially accountable 

for distorting wāhine into comely seductresses in early European artistic depictions such as 

Hinemoa: Māori Maiden (1879, Nicholas Chevalier) that continued into early New Zealand 

cinema. Following the literature review is Kōrerorero, the second weu in this thread, featuring 

the Rōpū Whānau responses to Mark II, Mauri, and Savage Rites. Lastly, the Tīreki Roi 

considers the learnings extrapolated from the whānau kōrerorero that are woven in this New 

Zealand film history. The Tīreki Roi in this chapter connects mostly in a discussion about 

āhua, wairua and tikanga and links Wāhanga Ono and Whitu together. 

Mātātuhi 

Mark II 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Mike Walker (producer): 
previously produced 
educational documentaries for 
government departments 
working with Polynesian Youth 
 
Third of three collaborations 
between Walker (producer) and 
Mitchell Manuel (actor) 
 
Manuel discovered as an 
inmate in a Boys Correctional 
facility; joined Walker’s writing 
team and cast as main 
protagonist in rangatahi films, 
Kingi’s Story, Kingpin and Mark 
II 
 
Main trio (Manuel, Nicholas 
Rogers and Junior Amiga) cast 
from Kingpin  
 
One of very few Road Movies, 
and NZ’s first NZFC tele-
movie 

 
First and last NZ fiction film 
to show the actual Mongrel 
Mob 
 
Breakdancing scene shows 
how absorbed rangatahi were 
into US popular culture 
 
Initially set in Otara, South 
Auckland and the boys head 
south to Wellington 
 
Various scenes are 
accompanied by acoustic guitar 
 
A wairua charged urupā scene  
 
 
 

 
Screened twice in eight months 
 
Manuel won Best Male 
Performance, and the film won 
Best Overall Tele-Drama at the 
NZ Listener Film and TV 
Awards 
 
Positive reviews for being 
‘ours’ not the UK’s 
 
Considered the film that 
opened NZ film up for Once 
Were Warriors 
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Brief Film Synopsis 

Young factory worker Eddie (Nicholas Rogers) saves enough money to purchase his 

Uncle’s Mark II Ford Zephyr with a plan to escape Otara for a new life in Wellington. 

Despite the reluctance of his whānau, Eddie asks long-time friend and known petty criminal 

Kingi (Mitchell Manuel) to join him and childhood friend, Matt (Junior Amiga). Kingi, who 

is secretly escaping a drug-gang hot in his pursuit, accepts. The trio stop often during their 

southern road-trip to visit Eddie’s whānau, to break-dance in the square of a small town, to 

accept the help of the (actual) Mongrel Mob to change a tyre on Desert Road, to run scared 

from a concealed urupā, to experience a near drowning, and to have a joyride on a stolen 

tractor. After they are forced to fight the drug-gang, Eddie confronts Kingi about putting 

them in danger, and Kingi runs away. Eventually he is caught in the drug-gang’s stolen 

vehicle containing hard drugs. Despite attempts to outrun the police, he is flown back to 

Auckland to start a prison sentence. Meanwhile, Eddie and Matt continue on to Wellington 

where Eddie saves a wealthy Pākehā girl Judy (Joanna Briant) from a public domestic 

dispute. The two get romantically involved, and knowing this Chris (Jeff Boyd), her 

disgruntled ex-partner, stalks and attacks them. Eddie hits Chris in self-defence, is charged 

with assault, but is released without bail thanks to Judy’s lawyer. Eddie is enraged by the 

injustice of his charge, and hits out at Matt’s cousin Rangi (Jim Moriarty) who manages to 

convince him that staying angry at the system jails him outside the prison. Eddie and Matt 

head back to Otara. 

 

Mark II is the third and final collaborative effort between veteran filmmaker Mike Walker 

and New Zealand-born Rarotongan teenager, Mitchell Manuel. They had released rangatahi-

centred Kingi’s Story (1981) and Kingpin (1985) earlier. Walker discovered Manuel as an 

inmate at the Kohitere Boys’ Training Centre when making educational documentaries for 

Social Welfare staff dealing with Polynesian youth (Dennis, 1996, p. 222; Martin and 

Edwards, pp. 114 and 127). With Manuel’s guidance, Kingi’s Story was adapted into a drama 

and became New Zealand’s first ever feature to centre on rangatahi. Set mostly in a boy’s 

correctional facility, the film is about Kingi (Manuel), an adolescent retrospectively thinking 

through the chain of petty crimes that led to his confinement. However, the catalyst for 

Kingi’s lifestyle is his abandonment by his mother, revealed later in the narrative. The next 

film is Kingpin, also set in a boy’s correctional facility. The inmates are dominated by the 

kingpin bully Karl (Nicholas Rogers) until the arrival of Riki (Manuel). Despite not 

responding to Karl’s initial intimidation, the film’s climax is when Riki attacks Karl in a 
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rage after Willie (Junior Amiga) is badly beaten, and Riki thinks he is dead. Riki’s triumph 

over Karl liberates the others.  

 

Although Kingi’s Story and Kingpin aim to entertain and inform, they also incorporate an 

inescapable political message that New Zealand’s justice system is not working for the 

Centre’s inmates, most of whom are Polynesian (Martin and Edwards, 1997, p. 114). Mark 

II carries a similar message as Eddie quickly turns from being the good Māori boy, from a 

strong, close-knit urban whānau, to just another young Māori criminal with an assault 

charge. Despite being released without bail, Judy’s lawyer does not quash the charge and 

Eddie enters the justice system, shown through the fingerprinting, ‘mug-shot’ process, and 

the dropping of the gavel. From this moment onward, from the criminal system’s 

perspective, Eddie is considered by New Zealand society as wayward as Kingi. 

Comparatively though, Kingi is a child of neglect who engages in crime as a survival 

mechanism. Thus, messages of injustice and institutionalised racism are important elements 

in all of the Walker/Manuel collaborations. Whilst they centre on rangatahi and the justice 

system, the characterisations are also contextualised and explored as by-products of their 

familial environment, expanding the characters beyond being simply criminals. Mark II is 

the most successful Walker/Manuel collaboration, winning two local television awards155 

and being broadcast on television twice in eight months and received positive reviews for 

being ‘ours’ not the UK’s, a considerable feat for a New Zealand film in New Zealand at 

this time.  

 

Mark II is an important film in New Zealand film history because it is the first to show the 

influences and impacts of North American television and pop culture on Polynesian youth. 

This is encapsulated in a solo ‘Breaking’156 scene described by Martin and Edwards (1997) 

as the highlight of the film (p. 114). Walking on his own through a (nameless) town square, 

Matt notices the poses struck by a set of mannequins through the window of a women’s 

apparel store. He mirrors the poses, contorting and bending his body, eventually moving 

into a full, spontaneous solo break-dance routine. He performs Michael Jackson’s infamous 

155 Mark II won Best Male Performance (Mitchell Manuel) in a Television Drama, and Best Overall Television 
Drama at the New Zealand Listener Film and TV Awards in 1987. 
156 Although the practitioners consider the category of dance ‘Breaking’ it is known in the media as break-
dancing. It was known in New Zealand as ‘bop.’ 
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moon-walk, and demonstrates his “popping” and “freezing”157 prowess, to the delight of 

two female onlookers. Realising he has an audience Matt ‘up’s the ante,’ using the dance as 

a device to flirt with the girls. But it is to no avail, and the girls leave exchanging only looks. 

The scene relies almost entirely on Amiga’s dancing talent, having no dialogue and being 

performed to an instrumental piece of ‘breaking’ music. At this time, Polynesian youth 

flocked to break-dancing, whether it took place on a transportable piece of linoleum, in 

school playgrounds or performed on the competitive stage. Regardless of the format, the 

popular culture sensation from the United States drew rangatahi. Thus, a major triumph of 

Mark II is that it is written by, aims at, stars and shows rangatahi doing ‘rangatahi things’ in 

historical context. However, admitting that rangatahi absorbed North American popular 

culture so strongly also acknowledges the growing space between tradition and 

modernisation.158 This is an evident tension in the film where Eddie shows knowledge of, 

and a commitment to maintain particular tikanga, whereas Kingi rejects it easily as 

superstition, demonstrating his cultural disenfranchisement, alienation and degeneracy 

(Sutton, 2011, p. 240). This tension is explored in detail in the Kōrerorero section. 

 

Matt’s dance scene also raises questions of identity, particularly in terms of the extent to 

which rangatahi were absorbed in North American pop culture in the 1980s. Break-dance 

films such Beat Street, (1984, dir. Stan Lathan), Breakin’ (1984, dir. Joel Silberg), and Breakin’ 

2: Electric Boogaloo (1984, dir. Sam Firstenberg) showed break-dance battles that influenced 

various New Zealand break-dance tours.159 Mark II’s break-dance scene includes stylistic, 

action/gesture, music and costume traits, albeit on a pared-down level, which shows how 

far North American pop culture has infiltrated into rangatahi culture. It also demonstrates 

the lengths Walker went to in order to ensure Polynesian youth would identify with Mark 

II. Most significantly though, the Walker/Manuel collaborations deviate from what had 

become traditional notions of Māori film characters. Mark II exhibits rangatahi as urban, 

fashionable, break-dancing, and ‘down’ with the increasingly global popular culture of the 

157 “Popping” and “freezes” are funk dance styles that emerged in California in the 1960s and 1970s. 
“Popping” is basically where the performer quickly contracts and relaxes their muscles to give the impression 
of a ‘pop.’ “Freezes” are where the performer shows strength and agility by holding a particular stance.  
158 In the 1980s, music composers such as Dalvanius Prime tried to bridge the space between tradition and 
modernisation by contemporising Māori music. Prime married traditional kapa haka tunes with synthesizer 
sounds and break-dance beats. His most recognisable song is Poi e, one of the first songs to be released into 
the New Zealand music charts in te reo rangatira. It was number one in the charts for many weeks, song of the 
year, and was recently re-released with the production of Taika Waititi’s second feature film, Boy (2010).  
159 The majority of these tours consisted of young Polynesian youth. I remember my cousins – three of 
whom were in the Hunga Mātakitaki which responded to Mark II - formed the ‘Five-some Peace Boppers’ 
for a competition to get onto a North Island break-dancing tour. They won their age-group, and the 
opportunity to perform on tour with other age-group winners in various centres around New Zealand.  
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United States. This is an area that New Zealand film histories have not delved into, but it is 

an increasingly relevant topic in a contemporary context. At the World Hip-Hop Dance 

summit this year, most categories were won by New Zealand teams with a heavy 

representation of Māori and Pacific Island exponents. The world-class level of hip-hop 

dancing at which these rangatahi are excelling shows that Polynesian youth are connecting 

with North American pop-culture, and most significantly, are emanating and triumphing 

over the culture’s makers. Additionally, recent films that are set in the 1980s such as Taika 

Waititi’s Boy (2010) retrospectively demonstrate the impact on rangatahi by North American 

pop-culture which has only increased with technological advancements, such as the internet 

and satellite television, over the last two decades. 

 

Martin Blythe’s analysis of Mark II does not discuss the impact of North American culture 

on rangatahi, Māori, or New Zealand. Rather he draws on evolutionary anthropologist 

Gregory Bateson’s (1972) “double bind of power” known also as ‘catch-22’ or ‘knots.’ Put 

simply, the multifaceted concept explains that double-binds are no-win situations for 

whoever is the victim in an unequal power relationship, particularly children (p. 217). He 

relates the double-bind to the relationship between Māori and Pākehā. On one hand Māori 

are declared to be ‘New Zealanders’ but on the other, as Blythe writes, “You are Māori, you 

are different and we don’t necessarily want what you represent” (pp. 7-8). Blythe claims this 

is the case whenever Māori and Pākehā are told they are ‘all New Zealanders’ by virtue of 

the Treaty of Waitangi (pp. 6-7). In viewing Mark II through the double bind of power, 

Kingi can be seen as a young by-product of child neglect, cultural disenfranchisement, and 

a teenage veteran of the criminal system. Matt is an orphan who relies on Eddie and his 

whānau for stability, and by the film’s conclusion Eddie is a new offender. According to the 

double-bind, Eddie is likely to reoffend despite being wrongly convicted, which potentially 

has a flow-on-effect to Matt. Thus, using the double-bind concept here, Blythe explains 

that Mark II condemns the trio to a justice system that expects Māori to fail.  

 

However, Blythe’s (1994) notion of ‘The Māori-Pākehā’ (pp. 202-205) adopted to elucidate 

Mark II is highly problematic firstly because he does not clarify what is meant by the 

concept. However it is implied he is referring to liberal Pākehā. For instance, in the passage 

devoted to Mark II and ‘The Māori-Pākehā’ Blythe quotes a pivotal segment of dialogue in 

which Rangi addresses Eddie. It follows Eddie’s outburst after his release from court: 
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Face the facts, man... you’re young, you’ve got a brown face, and the odds are you’ll end up 
in court. Now that’s how it works... You can be angry, man, you’ve got every right... But 
there’s too much to do... We need the warriors. Not locked away behind bars. (p. 205) 

Rangi is a loving, soft-spoken husband and father, and is the character who talks sense to 

Eddie, and calms him out of a fit of rage, but Blythe considers this character a “radical” (p. 

205). Although this is only a rough sketch of Rangi, from a Māori perspective it is unclear 

as to what is radical about him, particularly as he and his wife generously open their home 

and whānau to Matt and Eddie, and display only manaakitanga toward them. Even after 

Eddie wrecks his lounge out of the frustration of being convicted in court that day, Rangi 

does not lash out. Such an intense descriptor as ‘radical’ for a character that is strong in his 

taha Māori is not overly surprising though. Here Blythe creates a double-bind; that Rangi is 

a strong Māori man, and is therefore a ‘radical.’ Secondly, the heart of Rangi’s advice to 

Eddie is that staying angry about his recent conviction imprisons him outside the jail. He 

says “[That’s] how it works,” ‘it’ being how Māori are perceived in New Zealand society. 

What could be perceived as radical about Rangi is that he differs from the boys because he 

has clarity about his taha Māori and is under no illusion about how the Pākehā judicial 

system has ‘worked’ for Māori in the past.160  

Mauri 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Merata Mita: hosted koha, had 
various crew positions, directed 
expose documentaries Bastion 
Point: Day 507 and Patu! and 
utilised shoe-string budget  
‘Do-It-Yourself’ methods, to 
rave international reviews 
 
Deliberately assigned an 
inexperienced predominantly 
Māori production crew-in-
training  
 
Cast recognizable political 
activist Eva Rickard as central 
kuia character and Anzac 
Wallace of Utu fame as 
‘Paki/Rewi’ 

 
Disregarded high-production 
values in preference of 
showing important tikanga, a 
fundamental training ground 
for the crew-in-training  
 
Young Cop character revisited 
traits similar to the Māori 
constables who escorted Ngāti 
Whātua from Bastion Point  
 
Matakite-reveal scene utilised 
layered elements to incite 
wairua and memory  
 
Community is the hero, rather 
than one character over the 
other 

 
Won at Rimini Film Festival in 
Italy 
 
International reviewers were 
positive, but Pākehā NZ 
reviewers were not 
 
First Indigenous film without 
the ‘Costner factor’ and 
described as a film made with 
‘Māori sensibility’ 
 
Mita received recognition as an 
indigenous filmmaker and 
continued to train students 
(mostly in Hawai’i) and 
produce films until her 
untimely death in 2010 

160 Importantly, it is also understood that Mark II is the film that set the New Zealand film scene for Once 
Were Warriors which also has strong rangatahi charactersations. 
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Mauri is maintained throughout 
the entire film, and Kara is the 
teacher on-screen and to the 
audience 

 

Brief Film Synopsis 

Prison escapee Paki (Anzac Wallace) picks up hitchhiker Rewi (uncredited) who is 

returning to his whānau after many years of estrangement. The two are involved in a car 

accident, and Rewi dies. In a state of shock, Paki disposes of the car and Rewi’s body, and 

heads to Te Mata, the (fictional) coastal settlement where Rewi was heading. Paki poses as 

Rewi, and although reluctant, Rewi’s mother Kara (Eva Rickard) accepts him as her lost 

son because he wears Rewi’s bone carving. But the carving carries with it an unmistakeable 

tapu (sacredness) which affects Paki’s mental stability. Paki has a romantic liaison with the 

neighbour’s daughter Ramari (Susan Paul) who falls pregnant, but he rejects a relationship 

with her. Despite being in love with Paki, Ramari marries Steven (James Heyward) the son 

of their land-hungry Pākehā neighbour, Semmens (Geoff Murphy). Stephen ignores his 

father’s protests over marrying a Māori. When Kara falls ill, Paki confesses he is not Rewi, 

and takes responsibility for the accident that lead to his death. Kara tells him to whakawātea 

(release, liberate, clear) himself, by returning to the spot where Rewi died, and to ask Rewi’s 

wairua to depart from him. When Paki does this, he is relieved and readied to accept his 

return to prison. Kara dies, but as her wairua soars north to Te Reinga, believed to be 

departure place of the spirits, Ramari and Paki’s baby is born. 

 

The concept of mauri is very important in the Māori world. Cleve Barlow (1991) writes that 

mauri is the power of the gods, initially possessed by Io.161 He says: “When a person is 

born, the gods bind the two parts of the body and spirit of his being together and only the 

mauri or power of Io can join them together” (p. 83). Metaphorically, the spiritual and 

physical realms are held together by the power of Io, and this is the mauri. It may be easier 

to understand the necessity of mauri by considering it the third strand in a whiripapa (three 

stranded cord), without which the spiritual and physical realms would simply unravel. 

Hirini Moko Mead’s (2003) definition of mauri is more detailed: 

The life force that is bound to an individual and represents the active force of life which 
enables the heart to beat, the blood to flow, food to be eaten and digested, energy to be 

161 Io is a contraction of Io-Matua-Kore, the parentless one who is known as the supreme ‘God.’ Some Māori 
are still frightened or overawed to use his full name, and refer to him simply as Te-Matua-nui-i-te-rangi (The 
Father in the Sky) instead. 

169 

 

                                                 



expended… When the mauri leaves the body the activating force of life comes to a dead 
stop. Life systems cease and the mauri disappears. (p. 54)  

Key to the film Mauri is how mauri is maintained. Significantly, the film begins with a birth 

where it is believed the body and spirit are bound together. The film ends with death which 

Mead asserts is where mauri disappears, because the physical and spiritual beings are 

separated.162 Kara is present at both, and she is the character who ensures the spiritual and 

physical cords are continuously bound together throughout the film. Significantly, Kara 

espouses the mauri in group settings, in moments where she and Hemi teach their mokopuna 

Awatea (Rangimarie Delamere) important mātauranga, and in private. In one such private 

moment it is revealed that Kara is a matakite (a ‘seer,’ person with a gift of prophecy, 

visionary or second sight). In this scene, which is featured in the kōrerorero section in detail, 

she willingly embraces a negative vision rather than rejecting it. This demonstrates that 

maintaining mauri is more important than Kara’s sense of comfort. Despite mauri being the 

main theme of the film, there is no real exploration of it in film histories other than 

perhaps the widest known, rather limited translation.163 Yet the narrative cannot be 

understood fully without comprehending what mauri is according to mātauranga Māori. 

 

Mauri is the first feature film to have been written and directed by a Māori woman, and 

remains the only feature length fiction film made by a Māori woman to be shown in 

cinemas. Barry Barclay describes Mauri as the first indigenous film “without the Costner 

factor” (Barclay interview as cited in Cairns and Edwards, 1994, p. 116). This is where a 

white man, usually played by an actor with celebrity status, who goes ‘amongst the natives’ 

as Kevin Costner’s character did in Dances with Wolves (1990, dir. Kevin Costner) and “gives 

the majority culture an opportunity to enter that world” (Barclay/Cairns and Edwards, 

ibid). This notion is also relevant when considering Baines’ (Harvey Keitel) characterisation 

in The Piano; he is fluent in te reo, he lives humbly amongst Māori, and has taken on a partial 

facial tāmoko (tattoo). Thus, Baines is essentially a white man who has ‘gone bush.’ 

Significantly, Baines is the most important ‘native’ character, and is the best type of native 

because he is not one.  Barclay’s is an important response to Mauri because he spent much 

162 There is a relevant whakataukī (aphorism, proverb, saying) that speaks about the wehenga or separation of 
the physical and spiritual realms. It says 

He manawa ka whītikitia, he mauri ka mau te hono. Ko hunga mate kua wehe koutou i te hono, kōkiri wairua ki 
te tihi o mauri aituā. Ka tāreparepa mai te mauri ora ki te ao; ka tāreparepa atu te mauri mate ki tua o te ārai 

which literally means 
The heart provides the breath of life, but the mauri has the power to bind or join. Those who die 
have been released from this bond and the spirit ascends the pinnacle of death. The mauri enters and 
leaves at the veil which separates the human world from the spirit world. 

163 Michelle Keown (2008) provides ‘life-force or life-essence’ as her definition (p. 202). 
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time exploring how to construct films from an indigenous worldview in a Pākehā-

dominated industry with complex structures and power relations. Another important 

element of Mauri is the community focus. Although Kara is arguably the most important 

character in the film, she is not ‘the hero.’ Rather, because everybody in a Māori 

community counts, the community is the hero.164 According to Barry Barclay (1990), 

framing the hero as a collective is important because it breaks with cinematic conventions 

(p. 54). This is a key aspect of Barclay’s and Mita’s films.  

 

It is important to recognise the cultural context surrounding Mauri, and also the personal 

context that saw Mita guide the film the way she did. It is important to note that Mita was 

mentored by John O’Shea (Sutton, 2011, p. 309) who was passionate about meaningfully 

integrating Māori into New Zealand films. Mauri emerged in the aftermath of the protest 

movement of the 1970s and the 1980s, and the 1981 Springbok Tour, with its subsequent 

civil unrest. Mita was keenly involved in this activism (Sutton, 2011, pp. 213-214). She was 

also affected by her time as a researcher, reporter and presenter on TVNZ’s Koha (1980), 

describing her tenure on the programme as “bitter and demoralising” (Mita, 1996, p. 46). 

Despite approaching Koha as a Māori-centred project, it was produced as a ‘special interest 

programme’ aimed at the ‘majority viewing audience’ and was not permitted to feature 

more than 2% te reo Māori (ibid, p. 46). Thus, although Koha featured aspects of the Māori 

world, Māori reporters and subjects, it was neither aimed at nor produced for a Māori 

audience. Mita’s dream about Māori made programmes for Māori audiences would be 

realised in the mid-2000s.165 But as a consequence of her dealings with TVNZ, her lateral, 

‘Number-8-Wire’ style of filmmaking ‘jolted’ audiences by counterpointing the views of the 

majority. Mauri is a film that marks a fundamental shift in the representation of Māori on 

film (Sutton, 2011, p. 16). 

 

Objections to Mita’s appointment as director on Patu! were common. She claims she was 

frequently confronted by public concerns that her perspective on events would be skewed 

because it was a Māori view (Mita, 1996, p. 47). There were many setbacks in the post-

production of both Bastion Point and Patu! For instance, Patu!’s budget was only $31,000, 

partially from a Queen Elizabeth II grant, and the rest from the NZFC (Martin and 

164 Barry Barclay (1990) notes that Tama Poata who wrote Ngati insisted that in a Māori community 
everybody counts and the hero is the community, not an individual. Barclay says “The person who is getting a 
little high and mighty is brought down a touch, and the one who is feeling small is raised up” (p. 59).  
165 Māori Television, New Zealand’s indigenous broadcaster, was launched in 2004. Mita was on the steps of 
the Davis Crescent offices when she died suddenly in 2010. 
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Edwards, 1997, p. 91). All other funds were raised by a dedicated group of volunteers 

(Keown, 2008, p. 202; Mita, 1983, p. 6). Because there was such a lack of funding for an 

undertaking that required substantial cross-country travel, Mita turned to TVNZ for 

footage to fill in the gaps. They allegedly refused her access to any of their footage (Keown, 

pp. 201-202; Martin and Edwards, p. 91). During post-production there was an attempt to 

confiscate potentially challenging footage from Mita’s house by police (Keown, p. 202, 

Joanna Paul, as cited in Sutton, 2011, p. 221). As a result of the continual conflicts, some 

participants retracted their permission to appear (Mita, 1996, p. 47). Therefore, Mita was 

left scrambling for footage.  

 

A positive outcome of having to construct Bastion Point and Patu! on limited budgets and 

with miniscule footage was that Mita became a laterally-thinking, ‘Do-It-Yourself,’ 

‘Number 8 Wire’ filmmaker. Rather than let the films go, Mita reverted to what can be seen 

as a ‘default style’ described as “emphatically Māori” (Perkins, 1996, p. 17-27; Sutton, 2011, 

p. 16). She layered footage by juxtaposing audio, stills and raw footage shot by her 

dedicated troupe of camera people (Keown, p. 199; Martin and Edwards, p. 91; Reid, 1986, 

p. 95). For Bastion Point, Mita looked to radio archives for news headlines relating to the 

ejection of the hapū. In Patu! she heightened diegetical ambiance by allowing sounds to cut 

through, particularly when people were being struck by police batons. For irony, she 

repeated voice-over commentary and ‘sing-song voices’ (Reid, p. 95) singing ‘God Defend 

Our Free Land’ contrasting with the images. Doing so intensified the sounds from the field 

of protest. 

 

This layering effect was also used in her fiction film Mauri, again to heighten the senses. It 

is most prevalent in the scene where Kara is revealed as a matakite, when she ‘receives’ a 

vision. In this scene, which I later refer to as the matakite ‘reveal’ scene, Kara sways in her 

rocking chair, and once the vision sets in, she begins wailing, and the rocking gains 

momentum. At this time, the sounds are heavily layered and Kara is framed in obscure, 

German expressionistic-type tilted angles. The sounds are Kara’s high-pitched wailing, the 

howling of the wind, a pūrerehua (bull-roarer), and a kōauau (flute). The wailing, known as 

tangi or tīwēwē, recalls the wailing of kaikaranga (callers) on the marae, where kuia grieve 

loudly during occasions such as tangihanga (mourning). Here, tīwēwē is coupled with taonga 

pūoro which are wood-wind sounds that are exclusively Māori. Such sounds can trigger a 

physical response such as spine-tingling or the hair on the back of one’s neck standing up, 
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where one’s body reacts to the memory of the familiar sound of the karanga, usually 

drawing on memories from an associated occasion where karanga was heard such as tangi. 

In this scene, the sounds are primarily representative of taha wairua (spiritual paradigm) 

which in this case is heightened or intensified beyond dialogue. Blending the sounds with 

abstract, expressionistic camera angles of Kara, a billowing netting curtain at one of the 

windows, and other items around the room, leads to an ‘unhingedness’ about the scene. It 

is important to show a level of ‘unhingedness’ because Mita shows Kara in the spiritual 

paradigm, moving her beyond taha tinana (physical paradigm) and taha hinengaro (intellectual 

paradigm). This layering effect highlights and amplifies wairua in this scene, something not 

acheived by any film before this, and no film following. There are no references to this 

scene in any New Zealand film histories thus far, a scene the whānau identify as particularly 

significant.  

 

Following its release into the international film festival circuit, Mauri received the top prize 

at the Rimini Film Festival in Italy. But importantly, Mauri’s production phase doubled as a 

training ground for young Māori crew members to participate in production. However 

Mita’s film was received negatively by New Zealand film critics. In the important 

international journal Variety, Mauri was described as “confused” (1989, as cited in Sutton, 

2011, p. 309). Mita responded to this review saying that Pākehā reviewers were “not 

qualified to assess it,” and that there are clear “differences that Pākehā critics don’t even 

take into account when they’re analysing a film” (Mita, 1989c, pp. 21-26). She explained 

that the layered approach, which I identified earlier as a ‘default’ style, as an 

acknowledgement of Māori oral traditions (ibid). These are clearly unknown to or 

disregarded by this critic. As I outlined in the previous subsection, Mita’s direction of Mauri 

implemented the layered style she literally defaulted to during the production of her earlier 

documentary works Patu! and Bastion Point: Day 507. I contend that in doing so she 

achieved a type of ‘cinematic wairua’ which is evident in the physical responses in scenes 

including certain aspects of tikanga she chose to highlight. Some of these are mentioned in 

this film’s corresponding Kōrerorero section. I explained earlier in this thesis that wairua is 

widely misunderstood and disregarded by non-Māori, and thus it is unsurprising that New 

Zealand critics such as this were underwhelmed by Mita’s films. However, until her 

untimely passing on the steps of Māori Television in 2010, Mita continued to challenge 

New Zealand’s screen industries, and her contribution and influence endures.  
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Kōrerorero 

Ngāti Kawa (I) and ‘Mark II’ 

Five of the seven participants in this Hunga Mātakitaki were born and bred in Auckland, 

and four would have been in their teens at the time Mark II was first released on New 

Zealand television. These are important facts to remember when considering the following 

kōrerorero responses to Mark II. As these kōrerorero demonstrate, the links between Mark II 

and the four ‘forty-somethings’ is significant. This is because the kaihana (cousin or 

cousins) and the trio, Eddie, Matt and Kingi were the same age at the time of the film, they 

were living in the same city, ‘breaking,’ listening to the same music, and wearing similar 

fashion. For this Hunga Mātakitaki, Mark II drew on good memories of ‘Old Auckland’ 

connecting with a positive time in the lives of the whānau. The first subsection, ‘Eddie and 

Kingi,’ centres on critiques about the film’s main characters; firstly how Eddie is let down 

by the Pākehā characters in the film, and secondly Kingi’s behaviours. The second passage 

entitled ‘Urban Characters, Urban Whānau’ relates to the importance of whānau for urban 

Māori, as Eddie is the only character in the trio to come from a stable, loving whānau. 

 

Eddie and Kingi 

When identifying what they liked about Mark II, all the kaihana drew on memories of pop 

culture at that time, making particular reference to ‘breaking,’166 music, cars and fashion. 

But when asked what they did not like about the film, the first response was to Eddie’s 

need for affirmation by Pākehā, even though Eddie was also the character with whom they 

identified with most closely. In particular the whānau did not like that Eddie needed to be 

“saved” by Judy. Secondly, the whānau were critical of Kingi because he gets into such 

senseless mischief and takes no responsibility for his actions. 

Kaihana 2: [I didn’t like] that the Pākehā girl was the one who saved him [Eddie] 
Kaihana 1: I didn’t like the way the police looked at Eddie, like a criminal 
Kaihana 2: Pākehā parents will think that about Māori 
Kaihana 1: Awwww, Kingi was annoying to me… Man, he was just so naughty… 
Kaihana 3: And he was always running away from stuff… and covering everything up? 
Kaihana 2: Yeah, it was like he was caged in at the airport ay? And what really annoyed 
me was that he’d do whatever it took to get away 
Kaihana 3: He was always running, and that was the one time he couldn’t 
Kaihana 2: And he had to steal??? 
Kaihana 3: He never knew how not to take the short cuts in life 
Kaihana 1: I thought Kingi looked real […] 
Kaihana 2: Ho… but would you steal a tractor??? I just thought that was dumb […] 
Kaihana 3: I thought it reinforced stereotypes… 

166 Three of the whānau who were present were competitive Auckland breakers in the early 1980s. 
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Kaihana 2: Yeah and when Eddie went to court, it was self-defence… what happened to 
the Pākehā guy? 
Kaihana 1: He was let off… 
 

There are obvious whānau concerns here about how Māori are perceived by Pākehā, directly 

linking to Shohat and Stam’s ‘Burden of Representation’ (1994, pp. 182-188). Matters of 

inequality between Māori and Pākehā are also raised. This is firstly evident in Kaihana 2’s 

belief that Pākehā parents would think poorly of Māori through Kingi because he 

represents a young Māori criminal stereotype. Kaihana 2 says Eddie was “saved” by Judy, 

and she did not like the fact that it was the Pākehā girl who saved him. ‘Saving Māori’ also 

appears in the kōrerorero responses to Savage Rites further on in this chapter. The view that 

Eddie was ‘saved’ by Judy links with tino rangatiratanga. Instead of looking to Pākehā to 

confirm one’s value and destiny, tino rangatiratanga looks to whānau, hapū and iwi for 

reaffirmation. Therefore, the comment that Eddie was saved by Judy is more a comment 

that Eddie looked to Judy for endorsement rather than to his whānau. 

 

Urban Characters, Urban Whānau 

The Hunga Mātakitaki considers the whānau unit very important for the knowledge and 

maintenance of tikanga. This was evident in their response to a scene where the three main 

characters take a wrong turn and stumble upon an old urupā (cemetery, burial ground) 

concealed by a forest.  

Kaihana 2: What about the urupā? 
Kaihana 1: Eddie was from a whānau environment though so he kinda knows 
Kaihana 2: Yeah he knew he shouldn’t go into the urupā, but he still went… we wouldn’t 
have done that if it was us, or we would’ve washed our hands… and what about when they 
were on Desert Road, and no one would stop for them? 
Kaihana 4: The Monkey Mobs did though ay?! 
Kaihana 1: They just saw boys who needed help and stopped 
Kaihana 2: They saw Māori men 
Kaihana 4: They were tired as ay… [...] 
Kaihana 1: Yeah. Kingi he got off easier than he should of – he didn’t affect as many 
people 
Kaihana 2: And his family wasn’t there… Eddie was the only one who had a family. 
Matt had no family and he contrasted with Kingi – Kingi had a family, Matt didn’t – Matt 
had noone, he was just surviving. Kingi was, he wasn’t caring for anyone… he was selfish 
and he wasn’t part of the “we team.” He wasn’t part of a “we.” 
 

Kaihana 1 and 2 only briefly mention the film’s urupā scene and the ‘pure’ ritual where water 

is sprinkled over the individual to cleanse them from negative wairua. The trio stop at a 

small gas-station where they ask the attendant for directions to Eddie’s Aunty Nell’s place. 

She points them to a dirt road telling them to keep going straight, but they are 
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unexpectedly met with a fork in the road. Eddie veers to the left and after driving for a 

time, they come to a dead end. They decide to get out and have a stretch, and walk in the 

forest. The non-diegetical sounds of taonga puoro warn of wairua, and the boys soon find 

themselves walking through an old urupā. Their reactions are delayed, and they look to each 

other to verify their fears. They swiftly sprint back to the car and Matt drives, heading back 

to the fork in the road. But before they make it, Matt suddenly over-corrects on a corner to 

avoid an oncoming vehicle and they skid on the gravel in a near miss. Eddie says, “We 

should’ve washed our hands.” Matt loosens his grip from the steering wheel and looks at 

his hands, but Kingi responds that washing the hands is “superstition man.” The scene cuts 

to Eddie washing his hands in a stream within walking distance of the car, and Matt flicks 

water over his head. Meanwhile, Kingi reclines back in the car tuning the guitar and 

whistling. Eddie’s instruction about washing the hands pertains to personal tikanga named 

pure, a cleansing ritual. It is believed amongst Māori that when individuals leave an urupā, 

which is an important wāhi tapu (sacred place), one must cleanse the tapu and/or negative 

wairua. This is achieved by pouring water over the hands and sprinkling it over the body to 

make the person noa.167  

 

Kaihana 1 suggests that because Eddie was bought up in a whānau environment that “he 

kinda knows” to whakanoa (clear the restrictions) himself. Then Kaihana 2 asserts that “we 

wouldn’t have done that [gone into the urupā], or we would’ve washed our hands.” It is important for 

Kaihana 2 to admit that she knows to wash her hands after entering a wāhi tapu because she 

identifies with Eddie, the film’s ‘good boy.’ In the scene where Eddie’s whānau farewell the 

trio on their journey, Eddie’s mother hugs and kisses him, advising him to go and see his 

Aunty Nell and “Kia tau te rangimarie.” Here, the advice she proffers amongst a vast array of 

possibilities is to ‘keep the peace,’ and she does so in te reo. Importantly though, Eddie 

acknowledges and comprehends her reo and her advice. This is the first indication that 

Eddie is brought up in a loving, caring whānau who furnish him with good values, because 

he understands the reo, and he is taught to take heed of the words of his elders. But 

secondly, and more significantly, Kaihana 2’s comment confirms that connecting with 

whānau, hapū and marae is crucial to urban-living Māori having knowledge of such important 

tikanga. There is a perception amongst both Māori and non-Māori that urban-Māori are 

167 In Tikanga Whakaaro, Cleve Barlow (1991) writes that holy water is used for pure (p. 102), but my kaumātua 
consider any waimāori (natural water, not salt) sufficient, largely because water is already a divine resource 
without someone calling it ‘holy.’  
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distanced from their papakāinga (original home, homebase) and are therefore culturally 

disenfranchised. But these kaihana show here that, despite being born and raised in 

Auckland, their knowledge of how to whakawātea themselves from negative wairua and 

whakanoa themselves from tapu extends further than Kingi’s. In comparison with Eddie and 

Matt, Kingi represents the negative outcome of the urban-migration because he discards 

personal tikanga as superstition. From the time he disregards pure, the narrative gets 

incrementally worse for Kingi. Like a pay-back for his disregard of tikanga, Mark II ends 

badly for him as he is arrested for the possession of hard drugs and a stolen vehicle, and 

flown back to Auckland to start a prison sentence. Ultimately, Kingi embodies the worst 

outcome of severing ties with whānau, hapū and marae because he does not acknowledge any 

connection with his taha Māori but fulfils a Māori stereotype. 

 

In the above excerpt, the whānau also mention a scene where the Mongrel Mob (called the 

‘Monkey Mob’ by Kaihana 4) assist the trio who are stranded on Desert Road. A tyre blows 

out, and the wheel-brace and jack supplied with the car do not work. One at a time the 

boys attempt to get help from passing traffic, but no one stops, forcing them to spend a 

bitterly cold night on Desert Road in the North Island’s central plateau. The next day, help 

is equally unforthcoming, until a pair of 1970s Holden vehicles skid to a stop in front of 

the red and white Zephyr, stunning the boys.168 Out of the vehicles step more than half-a-

dozen work-boot, ‘ridgies’169 and patch-wearing, tattooed “Mobsters.” They march toward 

the boys behind their leader who extends the lit cigarette from his lips to Eddie saying, 

“You wanna hand man?” The Mob use their own tools to change the tyre for the boys, and 

depart soon after with the standard chorus, “SEIG!!!” and ‘siggy signs’170 from each of the 

car windows. The trio are then able to continue on their southern journey. This is an 

extremely important moment in New Zealand film history because it is the only time the 

Mongrel Mob, one of a few New Zealand gangs, have appeared in a fiction film.  

 

Urbanisation had a huge impact on Māori, disconnecting them from much of the whānau, 

hapū, marae and papakāinga. One consequence of disconnection from whānau is the 

formation of urban ‘brotherhoods,’ one of which is the Mongrel Mob. Some describe the 

168 It is important to note that the Mongrel Mob ‘colours’ are red and white. 
169 ‘Ridgies’ is the name of the jeans some gangs wear. They are generally ripped and holey, and dirty because 
they are the jeans worn when the wearer was first ‘patched’ and are therefore never washed to commemorate 
the occasion (Gilbert, 2012). 
170 The ‘siggy sign’ is the middle three fingers folded toward the palm and the thumb and pinky still up. 
Whilst it is the Hawai’ian hand sign for ‘aloha’ it has been used by the Mongrel Mob for over forty years and 
is usually accompanied by the gangs motto, ‘Seig Heil.’ 
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Mongrel Mob as a Māori gang because of the high quotient of Māori. However, according 

to former ‘Mobster’ Tuhoe Isaac (2008) members are discouraged from acknowledging 

their taha Māori. In New Zealand society, the Mongrel Mob is associated with organised 

crime and intimidation and so are considered dangerous and threatening to the rest of 

society. Despite this, Mark II shows the Mob as decent men who, according to the whānau, 

“just saw Māori men” who needed help, which opposes how they are often perceived in New 

Zealand society.  

Ngāi Taiwhakaea (II) and ‘Mauri’ 

The following kōrerorero reference two important themes that emerged from viewing 

Mauri.171 The first theme, ‘Spiritual Stuff,’ contains two main points. The first relates to 

how these kaihana have seen and experienced the ‘spiritual stuff’ (taha wairua) and the 

second comments on how the ‘spiritual stuff’ is captured on film. Particularly important is 

the expectation that the use of such materials would be the result of consultation between 

local kaumātua, kuia and the filmmaker(s). The second theme connects with the Hunga 

Mātakitaki’s aversion to Temuera Morrison’s character, the young, local Māori constable. 

This subsection is titled ‘Māori “Ballhead”’ because it is a term used by the whānau in 

response to Morrison’s character. They identify an important cross-over between 

Morrison’s character and images of the Police commissioned to remove Ngāti Whatua o 

Orakei from Bastion Point in 1975, some of whom were Māori.  

 

‘Spiritual Stuff’ 

As these responses demonstrate, the inclusion of the old people is a particularly important 

element in Mauri, as is showing the private life of matakite (visionaries, ‘seers’). Showing 

Kara directly engaging in taha wairua contrasts with previous films in New Zealand film 

history where taha wairua was reduced to something practised by ‘mad’ or ‘evil witch-

doctors’ for sensationalisation purposes, or it was omitted completely. Contrasting with 

characters such as ‘Awarua’ from The Seekers who is ‘Othered’ from the rest of Tepe’s hapū, 

Mita constructs Kara primarily through very low action that is coupled with a heightened 

level of non-diegetical sound which moves the aural narrative forward. This style shows the 

work of matakite, kaumātua and kuia as humble and unassuming. Until this time, Kara was 

an ordinary but knowledgeable kuia, but it is later discovered that she has extraordinary 

insights. 

171 It was particularly difficult to extrapolate only two themes from the kōrerorero responses to Mauri because 
they were so multifaceted. I selected these two because I thought they would be most didactically useful. 
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Kaihana 1: Aawww, there’s a lot of things I liked about Mauri [Kaihana 2 agrees]. I 
think ummm, there were a lot of things that I could relate to. You know, some spiritual stuff 
and um some rituals that were done throughout the movie, you know, all the different things 
he, he, he’d done [...] Having the koroua and the kuia there, because I’ve been bought up by 
my grandparents, you know there were so many things that I could relate to… I could relate 
with that movie [...] 
Kaihana 2: I think in this day and age that people need to know what actually happens… 
Oh not need to know, but some things, they need to know so they can fully understand where 
our people are coming from… But there are things that shouldn’t be shown, and um… 
yeah… I, for me myself I was like, I was quite relieved that it was shown and I was sad, 
because I’ve been, I have people who have ex, experienced that sorta thing, you know, so I 
was relieved in a way that it was shown 
Jani: And these things that you suggest shouldn’t be shown… what, what kinds of things do 
you think shouldn’t be 
Kaihana 2: I think… I think it all goes back to our pākeke, our kaumātuas you 
know…  
Kaihana 1: Yup, hard... 
Kaihana 2: If they agree that it should be shown well, you know, well it should be shown 
then… but if they disagree that you know, if they have any doubt that this thing shouldn’t be 
shown… well, to me, then it shouldn’t be shown 
Kaihana 1: Her being a matakite ay… I think it was fine because you know there’s those 
um, there’s that um there’s that new movie that’s come out with all the matakites throughout 
New Zealand you know and they’re starting to show themselves, yeah so I think it’s fine… 
You know as long as they’ve gone through the right protocols, I think its fine. 
Jani: Mmmm, cos that, that was probably the first time that the private life or the private 
kind of um goings on in the life of a matakite had kinda been put on screen ay? So I was 
just interested to know how you felt about that scene and how it actually worked 
Kaihana 1: Aaww ok… I thought it worked fine… I thought it was, I really liked 
Mauri, I mean I really like it… it was a movie I was that engrossed in it, I got drawn to it 
cos there were so many things I could relate to. 
 

These kōrerorero show the importance of elders, and that the whānau consider the knowledge 

of elders as paramount. They respect the fact that some knowledge is to be passed on, but 

other knowledge is not necessarily available for the public. As Kaihana 2 says, “If they agree 

that it should be shown well, you know, well it should be shown then… but if they disagree that you know, 

if they have any doubt that this thing shouldn’t be shown… well, to me, then it shouldn’t be shown.” 

Kaihana 1’s response is particularly important because, having been raised by his 

grandparents, he demonstrates an affinity with Kara and Hemi (Sonny Waru), the kaumatua 

and kuia couple in Mauri.  

 

Kara is the film’s educator, and she constantly explains tikanga and important mātauranga 

wairua (spiritual knowledge) to her mokopuna, Awatea, and, of course, to the audience.172 

172 It is important that Kara is shown to be the carrier of knowledge because kuia, and indeed women, are 
considered to be as significant, if not more so, than kaumātua. This is an important divergence from standard 
New Zealand films which are predominantly based around men. Mauri is the first wahine-centred film in New 
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One of the first scenes shows Diane (uncredited) in labour, and the eventual birth of hers 

and Willie’s (Willie Raana) baby. In this scene Kara offers Diane encouragement and 

enlightens the Pākehā doctor and nurse about important tikanga based around birth. Some 

of these are cutting the pito (umbilical cord) with a shell used for many generations to 

maintain their whānau tradition, and returning the whenua (placenta) to Papatūānuku, the 

Earth Mother. The obstetrician directs the attending nurse to dispose of the placenta, but 

Kara intevenes, “No. We must take it. The afterbirth is part of us. It must go back to the 

land, whenua ki te whenua.”173 Later, she explains to Awatea the journey of mauri after the 

body passes away, as mentioned previously. And later still, she tells Paki how he must 

whakawātea himself from hara (sin, wrong, transgression) to rid himself of the negative 

wairua that pursues him. In another scene, Kara, Hemi and Awatea sit in the sun on the 

side of a hill that overlooks a beautiful bluff along the east coast, and across the vast ocean. 

Kara explains to Awatea (and to the audience) that Māori believe that, when they pass into 

the next life, their body goes into the ground, but their mauri travels to the northernmost 

point Te Reinga, and onward to Hawaikī nui, Hawaikī roa, Hawaikī pāmamao (the big, long, 

far away Hawaikī, known as ‘The Homeland’). Late in the narrative, Kara falls gravely ill 

and dies. Immediately following her passing, Awatea runs to the bluff where her kuia 

showed her the mauri ascends northward to Te Reinga. She catches sight of a kōtuku (white 

heron), soaring against the cliff-face where their previous conversation had taken place. 

Realising the kōtuku is Kara’s teachings made manifest, Awatea enthusiastically waves her 

arms above her head to farewell the mauri of her kuia. The last frame shows a bird’s-eye 

view of Awatea, now a tiny speck in the distance, continuing to wave energetically. The 

bird’s-eye-view is as if Kara had turned for a last glimpse of her precious mokopuna before 

proceeding on her northward journey. According to the Hunga Mātakitaki, an important 

element in Mauri is “people in this day and age need to know... So they can more fully understand where 

our people are coming from.” Thus, Mauri is an important conduit for comprehending taha 

wairua which is unmistakable in scenes such as this.   

 

As mentioned, the relief in seeing private moments of a matakite is most likely the legacy of 

past productions that inflated wairua to appear bizarre. In Kara’s ‘reveal’ scene, Mita’s 

direction is particularly restrained. This ensures the perception that Kara is still the 

Zealand history. Wāhine-centred films such as Ruby and Rata (1990, dir. Gaylene Preston), Kahu and Maia 
(1993, dir. David Blyth), Peach (1993, dir. Christine Parker), Once Were Warriors (1994, dir. Lee Tamahori) 
would emerge in the following decade. 
173 Whenua means both land and placenta. Whenua ki te whenua is literally returning the land to the land. 
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everyday kuia from before her secret skill is disclosed. The ‘reveal’ scene occurs 

approximately three quarters of the way through the film and Kara is seated on her rocking 

chair, eyes closed, and gently swaying. The rocking becomes vigorous as she receives the 

vision, and she begins to wail. Medium shots become sharp, angular close-ups, and some 

frames focus on the curtain billowing, to show the presence of wairua. When the wailing 

becomes louder and in a higher pitch, the koauau adds a woodwind dimension to her higher 

tones. Eventually, the intensity of the scene lessens, and each layer subsides until Kara is 

simply sitting, and gently rocking again. Matakite are very important people in Māori 

communities because the mātauranga they possess supersedes the physical realm, and as I 

explained in Wāhanga Rima, is believed to be knowledge of the ātua.   

 

Kaihana 1’s upbringing with his grandparents seems to have given him a familiarity with the 

taha wairua trajectories shown in Mauri, particularly in terms of his own experiences with 

matakite. This is important here because, when probed about how the scene worked for 

him, he says he was relieved to see matakite shown.174 In my opinion the whānau sense of 

relief is largely a result of the scene’s construction. It is neither embellished nor bizarre, and 

although Kara is revealed as a matakite she is framed as a ‘normal’ kuia in the subsequent 

scenes. This enables the whānau to embrace her as a true reflection of kuia because she 

shares many elements with everyday kuia.  

 

This kōrerorero also highlights the necessity to consult with pākeke and kaumātua when 

questions of appropriateness and inappropriateness arise during the pre-production phase 

of filmmaking. As I already noted, Mauri is the first time matakite have been shown on New 

Zealand film. I tried, therefore, to encourage the whānau into a discussion based around 

whether it was appropriate to show such a private subject as matakitetanga. Kaihana 2 claims 

that “if they agree that it should be shown well, you know, well it should be shown […] but if they disagree 

[…] if they have any doubt that this thing shouldn’t be shown… well, to me, then it shouldn’t be shown.” 

I think it is important here to draw on the argument I made in Wāhanga Wha that tikanga 

and kawa are not overlooked because they are shown in a fictional medium. The passing of 

mātauranga from one generation to the next needs the sanction of elders if it is to be done 

correctly. Whether Mita consulted with pākeke prior to producing Mauri or not is not 

174 When I discussed this chapter with Kaihana 1 approximately eighteen months after our Hui-ā-Rōpū 
Whānau, Mauri was still fresh in Kaihana 1’s mind. One of the main reasons, he said, was the sound of Kara’s 
wailing. He claimed that his grandmother would often wail when a vision ‘came to her.’ But because this was 
a post-hui conversation I could not justify bringing this into the body text. 
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established in any of the Mauri-centred literature. But an expectation amongst the whānau is 

that important elements such as those to do with wairua are taken to pākeke for 

accountability reasons. This is particularly significant at present as there are more 

filmmakers identifying as Māori and who may draw on issues of tikanga, kawa and wairua in 

their productions. 

 

Māori ‘Ballheads’ and Cops 

As the following kōrerorero shows, the whānau did not take to Temuera Morrison’s character, 

the young, unnamed local constable, known simply as ‘Young Cop.’ Considering Mita’s 

own dealings with the Statep particularly during the production of Bastion Point, it is 

unsurprising that she would show strong critique of the Police (Sutton, 2011, p. 221). 

Despite being a Māori character, he is considered both an “egg” and a “ball-head.” Both of 

these are terms used predominantly amongst Māori. ‘Egg’ can loosely describe someone 

considered ‘stupid’ or who makes little or no sense. ‘Ball-head,’ as the discussion following 

this passage illustrates, is much more complex. 

Kaihana 2: Aaaaah, what I didn’t like? Yeah well, what’s his name? Morrison. Him. I 
didn’t like him… he was a egg 
Kaihana 1: Awww, old Temuera, Temuera yeah 
Jani: What, what, what was up with his character? 
Kaihana 2: Oooh, he was just being a, a ball-head… he was a proper ball-head man 
Jani: Oh ok, well, I know what I think a ball-head is… what, what do you, what is your 
kind of criterion or criteria for being a ball-head, or in what sense of the word are you using 
it? 
Kaihana 2: [laughter] Well, I think, well to be honest, a Māori cop… alright he’s a 
Māori cop and he doesn’t know how things work on the marae you know, especially back in 
those days… that is, that’s totally wrong because he would have experienced some sort of you 
know, whatever it is… you get an experience going onto the marae or being part of a whānau 
so you know, he was just being a real straight, narrow sort of policeman. But I think, if you 
look at the police back in those days and… they would’ve had some experience of going onto 
a marae… he wouldn’t have been that much of a, a ball-head [...] 
Kaihana 1: Apart from Temuera? I feel pretty comfortable with all the characters in there. 
I think they played their part quite well [...] 
Jani: Even though he was a ‘ball-head’… did you, did you believe him? 
Kaihana 1: Uummm, did I believe him? 
Jani: Do you know police like that? Or Māori people like that? 
Kaihana 1: Ooooh, nah I don’t […] but in saying that, it just came to me now there were, 
there were Māori cops that went to Bastion Point 
Jani: Yeah 
Kaihana 1: Yeah just remembering them… and showing them on TV, but I can’t 
remember whether they acted like Tem? You know, they just stood there but um I know a lot 
of them didn’t feel proper, didn’t feel right about it… They were also threatened ay, by a lot 
of people and called traitors 
Kaihana 2: Yeah, traitors yeah 
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Jani: […] So maybe he is kinda believable? 
Kaihana 1: Yeah, yeah it just come to me now and I thought aawww shit, maybe I was 
wrong… 
 

The whānau use significant slang to describe Temuera Morrison’s character (credited as 

‘Young Cop’) in this passage. In the few scenes in which Young Cop appears, he shows an 

overt suspicion of Rewi/Paki. For instance, when Young Cop is introduced to the 

narrative, he drives his patrol car in front of Rewi, cutting him off on a tar-seal road, 

proffering a poor excuse for pulling him over. Young Cop addresses Rewi arrogantly and 

condescendingly. Later in the narrative, amongst a group he enters onto a marae and 

disturbs a hapū gathering, trampling on the mana of the marae. The scene shows he is 

unconcerned with kaitiakitanga (guardianship, protection). In referring to Young Cop as an 

“egg,” Kaihana 2 is essentially saying there are elements to him which make no sense.  

 

The reference to Young Cop as a “ball-head” is particularly telling. Neriko Doerr’s (2009) 

research in linguistics175 understands ‘ball-head’ as “skin-heads and racists” and in his study 

is understood to be directed at Pākehā (Doerr, 2009, p. 327). However, Kaihana 2 is 

adamant Young Cop is portrayed as a ‘ball-head’ thereby disproving Doerr’s definition. 

When I probed the whānau as to what is meant by ‘ball-head,’ Kaihana 2’s understanding is a 

‘straight and narrow-minded’ person who has no comprehension of how a whānau or a 

marae functions. Young Cop is a local, with knowledge of the land, and the people, and is 

likely to have whakapapa connections with the hapū at the local marae. Yet it is also 

understood that he prioritises his personal career advancement above the needs of his hapū. 

When the Minister and Government Officials attend a hui, Paki asks the Young Cop, “can’t 

you try and be Māori today?” indicating he is a Māori who follows the State/Pākehā lead 

(Awatere, 1984). This is particularly revealing because at the time Mauri was produced in 

the 1980s, there were promises of ‘full-partnership’ between Māori and the Crown (Sutton, 

2011, pp. 61) which suggests Young Cop’s characterisation manifests Mita’s scepticism 

towards the Governments assurances. Young Cop appears to lord the authority vested in 

him through his job over locals such as Paki. Ultimately, it seems it is a matter of Young 

Cop’s loss of touch with the whānau, hapū and marae that constitutes his ‘ball-head’ status. It 

175 Doerr’s research is predominantly in the area of minority languages. The research I reference here was 
conducted amongst bi-lingual and ‘mainstream’ students at Waikaraka High School. ‘Ball-head’ was used on 
occasion by some bi-lingual students when describing their views of mainstream students, supporting Doerr’s 
definition of the term. However, the fact that at no point did the students identify whether their references to 
‘ball-heads’ were directed at Pākehā suggests that it is not a reference to ethnicity, but a ‘mentality’ term. I 
expand on this a little further on. 
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is noticeable that none of the whānau makes any allusion to Semmens, the land-hungry and 

overtly racist Pākehā neighbour. Thus, ‘ball-head’ according to the whānau does not refer to 

Pākehā or a specific ethnicity; rather ‘ball-head’ indicates the mentality of people who 

basically ‘should know better’ about Māori.176   

 

As indicated previously, the whānau make connections between the Young Cop and images 

in Mita’s first documentary feature, Bastion Point: Day 507. It was thought then that the 

Māori policemen who attended ‘should have known better’ than to go onto Takaparawhau 

to drag the hapū from their remaining slice of land. Bastion Point shows a segment of Ngāti 

Whātua’s ordeal that began in 1882 with the passing of the Orakei Native Reserve Act, 

ceding ownership to the three local hapū, Te Taou, Ngaoho and Te Uringutu to the 

Government. In 1898 the Native Land Court divided Bastion Point between thirteen new 

owners who had the power to alienate the tribal estate (Walker, 2004, p. 216). From that 

time on, Takaparawhau was continuously legislated out of Ngāti Whātua ownership and 

into private and Crown title. Bastion Point depicts the last days of the occupation of 

Takaparawhau between 1977 and 1978. After Crown hopes that the hapū would give up 

were dashed, Justice Speight ruled the land was occupied without rights and issued an 

injunction for their removal. On May 25th 1978, six hundred policemen were transported to 

Bastion Point, in a sensational “inexorable climax” (ibid). Amongst the spectacle, Mita’s 

showed close-up shots of the Māori constables, to whom some of the hapū directed their 

frustrations. Bastion Point shows the Māori policemen being taunted and confronted by 

angry members of the hapū. The links between Bastion Point and Mauri are very important 

here because the whānau attribute their recall of images of Māori cops portrayed in Bastion 

Point to having seen Young Cop. It is clear that dedication to the hapū is an ideal element in 

Māori policing that is missing in Young Cop’s characterisation. But it is equally clear that 

missing important elements, such as not trampling the mana of the marae, are intended to 

evoke memories of Takaparawhau. 

Ngāti Kawa (I) and Savage Rites 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 

176 During the ritual when the elders returned the baby’s whenua ki te whenua, Stephen approaches on 
horseback, distracting the ritual. Ramari reprimands him and he apologises. She responds, “You were bought 
up here. You should know better.” Thus, Ramari does not reprimand him because he is a Pākehā trampling 
on an important ritual but because he is not exercising the knowledge he should have accrued having been 
raised in the area. 
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Tim Worrell: at the time was a 
Fine Arts student at the 
University of Auckland, and 
his whānau were predominantly 
cast and crew in the film 
 
Highlights the transference of 
early European art historical 
depictions into early NZ 
cinema, but ‘turns the tables’ 
on the Dusky Maiden 
stereotype 
 
Intended as a port-folio piece  

 
Initially pays tribute to 
antiquarian silent cinema with a 
sepia gauze, irises, intertitles 
and piano accompaniment to 
show Charles’ perspective of 
events and a conventional 
cinematic narrative arc where 
Aroha is a typical Dusky 
Maiden 
 
The change to a natural 
exposure also modifies the 
sounds to taonga puoro and the 
perspective to Aroha’s which 
also breaks from the 
convention, and shows she is 
atypical 
 
Māori characters are 
predominantly costumed in 
colonial drag; Aroha in a 
button-through dress and bare 
feet 

 
No marketing because of the 
intended Fine Arts 
examination audience 
 
Behaviours such as conniving 
and deceitful that are 
commonly negative are 
embraced 

 

Brief Film Synopsis 

Savage Rites is initially an antiquarian looking, black and sepia silent short film that follows 

an English soldier Charles (Nicholas Pegg) ship-bound for New Zealand from his home in 

England. When out on patrol, he meets Aroha (credited as ‘Mr Worrall’s cousin’), an 

‘exotic,’ seemingly simple, and flirtatious Māori girl. Charles is instantaneously besotted and 

begins pursuing her, and she appears to accept his romantic advances. The first half of the 

film follows Charles as ‘the hero.’ Then unexpectedly, the view changes from Charles’ 

perspective shown through antiquarian silent film elements such as inter-titles and piano 

accompaniment to Aroha’s perspective, in full colour with the sounds of the forest, a 

pūrerehua (bullroarer) and rakau (wooden instruments).177 Coupled with the change of view, 

Aroha is seen as an active agent, using her beauty and body to draw Charles in, and deceive 

him. She pretends to be kidnapped, and he rushes to her aid to find her supposedly 

unconscious in the forest. When he kneels beside her, he rolls up her skirt, and she reaches 

up to his neck and beats him around the head. She then works with her allies to draw a 

group of soldiers into an ambush.   

 

177 Traditional musical instruments belong to a family known as taonga puoro which are all made from plants. 
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The following kōrerorero are responses to Savage Rites. The first theme, ‘The Hero and the 

Wahine,’ emerges from the expectation that Charles will be ‘the hero’ and Aroha, the Dusky 

Maiden character, will fall for him. But the enthralling element in the Hunga Mātakitaki 

viewing of this film is “the twist” when the view changes from Charles’ to Aroha’s. The 

second theme, ‘Aroha’ focuses on how the whānau respond to the wiles she cleverly uses to 

entice Charles to her side.  

 

The Hero and the Wahine 

This first passage of kōrerorero shows that from the film’s outset the whānau predicted 

Charles would be the film’s hero, and expected the Māori maiden Aroha would fall for 

him. However, what is salient here is that the whānau quickly move to a discussion that 

strongly rebuffs long held stereotypes and the skewed views of Māori and wāhine on film. 

In particular, the whānau deny the need for Māori to be saved by Pākehā, an opinion this 

Hunga Mātakitaki also used in response to Mark II earlier in this chapter. 

Kaihana 3: I spoze the start of the movie that’s what you’d expect a Pākeha to do ay? 
[Wāhine agree] Cos you know, the white fulla’s always gonna be the hero... [Kaihana 1 
agrees] as soon as you saw it you were like, oh he’s the hero, and and then the look, the young 
black lady’s gonna get caught up and fall in love with him... [Kaihana 1 agrees...Others 
join in agreeing] and the white fullas gonna go around and say to them ‘oh yeah we’ll go and 
get behind the real...’ and we’re always the baddies... [Kaihana 2 agrees] you know?  
Kaihana 2: Cos I was thinking, what makes them think it was Māori’s who took that 
girl? You know? I was thinking oh it’s gonna be, that’s gonna be the natives, that’s gonna be 
the baddies  
Kaihana 3: Always us 
Kaihana 1: Yup, simple, underestimated... [Kaihana 2: agrees] [...] 
Kaihana 2: But it was like the white, the white people were gonna save them and, and it 
doesn’t matter but we’re gonna help ourselves because we’re really cool like that... [Moko 1 
cries] 
Kaihana 3: That’s true actually... you see the change... [Moko 1 continues] you know 
how you said the Pākeha version is more, well all nice and then the next minute they change 
it, and they ah bring it back into reality to what it was really like... [Everyone giggles] you 
know, Pākehas taking advantage of Māori women... [Wāhine agree] but then the Māori 
women using what they need to get on to, you know? [Agreeance continues] You know? 
[Moko 1 whimpers] [...] 
Kaihana 2: And then they come out, oh they need help and to be protected... and we’re 
gonna go there and save them from their own savages [Kaihana 1 agrees] from themselves! 
Ooh yeah, that’s what it is! We’re gonna go and protect them from themselves... Save them 
from themselves... Mmm... yeah, it’s like we’ll help them 
Kaihana 3: We’ll help them 
Pakeke 1: We’ll help them kill themselves...  

 

As noted earlier, Savage Rites initially pays tribute to conventional early cinema. Kaihana 3 

surmises that audiences expect the main Pākehā to be “the hero” and the Māori girl will fall 
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for him, and Kaihana 2 agrees. Charles is clearly positioned as the film’s hero; he is framed 

through a series of shots ranging between mid- and close-up, and his dialogue is inter-titled. 

When he sees Aroha, he removes the fabric from her head and he is stunned by her beauty 

captured in a close-up. At the same time he steps back for emphasis. These are 

conventional elements that encourage viewers to recognise Charles’ importance in the film. 

Predicting Charles as Savage Rites’ hero shows that the whānau are conditioned to view 

Savage Rites through conventional cinema narratives where the central white character is the 

hero and the Dusky Maiden falls for him. Kaihana 3, a male, observes that in New Zealand 

film history Pākehā men took advantage of wāhine which further connects the film with 

Western cinematic norms. But it also shows how pervasive the images are. 

 

What is just as significant as the identification of Charles as the hero is that the whānau 

identify the frequency of Māori ‘baddies’ in New Zealand film. According to Kaihana 2, 

“that’s gonna be the natives, [and] that’s gonna be the baddies” to which Kaihana 3 replies “[It’s] 

always us.” Another expectation from earlier viewings of New Zealand film is “the [Māori] 

lady’s gonna get caught up and fall for him” as this is most common in films where a white hero 

seeks the affections of a native girl. Before the 1980s, there were very few ‘baddie’ roles in 

main or supporting capacities in New Zealand film, but as in Savage Rites, there were clear 

dichotomies between who were ‘good’ and who were ‘bad.’ Although he barely appeared in 

the Te Kooti Trail, Te Kooti is one of the earlier ‘baddies.’ Rau from My Lady of the Cave 

(1922, dir. Rudall Hayward) is purported to be a ‘baddie.’ He rescues Beryl from a boat 

wreckage, maintains her health and keeps her in a cave. Yet Rau is also the concocter and 

supplier of underground sly-grog. Moana in The Seekers is a ‘baddie’ who represents 

immorality. There are only a few ‘baddie’ roles in more recent New Zealand film such as 

Jake Heke (Once Were Warriors), and Kahu Bastion (Crooked Earth, 2000, dir. Sam Pillsbury), 

whereas Te Wheke in Utu (1983, dir. Geoff Murphy) is more misunderstood than ‘bad.’ 

However the predominance of ‘baddies’ portrayed in the news-media, particularly from the 

1980s onward, make ‘baddie’ Māori roles seem more prevalent. Themes such as Māori 

crime and negativity show bad Māori stories makes good media. Thus, despite there only 

being a few ‘baddie’ cinematic portrayals of Māori in New Zealand film history, other 

mediums inflate portrayals of Māori by using the same themes.  

 

In Savage Rites clear dichotomies are constructed between Māori ‘badness’ and Pākehā 

‘goodness’ which were very pronounced in earlier eras. Charles’ view is privileged in the 
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first part of the film which forces the whānau to underestimate Aroha’s influence on the 

film by highlighting the perspective as part of a conventional narrative and indicating a 

conventional outcome. Previous wāhine characters, particularly Māori maidens such as the 

unnamed Māori Girl (played by Lottie Lyell) in A Māori Maid’s Love (1916, dir. Raymond 

Longford), Irihāpeti in Hei Tiki (1930), Ariana in Rewi’s Last Stand (1940), Moana in The 

Seekers (1954), and Kura in Utu (1983) are responsive to Pākehā men who exhibit romantic 

interest in them, often despite attempts at intervention by the rangatira (chief). In the early 

part of the film Aroha is framed through a very conventional Victorian narrative arc, only 

to counterpoint it further on. I must note here that Utu’s Kura also counterpoints the other 

cinematic Māori maidens I mentioned above, and like Aroha, uses seduction to draw 

Lieutenant Scott (Kelly Johnson) in. However, the crucial difference between the Kura and 

Aroha characterisations is that Aroha does not give into Charles’ sexual attention.  Rather 

she remains in control, and thus she is clearly operating on a deceptive level rather than 

being motivated by desire. On the other hand, Kura and Scott in Utu are attracted to each 

other. They have sex, they engage in playful, affectionate post-coital dialogue afterward, 

(she sees his backside in a mirror and says “I can see your bum!”) and when she dies soon 

after, Scott is devastated. Thus, because she uses her powers of seduction but maintains her 

mana by not giving herself to Charles, Aroha’s characterisation diverges from Kura’s. 

 

Both Charles and Aroha are costumed in a manner that reflects early art historical 

depictions of British and Māori interactions, Charles (and company) is clothed in a three 

piece suit and shoes, with his hair oiled and well-kempt. Aroha appears in traditional 

‘colonial drag’ attire, a cotton dress, barefoot, and with her thick, lustrous hair loose and 

comparatively unkempt. Art history often displayed the dichotomisation of civilised and 

native/primitive peoples to record “a history worth remembering.”178 In many of these 

depictions such as The Indians Delivering up English Captives to Colonel Bouquet in 1764 (1769, 

Benjamin West) and The Indians giving a Talk to Colonel Bouquet in a Conference in October 1764 

178 This quote comes from Ann Abrams study of Benjamin West’s grand-style of history paintings The Valiant 
Hero (1985, pp. 169-170). This is an interesting study because recognised history painters are noted for 
showing how historical events would like to be remembered, not necessarily what actually happened. One 
notable painting is The Death of General Wolfe which depicts the dying moment of British Army’s Wolfe on the 
battlefield Quebec, in the arms of his cohort and onlookers, including a Native American Indian, beneath a 
spectacular skyline. The grandeur of the scene is very different from the abandoned glade where West is 
known to have passed away, in the arms of two colleagues. Thus a seemingly prosaic occurrence is 
transformed into an event that can inspire patriotism. West was noted as Historical Painter to the King 
(George III), and later titled The Surveyor of Kings Pictures. Creating a ‘history worth remembering’ is 
relevant to film, and indeed to Charles’ perspective during Savage Rites because it maintains conventional 
history where white men guide what and how the history unfolds. Most significantly, white men are generally 
the stars of these histories. 
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(1766, Benjamin West), the civilised are shown in all the refinements of top to toe British 

attire, as Charles is, and the ‘savages’ more often than not display all the signifiers opposing 

civility such as smoking pipes, unconventional hairstyles, draped fabric in place of 

garments, and a lot of taut, malnourished skin. Wāhine expose bare shoulders and legs from 

under their knee-length skirts, and thus are understood to be sexually available, rather than 

dressed for the climate. Particularly notable here is Kaihana 2’s comment that Māori women 

need to be protected “from their own savages.” She continues “Ooh yeah, that’s what it is! We’re 

gonna go and protect them from themselves... Save them from themselves... yeah, it’s like we’ll help them.” 

Kaihana 3 interjects that Pākehā men will ‘help’ them. This is followed by a very significant 

comment made by Pakeke 1; despite best intentions of helping Māori, first interactions 

such as the one depicted in Savage Rites and in early art historical portrayals are the first 

steps to “help them kill themselves.”  

 

It is clear then, that Worrell’s initial depiction where Charles is the typical hero, and Aroha 

is the typical wahine, are borrowings from art history. However, mid-way through the film, 

Aroha’s conventional film ‘wahine-ness’ is subverted when Charles has to be saved from 

Aroha. Aroha’s intelligence - and more importantly, her intentions - are underestimated by 

Charles. What is more, she is for quite some time underestimated by the whānau. Worrell’s 

film questions one-sided and one-dimensional portrayals of Māori in art history and film, 

and proffers a view that challenges the predictability both mediums are known to display. 

Thus, predictions that Charles would protect Aroha from Māori savages, and help her out 

of the primitive lifestyle, are quashed because she will kill him before she and the other 

Māori will be killed off. 

 

Aroha 

The main reason I decided to retain Savage Rites as a featured film in this study is precisely 

because Aroha’s characterisation extends beyond conventional wahine roles. Prior to Aroha, 

wāhine characters such as Irihāpeti (The Te Kooti Trail), Ariana (Rewi’s Last Stand), Moana (The 

Seekers), and Kura (Utu) have all been relatively one-dimensional; all fall for the central or 

supporting Pākehā male protagonist. In all of these cases, falling for the Pākehā leads to 

their demise. But Aroha diverges sharply from other wāhine because she is seen as “clever 

and conniving” (Kaihana 2) rather than simply a device in a romance trajectory. 

Kaihana 4: It was boring at first [giggles] I thought it was dumb [...] That was 1863 
Dad, remember those are, those silent movies, fuck those sucked [All laugh]. It wasn’t until 
it went to the modern part I was like ‘cool’ [Laughing continues] 
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Kaihana 1: I like the twist, I like the twist... 
Kaihana 2: Yeah, yeah I thought that was quite cool [Rangatahi 1 sneezes] 
Kaihana 1: Not like it, I actually loved it! I was really happy! [Kaihana 1 and2 laugh] 
holy hell! [More laughing] but I didn’t wanna admit it! 
Kaihana 2: Cos I said to him, I said to ***, to Māori that’s a cool idea, that we’re clever 
and conniving cos people will go ‘hey?’ [incomprehensible] 
Kaihana 1: Yeah 
Pakeke 1: In the Māori perspective it was a good movie in the end [laughs] 
Kaihana 2: Good, yeah the ending was good to show how sneaky Māori are [Rangatahi 
1 coughs] [...] I like how umm... how they showed in the end how, how, how Māori are clever, 
and conniving, and you know? That’s what I liked about it anyway... 
Pakeke 1: Yeah that’s what I liked too, it was like, ooh, clever Māoris [Everyone 
giggles][...] 
Kaihana 2: Clever and conniving and... [Moko 1 bangs a brush on the fireplace, 
Kaihana 4 goes ‘hey’][...]  
Kaihana 4: And how they used them, the women... [Kaihana 1s agrees] to ‘thing’ the 
Pākeha men... 
Kaihana 1: To love? Yup... 
Kaihana 2: Cos they knew that, the white men knew that the Māori women were...  
Kaihana 4: Easy... [Kaihana 1 and Jani giggle] and what did they say? They used it? 
Kaihana 2: And the advantage, they mighta used it to their advantage... 
Kaihana 1: Yip 
Kaihana 2: Yeah they would, they were very observant because even the way that Māori 
lady went and dropped the kumara on the ground [Kaihana 1 giggles]. That’s just like 
dropping the hanky!!! [Kaihana 4 agrees] You know the palagi way, you know. So they 
were really observant when they turned it around on them [...] 
Kaihana 1: Aroha, one of the girls in the beginning and when she batted her eyes, I’m like 
‘what?’ [All Wāhine giggle, Moko 1 whimpers] 
Kaihana 2: But that’s again, she was just using what she had 
Kaihana 1: But at that time I didn’t follow... I hadn’t clicked 
Kaihana 2: Ooh... the only time I clicked was when she went like this... [Kaihana 2 
winks] 
Kaihana 1: Yeah!! [laughs and all join in] 
Kaihana 2: You know, you’re like ‘aaaaw right’ [giggles] 
 

The whānau responses to this scene are significant because they show that the whānau 

associating indicators from previous cinematic eras to get a very sophisticated sense of how 

Savage Rites’ turning point functions, and why. In the scene mentioned by the whānau, 

Charles looks toward Aroha, who is some distance from him, as she motions him to ‘come 

hither’  and drops a kumara (sweet potato) to the ground. Kaihana 2 said she “used what she 

had” to “thing” or entice Charles to draw closer, knowing he would respond to her wink and 

the drop of the kumara as a sexual proposition. The whānau agree that the kumara is in place 

of the hanky frequently dropped in silent cinema to indicate a woman’s flirtation with a 

man. The drop of the hanky is generally followed by the male reaching down to retrieve it, 

indicating a positive response to the woman’s advance. But as I stated earlier, Aroha 
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counterpoints previous constructions of wāhine on film because she displays a front of 

being a Dusky Maiden with an ulterior motive, and this captures the interest of the whānau. 

 

Kaihana 4 calls Aroha’s perspective the “modern bit” and indicates the change re-ignited her 

waned interest. She said that silent films “sucked” and claimed to be bored by the Pākehā 

narrative. Once the view changed and Charles was exposed as the gullible and easily lead 

character and Aroha as ‘the hero,’ the narrative became “cool.” To this point in New 

Zealand film history, wāhine have been relatively predictable and unsophisticated, 

particularly wāhine characters such as Mara and Irihāpeti (Hei Tiki), Ariana (Rewi’s Last 

Stand), Moana (The Seekers), and Isabelle Wharewera (Runaway, 1964, dir. John O’Shea) all of 

whom follow cinematic conventions of either the Dusky Maiden and/or the damsel in 

distress. For some time after these films, filmmakers shied away from including wāhine. 

Aroha appears to be a return to this type of role, however is quite the opposite. Aroha is a 

representation of mana wahine, a woman of honour who does what she has to do for her 

people.  

 

A key factor to note in this passage is that the whānau identify appealing characteristics in 

Aroha that might ordinarily be considered negative, particularly for women. For instance, 

Kaihana 2 describes Aroha as “sneaky,” “clever and conniving” because she knows Charles will 

respond to her advances. Yet underhandedness and consciously emasculating Charles’ 

intelligence are hardly accepted or conventional female qualities. However, they are the 

attributes Kaihanas 1 and 2 claim to appreciate most about Aroha. This is a crucial 

association which separates Aroha from conventional women and previous wahine in film 

and links her more closely with ‘femme fatale.’  

 

During Aroha’s initial flirtations with Charles, it is most likely the whānau reading of her 

was that she is fearless. However, the twist reveals sexual availability is not the case at all, 

rather the inverse. Aroha’s murderous intent is not exposed until the moment she reaches 

up and attacks him when he lifts up her skirt when she is playing ‘unconscious.’ Clearly, he 

hoped to take advantage of her when she was vulnerable, and he is exposed as immoral. It 

is important to divulge Charles’ immorality here, because sexual accessibility is generally 

associated with the Dusky Maidens of Polynesia. Therefore, Aroha initially maintains these 

conventions by winking at him, batting her eyelids, dropping the kumara and implying she 

is available to Charles, only to divert from art historical and cinematic traditions moments 
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after. Thus, this conversation between Kaihana 1 and 2 is significant because Aroha is a 

character who in their view casts off conventional attributes and advances wāhine on film 

into an innovative and, I think, exciting new form.  

 

The last point I want to highlight from the kōrerorero belongs to Pakeke 1. He says that, “in 

the Māori perspective [Savage Rites] was a good movie in the end” and he explains that this is 

because it portrayed clever Māori. In Wāhanga Wha, some of the warriors were described as 

‘dumb’ and going ‘beserk,’ and in Wāhanga Rima Moana was a stereotypical Dusky Maiden 

and Howard Morrison was inconsequential. Aroha moves beyond these characters simply 

by being “clever.” Savage Rites is a courageous film because it questions art and film histories, 

and highlights how Māori views and levels of intelligence have been underestimated on 

film.  

Tīreki Roi: 1970s and 1980s 
The Tireki Roi for this era shows how the elements of āhua, wairua, whakapapa, tikanga and 

kawa are transformed over this period as a result of the NZFC Act’s implementation, and 

the increase in films including Māori characters. Although more films featuring Māori were 

produced over this period than in the whole of New Zealand film history to this point, 

does this mean Māori characters in the 1970s and 80s were ‘better’ than in the preceding 

decades? According to the New Zealand film history surveyed in this chapter, there are 

very few central or supporting characters who are Māori in this period. However kōrerorero 

responses to the films of this era show how Māori characters written by Māori differ from 

the past when there were no Māori scriptwriters. Generally, Māori writers shaped 

characters according to their experience, lending another layer of āhua as a mark of 

authenticity. Thus, films featuring Māori, particularly in the 1980s, show significant 

developments.  

 

The main areas of development are evident in the first films to feature tamariki in Rangi’s 

Catch, rangatahi in Kingi’s Story, Kingpin and Mark II, and wāhine in Mauri and Savage Rites. All 

of these films show progress in Pākehā and Māori writing for Māori characters, and a most 

significant evolution is in the advancement of Māori direction and scriptwriting in Mauri 

and Savage Rites. 

 

Beginning with āhua, all of the films featured in this chapter resonate in a positive way with 

the Rōpū. In response to Mark II, the whānau showed a particular rapport with Eddie, the 
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film’s ‘good boy’ from a good urban Māori whānau. However, they shunned Eddie’s need 

to be ‘saved’ by the wealthy, well-educated Pākehā girl, Judy. As indicated by the whānau, 

the mischievous Kingi maintained rangatahi stereotypes. But, as noted earlier, these are not 

stereotypes that had previously been perpetuated in film. Instead these are rangatahi 

conventions drawn out of societal concerns for rangatahi at this point of time. Kingi was 

senselessly naughty and unthinking of the consequences of his actions, and therefore he 

annoyed the whānau. Nonetheless they recognised that urban rangatahi such as Kingi are 

most likely the products of a disconnection from hapū and marae. Thus, despite annoying 

the whānau, Kingi still displays a realistic āhua. At no stage was the trio considered forced or 

unrealistic, with the exception of an incident where Kingi stole a tractor to avoid a gun 

wielding farmer.  

 

In Mauri, Kara reminded the whānau of their own kaumātua and kuia, even during and after 

the scenes in which she is revealed to be a matakite. Showing Kara as a matakite with her 

ancient and deeply spiritual skill is viewed as timely. However, Young Cop draws on 

unpleasant āhua from Ngāti Whātua’s battle with the government over Bastion Point. Such 

a resemblance caused an outright rejection of Young Cop. But despite this rejection, 

Young Cop’s characterisation is still a known āhua.  

 

Lastly, a fundamental element of Aroha’s āhua is she is enigmatic to the point of being 

underestimated in the initial parts of Savage Rites. However, the kōrerorero responses show 

the whānau, particularly the kaihana wāhine, are openly excited by the concept that Aroha 

ruptures conventional portrayals of wāhine on film. Overall, āhua in the selected 1980s films 

are more dimensional than previous decades because each film proffers likeable elements in 

the featured characters and unlikeable, yet still valid elements too. 

 

Wairua is a prevalent element in Mauri, and although I asked questions (“I was just interested 

to know how you felt about that scene and how it actually worked”) to draw out responses, it was to 

no avail. There are comments that show that the whānau were completely engrossed in the 

film. However, apart from a post-hui dialogue with one of the whanaunga about Kara wailing 

the way his kuia did when she ‘received a vision,’ there was no direct reference to ‘feeling’ 

immediately following the viewing. Equally, there is a wairua connection with Matt, Eddie’s 

orphan friend in Mark II. The whānau identified that Matt had no family, making a 

comparison between him and Kingi who, while having a family, was still unruly. Here, it is 
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obvious they feel sorry for Matt, but there are no direct references to it. There is also an 

indirect reference to negative wairua after the boys stumble on the urupā, but fail to wash 

their hands according to pure traditions. The whānau indicates that they would have washed 

their hands, showing that they are concerned with negative consequences of not personally 

observing the pure ritual. Savage Rites elicits happiness when the twist is revealed and 

exhilaration when Aroha is exposed as an empowered mana wahine. Despite the whānau 

relating to some of the characters, none of the films featured utilise any whakapapa-based 

characters. Kingi may be based on Manuel’s own delinquent background, but this is only 

speculative. Manuel’s earlier scribing of Kingi’s Story is likely more whakapapa-based or 

autobiographical than his later films Kingpin and Mark II. 

 

Tikanga and kawa are more prevalent in this selection than any other thus far. Because 

Māori writers are acknowledged, the scriptwriting for Māori characters vastly improves 

over this period. There are also Māori filmmakers and a recognisable troupe of Māori 

actors emerging. Many of the writers do so according to their experiences, and thus 

important Māori values and views are integrated into the films. Therefore, tikanga and to a 

lesser extent kawa, begins to appear with more frequency from this point in New Zealand 

film history. As mentioned, the trio in Mark II stumble across a concealed urupā, and they 

do not wash their hands or sprinkle themselves with water. As they rush away from the 

scene, Matt’s driving is impaired and they only just miss an oncoming car. Importantly, 

Mark II demonstrates the implications of not observing pure because, whilst Eddie and 

Matt immediately look for a waterway to sprinkle themselves, Kingi refuses wash his hands 

because pure is, in his view, superstition. From this point onward, Kingi gets further and 

further into trouble with those close to him, and the law. There are no scenes at the marae, 

and as a result kawa is not observed in Mark II.  

 

The establishment scenes of Mauri begin with the birthing tikanga, and the film ends with 

death. It is important to note that between the birth of Diane and Willie’s baby and the 

death of Kara, Kara staunchly sustains the connection linking the physical realm with the 

spiritual. She is the strongest advocate and teacher of tikanga. Director Mita maintains the 

mauri throughout the film by observing tikanga and, most significantly, taking time to teach 

it and provide the tikanga context and rationale, something not been done on film before 

Mauri. 
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In summary, the 1970s and 1980s are a significant time for New Zealand film because of 

the establishment of the NZFC. But more specifically, this era was a critical time for Māori 

in New Zealand film history. In the earliest era surveyed, Māori characters lived on the 

marae, surrounded by their hapū or were fighting to maintain the collective lifestyle. Late in 

the last era, Māori characters had moved off the marae, into the urban centres and into 

modern society, engaging, showing a shift in values (Mercier, 2007, p. 44), succeeding, and 

in Howard Morrison’s case, exceeding Pākehā in popular culture. As this chapter has 

explored the 1980s shows urban Māori characters’ need to engage with their taha Māori, to 

know tikanga and kawa despite living outside their haukāinga (true home). There are 

significant advances in showing wairua and in the portrayal of wāhine. All of the films 

surveyed in this chapter are of great consequence for the films discussed in the next 

chapter, and beyond. 
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Wāhanga Whitu (Chapter 7)  

Once Were Warriors and Twilight of the Gods: 1990s  
The successful releases of Jane Campion’s The Piano (1993) and Lee Tamahori’s Once Were 

Warriors (1994) mark a turning point in the portrayal of Māori in New Zealand film. These 

two films exhibit some of New Zealand film’s worst Māori stereotypes on film since The 

Seekers and In Search of the Castaways produced primarily for Hollywood and British markets. 

But, as a positive consequence, the release of both films encouraged Māori and Pākehā 

filmmakers beyond the stereotypes and encouraged further development with Māori 

characters. But in taking the risks, some Māori people suffered by ethnic association with 

the various characters in The Piano and Once Were Warriors, as this chapter shows further on. 

Thus, the 1990s is an important point in New Zealand film. 

 

As I showed in Wāhanga Wha, Rima and Ono, non-Māori film productions in New 

Zealand’s silent era to the 1970s show predominantly superficial Māori characrterisations. 

The 1980s saw more experimentation for onscreen Māori primarily because of an increase 

in the profile of Māori writers, actors, directors and Māori culture as a point of New 

Zealand’s uniqueness. Aside from The Piano and Once Were Warriors, another paradigmatic 

shift for Māori in the 1990s was accomplished through the efforts of Barry Barclay and 

Merata Mita who yielded good returns particularly in terms of international audiences. Both 

Barclay and Mita were forthright about their desire to ensure Māori produced, crewed, and 

appeared in their own stories, and took time to train and develop Māori filmmakers 

(Barclay, 1990; Mita, 1996, p. 46). Therefore, Barclay and Mita’s main function in the 1990s 

was in equipping potential Māori filmmakers with the space and opportunity to tell their 

stories in the potential ‘second wave’ of New Zealand film (Horrocks, 2011, p. 15). Over 

the 1990s, Barclay produced Te Rua (1991) a feature that garnered mixed reviews. But more 

importantly, he devoted a good part of the decade to exploring and developing the 

theoretical side of Indigenous filmmaking practices,179 and to see Indigenous cinema 

centred on Indigenous aesthetics as an achievable reality (Barclay, 1990, 2003a, 2005; 

Horrocks, p. 18). Meanwhile, Mita appeared in various roles in films such as User Friendly 

(1990, dir. Gregor Nicholas), Freejack (1992, dir. Geoff Murphy), and The Magnificent Seven 

(1998, dir. Christopher Cain) where she gained invaluable experience and insight into film 

179 In 1990 Barry Barclay wrote Our Own Image which centres mostly on Māori visual property rights and the 
creation of space for Māori and other indigenous filmmakers to use their own cultural methodologies to 
conduct and inform their practice. Over the next decade he developed his main ideas in Our Own Image into 
Indigenous film theory which appeared in his best-known journal article Celebrating Fourth Cinema (2003).    
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production. Mita’s directorial development on these films incrementally moved her closer 

to her vision of seeing films made in, by and for the Māori community (Mita, ibid).  

 

Largely due to their persistence, and the added international success of their seminal films 

(Barclay’s Ngati (1987), and Mita’s Bastion Point: Day 507, Patu! and Mauri) Māori writers 

gained the confidence to write their own stories for screen.180 As Wāhanga Ono attested, 

these writers were ambitious when shaping narratives and Māori characters, and Māori 

producers and directors also experimented with filmmaking.181 Although Wāhanga Ono 

explored some of the risks taken by scriptwriters in the 1980s in films such as Mark II, 

Mauri and Savage Rites, the 1990s shows even greater experimentation and development in 

scriptwriting for Māori characters, obvious in the most ambitious full-Māori, ensemble cast 

yet in Once Were Warriors. 

 

The release of Jane Campion’s settler-period piece The Piano and Lee Tamahori’s urban 

action/drama Once Were Warriors, represent the other paradigmatic shift in New Zealand 

film in the 1990s. At face value, both films are a marriage of high production values - the 

same used in the commercial film industry – with Māori characters. In contrast to earlier 

eras, The Piano and Warriors evinced strong responses from Māori who, as an audience had 

lain dormant since the Hāhi Ringatū responses to Hayward’s The Te Kooti Trail (1927). 

Māori scholars from a range of disciplines strongly contributed to discussions and debates 

about The Piano and Warriors and a rich, complex and highly political discussion transpired 

(Cruickshank, 2002; Hokowhitu, 2004; Pihama, 1994, 1996, 2000, 2001b; C. Smith and 

Pihama, 1993; D. Walker, 2006; Wall, 1995, 1996; J. K. T. Wilson, 2006). For instance in 

relation to The Piano, Dr Leonie Pihama (1994) critiques the Māori characters as a backdrop 

behind the Pākehā narrative. She writes that Māori women in The Piano 

[W]ere the “sexual servants.” It is Māori women who cook for Baines in line with a 
colonial agenda that focused on Māori girls as house servants. Māori men are irrational, 
naive, simple-minded and warlike. It is Māori men with whom Baines attempts to do his 
suspect land deals, which again fits neatly in line with colonial expectations that men are 
the owners of property and therefore the decision makers in regards to its usage or sale. (p. 
241) 

180 Some of these writers are Karen Sidney (Kahu and Maia, 1993, dir. David Blyth), Riwia Brown (Once Were 
Warriors, 1994, dir. Lee Tamahori), Rawiri Paratene (Dead Certs, 1995, dir. Ian Mune), and Poata Eruera 
(Mananui, 1997, dir. Poata Eruera), 
181 Producers such as Don Selwyn (1993, also director Kimi and the Watermelon) and Nicole Hoey (Dead Certs) 
were strongly influenced by Mita. 
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Here, Pihama unravels gender and land issues that are significant to Māori, and overlooked 

by those who simply stitch Māori into the story surrounding the central Pākehā 

protagonists. This is evident in the many publications by non-Māori relating to Ada’s 

(Holly Hunter) feminist trajectories (Bruzzi, 1993; Campion, 1993; Dyson, 1995; Fuller, 

1993; Gillett, 1995; Gordon, 1996; Oullette, 1995). The most significant consequence of 

The Piano and Pihama’s article is that the Māori audience and Māori scholars were stirred to 

full attention, and even more so with Warriors as this chapter explores further on.  

 

In Wāhanga Rua (Chapter 2), I stated that part of my film selection strategy was to show the 

Rōpū Whānau films they were unlikely to have seen prior to our hui. However, Warriors is 

the exception. I decided to include one of the two turning-point films of the 1990s, and 

selected Warriors because The Piano does not have lead or supporting Māori characters in 

the cast. Secondly, Warriors is included because, I believe, the whānau have key insights as to 

why there exists such a love/hate relationship with this film. The corresponding kōrerorero 

section demonstrates this.  

 

In Wāhanga Ono, I included Savage Rites, a little known short film from the Fine-Arts 

portfolio of artist Tim Worrell. I used it as a comparison film with Mark II and Mauri. 

Despite there being no New Zealand film history literature to support Savage Rites, the 

whānau analysis of the film was especially rich and, I think, significant. Stewart Mains’ 

Twilight of the Gods, the second film selected for this era, resembles Savage Rites in that there 

is no corresponding film history literature.182 Although Twilight of the Gods does not appear 

in New Zealand film histories yet, I include it to address a variety of Māori film 

characterisations, and as a point of commencement for potential film students who may 

have interests in camp cinema aesthetics. Whilst I cannot draw on New Zealand film 

histories in the section devoted to this film, I begin a short conversation about Twilight of the 

Gods as an expansion on the film synopsis. As I indicated in Wāhanga Rua, the Hunga 

Mātakitaki was ‘jolted’ by Twilight of the Gods because of its homoerotically charged content. 

Thus, the conversation I begin here is a lead-in to the subsequent kōrerorero section.  

 

The Mātātuhi in this chapter is an overview of New Zealand film history literature and 

some Māori scholarship relating to Once Were Warriors. The Kōrerorero section focuses on the 

182 Twilight of the Gods only enjoys the briefest of mentions in Fox et al’s Interpreting the Past (Margolis, 2011, p. 
93; Radner, 2011, p. 263) and in Duncan Petrie’s (2007) Shot in New Zealand, which is about cinematography 
as an art-form in New Zealand rather than a specific New Zealand film history. 

199 

 

                                                 



whānau responses to Warriors and Twilight of the Gods. This is particularly important for 

Twilight of the Gods because it is essentially the film’s first appearance in New Zealand film 

history. Thus, I have included a brief preamble for Twilight of the Gods immediately before 

the corresponding kōrerorero section in order to contextualise the film. Lastly, the Tīreki Roi 

considers the learnings extrapolated from the whānau kōrero that are woven into New 

Zealand film history.  

Mātātuhi 

Once Were Warriors 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Lee Tamahori: Award-winning 
TV commercial maker with 
aspirations to make action 
films; influenced by Western 
films, American ghetto and 
Road Movies 
 
Alan Duff novel adapted to 
screen but rejected by NZFC, 
but  after Riwia Brown rewrote 
it and back by Māori ‘leaders,’ 
Warriors went to production 
 
Predominantly Māori crew and 
first full-Māori-cast feature 
since 1930 
 
Cast well-known Temuera 
Morrison and Cliff Curtis, and 
London trained Rena Owen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Aimed to create a “purely NZ 
space;” sets were a selection of 
decayed, urban, and ghetto 
looking areas around Auckland 
 
Used special gauzes to take out 
pastel colours, and to add 
bronze tones to the casts skin 
 
Low-key costuming for the 
majority of cast, except for the 
‘designer gang’ who were 
embellished 
 
Upward tilts used so Jake 
would appear more bulky 
 
Fighting sounds heightened to 
increase impact of ‘beatings’ 
 
‘Warriors’ shown working-out 
in peculiar places and times 

 
Line around the corner at 
distributor’s office after first 
Cannes viewing 
 
Film won over twenty awards 
 
Curtis received a Hollywood 
‘Calling Card’ for his 
performance 
 
Māori scholars pounced on the 
opportunity to respond stirring 
the Māori audience for the first 
time since The Te Kooti Trail 

 

Brief Film Synopsis 

Once Were Warriors is a modern-day urban tragedy about Jake and Beth Heke who live with 

their five children in a poor, predominantly Polynesian suburb in an unnamed city in New 

Zealand. To her hapū, Beth is considered a puhi (female of high status), but two decades 
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previously she forfeited her position to be with Jake, who hails from a long line of slaves. 

Unemployed, dominating and violent, Jake’s main foci are horse-betting, beer, sex and 

fighting, and he often hosts spontaneous house-parties. Their eldest son Nig (Julian 

Arahanga) joins a gang, and receives a facial tattoo as part of his initiation, and younger son 

Boogie (Taungaroa Emile) is sent to a correctional facility outside the city as a result of a 

string of petty crimes. Not long after Boogie’s incarceration, the kind-natured, thoughtful, 

adolescent daughter Grace (Maemaengaroa Kerr-Bell) commences a descent into despair. 

With Boogie no longer sharing a room with her, Grace is raped during a party by an 

opportunistic ‘Uncle’ Bully (Cliff Curtis), a trusted, long-time family friend. Grace’s 

eventual suicide forces the Hekes back to the marae for the first time since Beth’s departure. 

But Jake refuses to attend, still resentful toward the hapū who would not accept him. 

Instead, he goes to the pub with Bully and Dooley (Pete Smith). When the family returns 

from the tangi, they unwind by reading Grace’s journal, and her final entry reveals the rape, 

and names the perpetrator. That night, guarded by Nig, Beth confronts Bully who drinks 

with Jake and Dooley at the pub. Jake is incensed when he reads Grace’s revealing journal 

entry. In the view of all their friends, Jake beats Bully within a bloody millimetre of his life. 

With this, Beth finally has the courage to end their marriage, and literally leaves Jake in the 

gutter of the pub carpark. 

 

Getting Warriors to production was tumultuous. Alan Duff’s (1990) successful yet 

controversial novel, Once Were Warriors, is a bleak, aggressive, sordid tale told from Jake’s 

point-of-view. Two of the Heke children die, Jake is Grace’s rapist not Bully, and Beth is as 

negligent a parent as Jake. Apirana Taylor (1994) calls Duff a “literary kupapa” (traitor) for 

writing Warriors.  

Duff [is] a writer of ‘no status,’ without mana, ‘simply a literary kupapa – a product of 
European publishing,’ one of the ‘modern kupapa enemies of Māori social, cultural and 
physical advancement and independence,’ claiming that ‘to demoralise, to undermine Māori 
confidence… is the primary objective of Once Were Warriors (italics my emphasis, Taylor, 
1994, p. 24, as cited in Babington, 2007, p. 237). 

Despite such damning responses to the novel, the NZFC staff were confident Warriors 

would receive funding. But board members were not so easily persuaded, and it was 

declined (Shelton, 2005, p. 140). The rejection of the initial proposal was primarily because 

Duff’s original screenplay was far too dismal to form a successful feature film (Martin and 

Edwards, 1997, p. 175). Experienced actor and theatre writer Riwia Brown was contracted 

to effectively soften the aggressive edges of Jake’s story into a Beth-centred narrative 
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(Babington, 2007, p. 237; Keown, 2008, p. 205; Petrie, 2007, p. 152).183 But, staying true to 

his North American action and road film influences (Conlogue, 1994, p. 7), Tamahori says 

it was important to evolve the story “without destroying the violent core” (as cited in 

Shelton, p. 140). Some months after the initial funding rejection, Tamahori and producer 

Robin Scholes returned to the NZFC with influential Māori ‘leaders,’ and each spoke about 

why the film should be produced.184 According to Shelton, Robin Scholes put to the board 

that “until we put these images on screen people will not have the chance of openly 

discussing the issues” (as cited in Shelton p. 139), supporting Tamahori’s vision of making 

a tough, gritty drama to address serious national problems (ibid, p. 140). In addition to the 

public service it claimed to offer,185 Warriors promised to reflect a contemporary, urban 

lifestyle, using the language of youth (ibid). This time, the board agreed, and Warriors went 

to pre-production. 

 

The images in Warriors are visually charged, and they “stay with you” (Ansen, 1995, p. 68). 

Tamahori wanted to create a “purely New Zealand space” (Keown, p. 205). He also wanted 

to offset the particularly coarse subjects in the film with striking images through “overt 

stylisation” (Petrie, 2007, p. 152). No effort was spared in generating the memorable 

images. According to Scholes, they aimed to create “a stark, treeless, decayed look… with 

graffiti and sharp edges,” (in Hanna, 1994, p. 212) evident in the concrete jungle backdrop 

behind most exterior scenes in the film. Spaces around Auckland, under bridges, in tunnels, 

and in walkways between city buildings, and next to the busy Southern motorway are the 

Heke’s local haunts, that sharply contrast with New Zealand’s ‘100% Clean and Green’ 

branding at that time. The interior of the Heke’s house was shot in a studio to the 

dimensions of the state house used as the film’s exterior, reflecting the cramped living 

conditions of many Polynesian families in South Auckland (Petrie, p. 152). At the time of 

shooting, the ironically named pub ‘The Royal’ was an actual bar in Ōtahūhū (South 

Auckland) but is now a group of cut-price Asian food markets. Its exterior was used as the 

loud, beer stained, smoky pub which early in the film is shown to double as Jake’s boxing 

183 Robin Scholes supports Duff as a capable scriptwriter but believed he could not evolve Warriors into a 
Beth-centred narrative because “he couldn’t be a woman!” She explains that whenever Duff wrote a scene 
Jake would come in and dominate it (Scholes cited in Evening Post, February 14th, 1994; Babington, 2007, p. 
238). 
184 In my research, despite a whisper that Ramai Hayward and Don Selwyn backed the film, I was unable to 
find out who the ‘leaders’ Shelton mentions here are for sure. 
185 After the release of Warriors, New Zealand Women’s Refuge saw a dramatic increase in women seeking 
help removing themselves from abusive relationships (Martin and Edwards, p. 175). 
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coliseum. To achieve Tamahori’s “enhanced reality”186 in the range of interior and exterior 

spaces, cinematographer Stuart Dryburgh used low-speed Kodak film which needs 

everything, including shadows, to be lit up. According to Dryburgh this kind of exposure 

achieves an old fashioned, ‘glamour’ look (ibid). With the exception of the idyllic marae 

scene, designed to contrast with the city by appearing tranquil and spiritual,187 a special 

filter was applied to the camera to remove greens, blues and pastels, and to enhance 

shadows (Babington, 2007, p. 237; Petrie, p. 153; Shelton, p. 140).  

 

Although the film’s stylisation was crucial, Warriors was harshly criticised for looking 

‘inappropriately romantic’ (Babington, 2007, p. 239; Martin and Edwards, 1997, p. 175). 

New Zealand film archivist Jonathan Dennis (1994) writes that Warriors’ high stylisation 

simply adds to the film’s hyper-reality (Dennis, 1994, p. 4; Keown, 2008, p. 207). Thus, in 

constructing his ‘purely New Zealand space’ (Keown, p. 205), Tamahori includes strong 

images of North American degeneration, strewn through Warrior’s urban, sometimes ghetto 

milieu (Wall, 1995, p. 105). Switching from the novel’s small town Pine Block to the film’s 

rough South Auckland suburbs creates unmistakeable parallels with popular films set in 

Los Angeles (Babington, 2007, p. 238; Hallam and Marshment, 2000, p. 197; Ryan, 1995, p. 

5 and 11) such as Boyz’n’the Hood (1991, dir. John Singleton) and Menace II Society (1993, dirs. 

The Hughes Brothers). This is particularly strong in a scene where part-way through the 

narrative Boogie and Grace approach the Youth Court, where Boogie is later sent to a 

detention centre for a raft of petty crimes. Outside the court, a large group of street-wear 

clad Polynesian youth dance happily beside a ghetto blaster playing Ragga Girl (Upper Hutt 

Posse) supposedly waiting for their hearings. Although the music is specifically New 

Zealand, the scene does not reflect common happenings outside New Zealand’s courts. 

However, North American films set in ‘the ghetto’ such as Wild Style (1983, dir. Charlie 

Ahearn), Beat Street (1984, dir. Stan Lathan), and more recently Training Day (2001, dir. 

Antoine Fuqua) use the music, dance and urban backdrop elements as part of popular 

urban culture which are generally set in over-populated, predominantly minority  centres,  

as Warriors is.  

 

Various moments in the film show body-builders working-out in side-spaces, supposedly 

exhibiting physical readiness to unleash and fight. But as film historian Marta Degani 

186 Lindsay Shelton (2005) claims cinematographer Stuart Dryburgh called Tamahori’s style in this film the 
enhanced reality (p. 140).  
187 The marae was purpose-built near Mangere Mountain on the Manukau Harbour in South Auckland. 
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(2010) points out, such images are simply there to reinforce stereotypes of Māori as violent 

people (p. 189). However, this also relates to the cultural disenfranchisement many Māori 

experienced during the post-war urban-migration. Māori left their papakinga and hapū and 

made urban whānau and hapū, which for a good majority were in sports clubs. Although 

members were not necessarily related to each other, the sports clubs reconnected Māori 

with support communities away from traditional Māori social organisations whānau, marae, 

hapū and iwi. It is clear the ‘Warrior-type’ extras shown at various moments throughout the 

film are pumping iron, but are not training for sports. Instead they physically exert 

themselves as a way of giving themselves mana and as Degani claims, to reinforce the 

violent stereotypes (ibid). Babington writes (2007) that it was a canny decision to inject 

these images into the film, suspecting it was for the overseas audience’s benefit. But in 

showing them, Babington continues, that local realities are sacrificed (p. 238) because such 

scenes are uncommon. Thus, Tamahori’s ‘purely New Zealand space’ is extremely 

hybridised.  

 

The cast are stylised to maintain the electrifying imagery. For instance, to ensure the cast 

appeared Polynesian-bronzed, a sepia filter was used to ‘enrich’ the brown skintones of the 

actors (Keown, p. 205; S. Murray, 2012, p. 61; Petrie, p. 152). Jake, played by veteran screen 

actor Temuera Morrison, is a bullish-beefcake conflated with a handsome, humoured, 

‘likeable chap.’ Morrison had been a core cast member in New Zealand’s longest running 

television soap-opera Shortland Street, as Doctor Hone Ropata. He bulked up ten kilograms 

over three months to gratuitously threaten the screen, and every other character in the film. 

But Morrison’s size is also accentuated by upward tilted camera angles where his size 

literally fills the screen to increase the impression of his bulk. This is evident in Jake’s 

introductory shots in a scene set in an outdoor produce market, where a youthful pair 

bumps him from behind. The nudge causes Jake to spill his raw kutai (mussel), and 

irritated, he slowly turns to face them. In a slightly up-slanted angle, Jake tilts his chin 

upward to eyeball the pair. But the up-tilt angle gives the impression Jake is larger than the 

pair despite all three being similar in size in a consequential side-on long-shot. The pair 

gulp down hard, showing they are intimidated, and wordlessly they leave Jake to slink his 

kutai down his throat with glee. Aside from bulking up and appearing in upward tilted 

angles, Jake is moderately stylised, sporting a buzz-cut military type hair-cut, black jeans 

and singlet, and a barbed-wire tattoo on one arm. In contrast, Nig and the Toa Aotearoa 

Gang, described as ‘the designer gang’ (Wong, 1999), don ample tattooing, and wear woven 
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leather vests and pants, and dreads, yet are equally as intimidating as Jake because of their 

numbers. This is very similar to The Te Kooti Trail, as I explained in Wāhanga Wha where 

‘good Māori’ (Ngāti Pūkeko “friendlies”) were stylised to “Other” them from the ‘bad 

Māori’ (Te Kooti’s men). However Warriors demonstrates ‘good Māori’ (Beth, Grace and 

other Heke kids), ‘bad Māori’ (Ngā Toa gang, the ‘Gorilla’), and ‘worse Māori’ (Jake and 

Bully), essentially creating a Māori trichotomy.  

 

Morrison’s opposite, Rena Owen who plays Beth, is a London-trained theatre actress. 

Equally as attractive as Jake, Beth is sexually vibrant and magnetic (P. Stirling, 1994).188 She 

appears in tight and/or revealing ensembles that emphasise her boosted cleavage, and to 

best flaunt her taut, muscular, glazing bronze body. During Warriors, Beth’s body is broken 

by the hefty Jake whose savagery gurgles beneath every frame, threatening to unleash 

(Hokowhitu 2004, pp. 259-284). At one point in the film, Jake throws Beth like a rag-doll 

across the room with ease into the kitchen wall.189 Beth’s once stunning face is contorted, 

battered and swollen beyond recognition, wincing and groaning in pain. Thus, it is essential 

that Beth appears pintsized in comparison to Jake to enhance his threatening presence on 

screen.  

 

Another important casting in Warriors is Bully, played by Cliff Curtis. A former glazier from 

Rotorua, Curtis is a double graduate from Toi Whakaari Drama School in Wellington, and 

Teatro Scoula (Theatre School) in Switzerland. Following a ‘blackground’ role in The Piano 

and an award-winning supporting role in Desperate Remedies (1993, dirs. Peter Wells and 

Stewart Main), Curtis accepted the difficulty of playing Bully, but that it would eventually 

lead to a Hollywood ‘calling card’ (agent Robert Bruce, as cited in Cardy, 2001). The 

‘calling card’ relies on Curtis’ dexterity across the widest possible range of roles, including 

an aptitude to adopt accents and the ability to adapt to the script’s environment. Curtis is 

known to slip in and out of international roles largely undetected. Warriors is no exception. 

Bully’s long hair is pulled back into a ponytail, he has a star tattooed on his cheek, and a 

thick moustache obscures the face he supplied for the “have-anyone, fuck-everyone” 

188 Robin Scholes claims the American audience considered Owen sexually vibrant, stunningly beautiful and 
“hot” (P. Stirling, 1994). Tamahori claims this is largely due to the chemistry between the two leads. In an 
interview with Variety magazine he says “when [Rena] kisses, she really kisses. She goes for the… her mouth 
is open” (ibid). 
189 In an interview, Rena claims to have been playing a lot of sport at the time, and could easily toss herself 
against the wall as a result (P. Stirling, 1994). 
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Fraser in Desperate Remedies only months prior to Warriors’ production (P. Wells, 1994, p. 

19). 

 

Bully is a character who is overtly confident in his looks and sexual prowess. At the same 

time, it is essential Bully is inconspicuous and unobtrusive so that the role’s 

surreptitiousness and sexual depravity is concealed from the Heke’s until the film’s 

climactic end. Bully is obviously the pretty boy of the Jake-Dooley-Bully trio. Described as 

a “handsome sexual animal” (Parker, 1994; Wall, 1995, p. 106), Bully is stylised as the better 

dresser, usually in jeans and a button-through shirt, and is often shown to have no trouble 

attracting female attention. In the company of women, he self-professes his ample 

endowment, although at one stage, Ngawai Simpson’s unnamed character admits “Bully’s 

not that big Girl!” to quash his claims. Late in the film, Bully is tracked into Grace’s 

bedroom, as her older brother and protector Boogie is no longer there. Viewers witness 

Bully raping her. But as Bully leaves, he holds Grace responsible for his action, explaining 

that she invited him to have sex with her by appearing in the kitchen in her ‘skimpy’ nightie 

for some water earlier, cloaking her in the shame that she tempted him. At that moment, 

he puts his own life at risk should Jake ever find out, and knowing this, he threatens Grace. 

Bully is rightly written into New Zealand film history as a criminal (Babington, 2007; 

Churchman, 1997; Martin and Edwards, 1997; S. Murray, 2012), but disappointingly there 

is very little analysis of his overall role and how it is crucial that the audience are aware of 

his depravity before Jake and Beth. Thus Bully’s savagery also murmurs beneath the skin of 

each frame he and Grace appear in, similar to Jake’s. Thus, both Jake and Bully are 

“impoverished imitations of true Māori Warriors” (Sutton, 2011, p. 241) yet Jake has been 

the centre of New Zealand film history’s attention. 

 

In terms of the audience’s reception, Stuart Murray (2012) writes that Warriors divided 

audiences (p. 61).190 However, it is important to note that since the Hāhi Ringatū (Church 

of the Up-Raised Hand) protested against Rudall Hayward’s Te Kooti in The Te Kooti Trail, 

Māori had largely been ignored as an audience. Tamahori admits he thought Warriors would 

only draw a ‘festival crowd’ (Tamahori, 1994, p. 17), saying:  

I honestly thought when we made this film it was going to appeal to people who had 
bought the book: a narrow, small, almost insular, white middle class audience. A film 
festival crowd… I didn’t think Māori would go either. I thought they’d stay away in droves 

190 It is important to note here that distributor Lindsay Shelton (2005) claimed after the first public audience 
at Cannes’ there was a line of hopeful purchasers lined up outside his office (pp. 139-150).  
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because of the controversy surrounding the book and because they didn’t want to see such 
a tough picture of their own lives (ibid). 

Notable here is that Tamahori uses a detached collective pronoun to separate himself from 

the Māori audience and the images he presents in Warriors saying, “I thought they’d stay 

away… [and] they didn’t want to see such a tough picture of their own lives.” In an interview 

with a North American newspaper, Tamahori acknowledges that his “sensitivities are more 

Anglo-Saxon than they are Māori” having grown up “in an upper-middle class, white 

neighbourhood” (as cited in Ryan, 1995, p. 5 and 11). Although he is a Māori director, 

Tamahori’s worldview is aligned with those intended to consume the images rather than 

with those portrayed in the film.  

 

Māori scholars from a range of disciplines emerged, primarily criticising the negative 

stereotypes Warriors conveyed (Cruickshank, 2002; Hokowhitu, 2004; Pihama, 1996, 2001a, 

2001b; D. Walker, 2006; Wall, 1995, 1996). Most prominent is educationalist Leonie 

Pihama’s (1996) critique of the negative and decontexualised stereotypes the film 

constructs, especially in view of the fact that the images were seen by an international 

audience (Walker-Morrison, 2011, p. 19). In response to the film’s international release, 

Pihama (1996) says: 

So what is being shared about Māori people in an international arena? Well, for those who 
know little or nothing of our people, what is being portrayed is alcoholism, violence, 
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, alongside superficial notions that all we need to do 
to “solve our problems” is to go home, to go back to the marae. Yet even returning home is 
presented as “our problem” in that Jake and Beth’s “problems” are traced back to his 
rejection by her whānau and then on his statement that he was not considered good enough 
for her because [his] people were “slaves.” So the audience, both nationally and 
internationally, is told that we are the problem. There is absolutely no entertaining of any 
historical notion of colonisation. There is no thought given to the oppressive effects of 
colonisation on our people. (as cited in Fleury, 1998, pp. 7-8) 

That there is no historical, social or cultural balance supplied in the film, and no mātauranga 

Māori or mātauranga ā-iwi view offered is most frustrating, as Pihama attests. I proffer a very 

brief mātauranga Māori example below as a contrapuntal expansion on Pihama’s 

commentary. 

 

It is believed that Tāne Māhuta (the god of all nature) tried to procreate with all the 

creatures he had formed, but none of them carried the uha, the female essence required to 

create ira tangata, the human gene. Robert Sullivan’s (2002) version of this kōrero claims that 

after attempts to create the gene, Tāne lay under the shade of a tree, and felt the soil take 

shape under him (p. 11). This gave him the idea to shape the soil to reflect how he 

207 

 



envisioned his opposite. For the uha, he carefully placed inside her the kōpū, the womb. 

This is how the first woman, Hine-ahu-one,191 literally the woman made from soil, was 

created. Tāne procreated with her, giving birth to a daughter, Hine-tītama, the dawn 

maiden, who eventually became Hine-nui-i-te-pō.192 Hine-ahu-one is still revered for the ira 

tangata today, because she was the first to carry the kōpū, the first passage to the physical 

world from the spirit world. Largely because of this belief, tāne in the Ngāti Awa area (and 

many other iwi) call their wives hoa rangatira which quite simply translates as ‘chiefly 

companion.’ They are called hoa rangatira because wāhine carry the kōpū, and it is through the 

kōpū that whakapapa is transported through generations. For this reason, wāhine are revered, 

considered chiefly, as the continuing thread connecting all people back to creation.  

 

Beating one’s hoa rangatira, as Jake does without thought, hesitation, or remorse193 is simply 

against tikanga and all that mātauranga Māori teaches about how tāne are to treasure their 

‘chiefly companions.’ To do so ensures whakapapa, the heart of Māori society (A. Mahuika, 

1998), is never at risk. As Pihama (as cited in Fleury, 1998) states, only the results of 

colonisation are highlighted in the film but not colonisation itself. More simply, Māori are 

seen as the problem, not colonisation (p. 8). Urban migration forced a change in values as 

many Māori moved away from their hapū in exchange for the ‘Big Three: Work, Money and 

Fun’ (Mercier, 2007, p. 44; Metge, 1964, p. 128; 2004; Sutton, 2011, pp. 234 & 237), but it 

is only implied as a major causative element to the cultural disenfranchisement of urban 

Māori in Warriors. Because Jake exhibits an active rejection of, and detachment from, 

mātauranga Māori, whānau, hapū and iwi, he is no respecter of the connection between the 

gods, women and whakapapa. Thus, Jake manifests the most negative consequences of 

colonisation because he rigorously discards his own taha Māori. 

191 Some iwi refer to the first woman as Hine-hau-one. 
192The kōrero based around Hine-tītama, who later became Hine-nui-i-te-pō, is shrouded in controversy 
because Tāne took her as his second wife and procreated with her too. The controversy is a moral one, 
because after Hine-tītama found out she was Tāne’s wife and daughter, she went to live in the Underworld in 
shame. This is sometimes considered the first ‘sin.’ However, it must also be considered that procreating with 
one’s own children, and the children with each other, is the case in Christian philosophy too, albeit this is not 
known as the first sin. The Bible says Adam and Eve had three sons, plus ‘others’ though it is unclear how 
many (Genesis 5: 4). But in order for them to procreate, they would have had to take a brother, sister, son or 
daughter. 
193 In one scene Beth confronts Jake about the senseless beatings she receives, and he responds “you get all 
lippy on me” which shifts the responsibility of the violence back to Beth and paints Jake as the victim. Instead 
of appearing apologetic, he justifies his actions, and never appears regretful. 
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Kōrerorero 

Ngāti Kawa (II) and Once Were Warriors 

As explained earlier, the viewing of Once Were Warriors marked a deviation from my overall 

intention to show the Rōpū Whānau films they were most likely not to have viewed before. 

My rationale for showing Warriors was to explore why it is such an important film for 

Māori audiences, particularly because it is so strongly rejected by Māori scholars. Regardless 

of all that is negative and endemic about Warriors, the dialogue, clothing, mise-en-scene, 

scenario, action, and soundtrack are familiar to most Māori. As the whānau kōrerorero 

demonstrate, despite many Māori scholars being critical of Warriors, Ngāti Kawa (II) show 

partiality to it, describing it as a “primo movie,” and that some in the Hunga Mātakitaki have 

it in their personal collections. Primarily, they enjoy Warriors because they are relieved to 

finally see characters that look, gesture and sound like themselves for the first time, at least 

in the films surveyed in this study. The first subsection below, ‘Well I’ve Tried...’ focuses on 

how the whānau are drawn into the film because of how familiar the characters sound or 

their ‘aural authenticity.’ ‘Well I’ve Tried...’ are the first words of the song ‘Darlin’ Here is My 

Heart’ performed by Jake and Beth who serenade their party guests with a duet. These are 

also the words sung by one of the whānau during the kōrero session about the film. The 

second subsection, ‘Discreet,’ relates to what the whānau have to say about the level of 

violence. The last subsection, ‘Made for us?’ discusses concerns about international 

perceptions that Māori are senselessly violent by ethnic association with Jake. 

 

‘Well I’ve Tried’ 

I argued earlier that a fundamental element to the whānau identifying with Māori film 

characters is aural authenticity. Where other characters have fallen short of being credible, 

this kōrerorero demonstrates that the characters in Warriors with whom the whānau most 

closely identified are those who sound like them or people known to them. In particular, 

the whānau consider the singing, language, and the delivery of the dialogue the most 

convincing factors to a character’s aural authenticity. The whānau compare how the delivery 

of dialogue is more convincing in Warriors than the two other films this Hunga Mātakitaki 

viewed prior to Warriors at this hui.194  

Kaihana 1: Yeah, yeah... the script is so real ay? 
Rangatahi 3: And the songs… 
Kaihana 2: Yeah the singing… 

194 The two films viewed before Warriors were Hawaikī (2006, dir. Mike Jonathan) and King Boys (2006, dir. 
Chris Clark). 
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Rangatahi 3: [sings] Well I’ve tried [all boom with laughter] […] 
Kaihana 2: Yup, yup, yup, I like that… That’s how we party! 
Rangatahi 3: That’s how we do it! Sing at the party! [laughter] 
Jani: Yup 
Kaihana 2: With a guitar! 
Rangatahi 2: Not go to the pub… [laughter] […] 
Jani: So in, in, in comparison to the first two films [Hawaikī and King Boys], what was 
the difference with this one? So, why, why were they [Warriors and Pikowae] more Māori? 
Rangatahi 2: Cosa their lingo… 
Rangatahi 3: The way of speech… 
Kaihana 1: That’s how Māoris speak! 
Rangatahi 2: Yeah! 
Kaihana 1: In the brotherhood [laughter]… [he says sweetly and nasally] hey can 
you, can you stop that please??? [laughter] Bethy??? Go cook us some eggs please [raucous 
laughter]. 
 

Here, both generations identify and appreciate the singing and partying around a guitar. 

Rangatahi 3 gives her rendition of the first line of “Darlin’ Here is My Heart” singing ‘Well 

I’ve Tried...’ to the delight of all present.195 This song is performed at the Heke’s house 

shortly after the first pub scene, when Jake invites the bar patrons back to his home to 

continue their party there. After putting the children to bed and relaxing quietly in front of 

the television for the night, Beth is forced into party mode once Jake and his mates arrive 

on the doorstep. She is obliged to appear festive in spite of the day’s news that Jake was 

laid off from his job, meaning that her dreams of owning a property are quickly receding. 

Midway through the party, karaoke sweetheart Mavis (Mere Boynton) is asked to sing, but 

she deflects the song onto Jake and Beth. Reluctantly, because she is still mad at Jake for 

losing his job, Beth complies with Mavis’ request. What begins as an amorous duet 

between Jake and Beth, including intimate framings of the clearly passionate couple, ends 

as a choral piece where the camera pans around all the other cast members singing the 

concluding stanza together. Some of the lyrics are: 

Jake:  Well I’ve tried as hard as I can, just to make you understand. 
  That the world, it won’t stop. It keeps going, round and round and round. 
Beth:  I guess the nature, the nature of love, has always, always been this way [...] 
All:  So now my lover, there’ll be no other; the stars in the heavens will shine  
   forever; 
  The moments we treasure, of your undenying love, 
  So darlin’ here is my heart, so darlin’ here is my... (pause)... HEART! YEAH! 

195 I have personally heard this line many, many times amongst my whānau and in and around my friends in 
the Pacific Island communities to the same riotous laughter. Primarily, I would say, this is because this 
romantic duet is followed by Beth’s first recorded beating, and therefore the song is a satire. I explore this 
further on in this subsection. 
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Although it is not typical to sing solos or duets amongst either of our hapū,196 waiata plays a 

crucial role. Waiata unifies the whānau, and espouses the importance of oral traditions. 

Thus, belting out choruses as a large group is commonplace. As Kaihana 2 says “I like that. 

That’s how we party... With a guitar,” and Rangatahis 2 and 3 agree, this is “how we party,” “that’s 

how we do it. Sing at the party,” and “Not go to the pub.” An important element to note in these 

kōrerorero is that the whānau use collective pronouns to convey the way in which this scene 

replicates familiar party situations.  

 

Singing together is a very important element in Warriors, and the whānau relates to it. At one 

stage of the party, Tama Renata (a well-known Māori guitarist) executes an impressive 

guitar solo to the pleasure of some of the ladies seated around him. But it annoys a 

nameless male partygoer in earshot. He lambasts Renata saying, “never mind playing that 

shit! Play something we all know,” commenting that by Renata playing a solo, the other 

partygoers cannot participate. Immediately, Renata commences a series of recognisable 

party songs such as the 28th Māori Battalion favourite ‘Hoki mai, e Tama mā.’ When this 

familiar waiata begins, the partygoers reconnect with each other. As a consequence, the 

group are drawn back together prior to Jake and Beth’s ensuing waiata. 

 

I asked the whānau why they thought Warriors was ‘more Māori’ to them than the other two 

films viewed prior (Hawaikī and King Boys). Kaihana 1 had already said he thought “the script 

is so real” but Rangatahis 2 and 3 said the script’s sincerity is a matter of “their lingo 

[language],” and “The way of speech.” Kaihana 1 explains “That’s how Māoris speak!” In terms of 

the language, if we think back to the dialogue in previous portrayals of Māori in film, the 

scripts do not contain slang or profanities. Warriors is the first film where there is very little 

caution used in the script in relation to cussing and swearing, and this is especially true of 

Jake. During one of the film’s establishment scenes, Beth hangs out the washing in the 

backyard. Jake bursts through the back door, announcing his early arrival by calling “where 

the fuck is everyone?” At the film’s conclusion, Beth and their remaining children abandon 

Jake in The Royal Pub carpark. Realising her ‘Our people once were warriors’ speech is 

essentially the end of their marriage, he bellows “Fuck you Beth... Fuck you and your 

warrior shit [...] I don’t want you, EVER! I’ll knock your fucken head off!” Even as the rest 

of the sound design fades out, Jake’s expletives continue. Clearly Jake’s dialogue with its 

196 I need to make it clear that in both our hapū we focus on singing as a collective because that way we are 
stronger. 
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uncontrollable swearing ‘Others’ him from the rest of the cast, who show considerable 

restraint. However, regardless of why Jake swears significantly more than the rest of the 

cast, this Hunga Mātakitaki recognises that day-to-day language is, at times, unrestrained, 

and thus are unaffected by his coarseness.197 

 

Rangatahi 3 also specifically references “the ways of speech” or the actor’s delivery of his or her 

dialogue as a key element to why Warriors is “more Māori” than the other films viewed. 

Kaihana 1 is convinced that the script is delivered “how Māoris speak... in the “brotherhood,”’ 

and is therefore credible. Animatedly, Kaihana 1 revises the now infamous “cook the man 

some eggs” dialogue. Towards the end of the first party scene, Beth and Nig have a 

disagreement, and Bully enters the kitchen soon after. Beth is still stunned by the slap to 

the face she gave Nig, and Bully says to her “Ooooh cook us some eggs... mmm, and some 

bacon,” and she vehemently responds “FUCK OFF!” When Jake joins the fray, he 

commands her to “Cook the man some fucken eggs!” Beth grabs the egg carton and one-

by-one smashes them onto the ground at Jake’s feet, provoking him into a fit of rage, 

resulting in the first of Beth’s beatings. But it is important that the timbre and attack of the 

dialogue in this scene is delivered realistically. The dialogue does not appear to be ‘directed’ 

which was a concern for this Hunga Mātakitaki during the viewing of Hawaikī (2006, dir. 

Mike Jonathan).198 Kaihana 1’s reprisal of this scene specifically relates to the moment of 

197 This Hunga Mātakitaki also viewed Pikowae (2002, dir. Vanessa Rare). Pikowae is a short thriller, based on 
iwi kōrero in the Tūwharetoa region where, because of its desolation, there is an air of mystery in the area. 
Pikowae follows acquaintances Petree (Karlos Drinkwater) and Rua (Calvin Tuteao) who head to the fictional 
and curiously isolated area where they run out of petrol and can no longer receive cell-phone coverage. In the 
middle of the night, Rua lets an old man (Robin Kora) into the car despite Petree’s protests. Petree panics 
while Rua remains calm and later, after the old man mysteriously disappears, decides to make the long walk to 
the nearest town for petrol. The next day, the old man sings an old tauparapara about the (fictional) man-eater 
Ruamoko, or Rua for short. As the tauparapara continues, Rua cooks Petree’s arm on an open-fire. Pikowae 
was viewed after Once Were Warriors, and is the film this Hunga Mātakitaki enjoyed the most. Fundamentally, 
Pikowae was the favourite because the iwi kōrero it drew upon, but also the language, was considered realistic 
and delivered correctly. A small portion of our kōrerorero related to the coarseness of the language, as I show 
below. 

 
Jani: You thought that the characters were real? [...] You know people like that? 
Kaihana 1: They acted properly yeah [...] 
Rangatahi 2: Smoking the dacky whacky 
Kaihana 1: They acted as Māoris… nothing, no pre… no umm plastic, plastic fantastic 
Jani: Ok and the language, the language is what you would normally use? Cos he [Petree] said fuck a lot… 
Kaihana 2: Āe [all agree, giggling] 
Rangatahi 2: And just the way he was ay? Just ‘holy fuck!’ ‘Fuck!’ ‘This is freaky shit!’ Yeah, we all do  that. 
 

Here, the whānau identify with the way Petree spoke ‘normally.’ I am not suggesting that all Hunga Mātakitaki, 
and all Māori, are comfortable with the level of swearing in Pikowae. However for this Hunga Mātakitaki, it is 
the difference between “plastic fantastic” and an authentic performance.   
198 Set in a small New Zealand community in the 1950s, Hawaikī documents Girl’s (Orewa Wilson-Lawrence) 
first days of school, which is also her first exposure to Pākehā life. 
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Jake’s intervention between Beth and Bully. Instead of trying to intimidate Beth with 

commands, Kaihana 1 satirises the well-known dialogue by asking in a sweet, genteel and 

nasal voice for Beth to ‘Stop that please Bethy’ and ‘Go cook us some eggs please’ sending the rest 

of the rōpū into booming laughter. Here, Kaihana 1’s satirical rendition shows the 

juxtaposition between an insincere script delivery versus Morrison’s considerably more 

genuine version. Therefore, according to the whānau, the delivery of dialogue is a 

fundamental element contributing to the film’s overall authenticity. 

 

Discreet 

For the most part, the whānau kōrerorero about Warriors are positive. Kaihana 1 describes 

Warriors as a “primo movie,” Rangatahi 2 claims “it’s like Moerewa,” and Kaihanas 1 and 2 claim 

it is a film they personally own. Such positive identification with the film suggests a sense 

of relief that the characters in Warriors sound and look like Māori whom they know. As the 

following passage indicates, the whānau consider Warriors the first point in their experience 

of New Zealand film where Māori are portrayed as Māori. But despite considering Warriors 

a “primo movie,” the kōrerorero also reveal that the “truth” the film presents is also a reason for 

disliking the film. 

Rangatahi 1: It’s the only original film that portrays Māori back then? Nah… 
Rangatahi 3: It showed a bit much… but 
Kaihana 1: Yeah 
Kaihana 2: Yeah, there was no need to show that much… 
Kaihana 1: Yeah what I didn’t, didn’t, what I didn’t like about it was yeah it showed… 
Kaihana 2: Too much… 
Kaihana 1: How it showed… yeah it showed the truth… 
Rangatahi 3: Could be a bit more umm, discreet? [...] 
Rangatahi 2: Yeah 
Kaihana 2: Yeah but there was no need to show all of it, you know all of the… 
[Kaihana 1 speaks to Mokopuna 1 ‘Kahore’ (no)]… parts of those rarus (issues, 
problems, fights) 
Jani: Yup… 
Kaihana 2: It’s just… there was too many fights in it…too many… I felt sorry for that 
aaah Rena [Mokopuna 1 babbles Rangatahi 3 ‘is that right?’] [...] 
Jani: What about you ***? What didn’t you like? Anything you didn’t like? You don’t 
even have to… not like something… 
Kaihana 3: I dunno ay? It was quite good I thought. It was a good movie, but it’s sad... 
 

As indicated, although the whānau find pleasure in familiar elements of the film, the 

majority of them also think that Warriors is a film that shows too much, particularly in the 

excess of domestic violence. There seems to be, in the kōrerorero, a different approach to 

domestic violence than to man-to-man violence. Jake’s first beating scene was at the pub 
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against ‘The Gorilla’199 (Ray Bishop). The Gorilla interrupts Jake’s evening of watching 

Mavis sing a karaoke version of Gimme Time by Ardijah, and so Jake slips off his barstool to 

confront him. The Gorilla asks Jake, “are you fucking with me?” followed by a head-butt 

that Jake dodges. Jake counterpunches with a series of booming body blows and uppercuts, 

captured in quickly edited mid-shots to best exhibit his skill, speed and physique. 

Exhausted, The Gorilla’ falls to the ground, gurgling a mouth full of blood and teeth. Jake, 

now towering over him in an up-tilting angle, introduces himself to his foe (and the 

audience) as ‘Jake - Jake the Muss,’ finishing him off with a pair of swift kicks to the body. 

The bar patrons thunderously cheer and clap as he wends his way back to his barstool 

where he permits Mavis to continue her song. Here, Jake gallantly defends Mavis, and is 

but a brave, strapping and charming hero, a fantasy that ends in the scenes that follow.  

 

It is the second fight scene which involves Beth that “showed a bit much.” The bar-fight 

scene is acceptable because Jake is simply defending Mavis’ honour, and Warriors is an 

‘action’ film where violence is expected. But when Beth is beaten, “there was no need to show 

all of it.” Jake executes this beating of Beth in fullview of the same group of fans who 

rooted for him at the pub a short time earlier. The clincher in this scene though, is that 

when Jake starts beating Beth for not cooking Bully’s eggs, the fans from the pub are able 

to leave the Heke’s house, and one by one, they do. As Beth’s body is beaten and broken 

the audience look on, grimacing, flinching, cringing and/or shrinking down in their seats, 

hoping the next punch is the last, and the next shot will shift to the following day. 

However, the beating persists. Even if the gaze is averted, the diegetical sound is amplified 

to a level where the thuds of Jake’s punches are heightened, as was the case in Jake’s first 

fight with The Gorilla. And this time, Jake is deaf to Mavis’ voice, this time screaming and 

shrieking as she is dragged away from the scene, far from the Ardijah song she performed 

at the pub a scene prior.  

 

There are fundamental similarities between the two fights mentioned here. In both, Jake is 

one of the fighters and the winner. The crowd is largely the same, as is the composition of 

shots that show Jake’s strength and skill. However, a key difference between the fights is 

that when Jake beats Beth he is not the gallant hero as he was when he defended Mavis, the 

damsel in distress at the pub. Instead, he exposes himself as a wife-beater, and there are no 

199 When the group heads back to the house, one of the unnamed female characters played by Ngawai 
Simpson explains to Beth what Jake’s opponent looked like. She says he was ‘big and bloody ugly’ and they 
laugh at the suggestion he was like a gorilla, although the character is credited as ‘King Hitter.’  
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fans applauding him this time. What is most disturbing about Beth’s initial beating, and this 

is indicated in the kōrerorero, is that her first beating is not her last because later in the 

narrative, Beth is beaten beyond recognition by Jake at least once more, and raped. 

 

It is a given that a film in the action genre will include a level of violence. The whānau 

showed no concern about the level of violence Jake used toward The Gorilla. But they did 

reject the domestic violence involving Rena. Warriors does fit into the action genre which is 

evident in the film’s narrative arc, and director Tamahori’s filmmaking influences. 

Tamahori (1994) admits his filmmaking style is strongly influenced by American Action 

and Road films (in Conlogue, p. 7; Wall, 1995, p. 116). However, it is also an expectation 

that violence in the action genre, at least in the North American sense, is male versus male, 

female versus female, or the recently popular female-who-matches-or-exceeds-the-fighting-

skills-of-a-male versus male. In blockbuster, and most national cinemas in Western society, 

domestic violence to the level of Warriors is unusual because it is abject. Although the 

violence is revolting, viewers are still curious and drawn in to look to at repugnant content 

(Gunning, 1994; Kristeva, 2003). But whilst violence is an expectation, the whānau kōrerorero 

indicate the violence towards Beth is in their view too excessive. They say Warriors “showed 

too much,” and Kaihana 2 says “there was no need to show all of it.” Later she says, “it showed too 

many fights’ and she “felt sorry for... that Rena (Beth).” Importantly, Kaihana 2 names Rena, the 

name of the actress, not the character. This is because Rena Owen is a local and is known 

amongst the whānau, adding another aspect of realism to their viewing of Warriors. Equally 

significant is that the excess of violence the whānau point to is directed at the portrayal of 

domestic violence in Warriors, but is not necessarily directed at the violence.  

 

Made for us? 

At the end of our first day, the floor was opened for the whānau to speak about anything 

related to the films viewed.200 As the last kōrerorero below shows, the whānau are drawn into 

a discussion about how Warriors singles Māori out, tying into Leonie Pihama’s (1996) earlier 

critique of Warriors’ international release. Equally, there is a shared concern about being 

personally tainted and tarnished by the stereotypes the film constructs about Māori people. 

200 At one stage, the discussion ventured into ‘the highest of tapu’ and tikanga associated with the head, before I 
realised the film they were debating was The Crooked Earth (2000, dir. Sam Pillsbury), mistaken for Warriors’ 
unsuccessful sequel, What Becomes of the Broken-hearted (1999, dir. Ian Mune). Briefly, the whānau spoke about a 
scene in Crooked Earth which shows a wahine straddling a tane who lies anterior on the ground, therefore 
drawing out all his tapu. However, because the tane has betrayed the ‘whānau,’ the wahine relieves herself on his 
face and head, the highest tapu. As Rangatahi 2 points out ‘You’re putting the person who got ‘thinged’ on to shame... 
like beyond shame.’ 
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Here it is obvious that, despite many endorsements of Warriors’ ‘universal story’201 (Barclay, 

2003, pp. 34 and 36; writer Riwia Brown as cited on www.onscreen.co.nz/ 

oncewerewarriors, 2008), the film conjures up and perpetuates long-held perceptions about 

Māori savagery.  

Kaihana 2: In a way, it’s upsetting that they, international… internationally… 
Rangatahi 2: They think we’re still like that 
Kaihana 2: Yeah 
Rangatahi 2: That’s sad 
Jani: And how do you feel about that though? 
Rangatahi 2: It pisses me off… 
Rangatahi 3: It makes me angry 
Kaihana 2: Well, we don’t see any Eskimos being abusive or you know and Indians or I 
mean alright, we did it behind closed doors where, where they doing theirs??? 
Rangatahi 3: In the fields… 
Kaihana 3: Give us a bit of history on every other cultures […] 
Jani: So you still believe that that’s how we’re seen overseas, on [Warriors], through 
[Warriors] kind of??[all agree] 
Kaihana 1: Yeah bro 
Kaihana 2: Ay, but even when we were working at *** *** ay? A lot of those tourists 
thought we were still running around in piupius [laughter] see? And that was what? Five 
years ago??? Gosh [laughter] 
Rangatahi 3: [in an accent] Where is your… Your thing? [laughter] Swishy thing… 
Are youse gonna bust a haka? [laughter] 
Kaihana 2: So you know, if they were still thinking we were still running around in 
piupius and they see that movie they’d think we were running around in piupius and bashing 
people [raucous laughter] bashing everybody in… oh hell… 
Jani: That’s really good… [laughter continues] 
Kaihana 3: It’s hard when a movie like [Warriors] came out and that’s how they see us 
now? It’s not fair. And it’s hard to get away from that? 
Jani: Yup… hard…  
Kaihana 3: It’s hard for them, not to portray us that way… 
Kaihana 1: I think it was bought out, so Māori can see what, what is happening, what’s 
real. 
Kaihana 2 and 3: Oh yeah… 
Kaihana 3: It hurt a lot of people too… 
Kaihana 1: Oh yeah, for sure yeah yeah… 
Kaihana 2: Maybe it was made for us? 
Kaihana 1: Yeah, yeah, yeah… 
Kaihana 2: More than 
Rangatahi 3: Everybody else [Rangatahi 2 agrees] 
 

I have intentionally left this passage unedited because by this time in our hui, the whānau 

showed a greater level of openness to expressing their views. Here, despite some of the 

whānau admitting to owning a copy of Warriors, all of them share anxieties about being 

perceived as abused, abusers, and criminals because like the characters, they are Māori too. 

201 In interviews with Rena Owen (DVD and VHS extras), she often uses ‘universal story’ to describe her 
views of the film. 
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This “pisses” Rangatahi 2 off and makes Rangatahi 3 “angry.” Kaihana 2 contextualises this by 

observing that films centring on other indigenous cultures such as Eskimos and (American) 

Indians have not shown images of domestic abuse, and is adamant abuse amongst other 

cultures takes place. She asks where their portrayals of domestic abuse are. Kaihana 3 agrees 

that the “dirty laundry” history of other cultures has not been explored in the way Warriors 

supposedly exposes Māori’s, and she has obvious doubts about the film’s ‘universality.’ 

Ultimately Kaihanas 2 and 3’s comments argue against the suggestion that Warriors is a 

‘universal story’ because to them it singles Māori out and then was distributed out to 

international audiences who do not know any better about Māori people. This links back to 

Pihama’s (1996) comments about how international audiences are likely to view the 

alcoholism, violence, emotional, physical and sexual abuse that Warriors shows as mainstay 

behaviours amongst Māori (as cited in Fleury, pp. 7-8). 

 

When I asked the whānau if they believe they are still considered through a ‘Warriorsesque 

lens,’ particularly by international audiences, they answered ‘yes’. Here, Kaihana 2 and 

Rangatahi 3 give the account of a relatively recent moment where stereotypes were tested in 

their workplace. Employed in a tourism spot in Waitangi, Kaihana 2’s story is about how 

international tourists understand Māori through post-card images used to market New 

Zealand and art historical depictions portraying ‘Māoriland.’ She says the “tourists thought we 

were still running around in piupius,” and Rangatahi 3 adds she was asked where her “swishy thing 

[piupiu]” was. Kaihana 2 merges the recognisable piupiu-wearing post-card images with Jake 

the Muss, saying: “If they were still thinking we were still running around in piupius, and they see 

[Warriors] they’d think we were running around in piupius and bashing people.” The comment is met 

with raucous laughter because it is delivered partially in jest. However, Kaihana 2’s 

observation connects with Walker-Morrison’s (2011) earlier remark about the level of 

negative imagery Warriors disseminates to the world about Māori (p. 19). This crosses over 

with Pihama’s (1996) concerns about those negative images generalising Māori. Kaihana 2’s 

comment, then, verifies Walker-Morrison’s and Pihama’s examinations, from a hapū 

audience perspective. Despite Warriors release being nearly twenty years ago, and although 

it is a fictitious portrayal, the whānau still experience the vestiges of Warriors’ imagery that 

remains with them.  

 

One of the darkest elements in the Warriors kōrerorero is that the whānau believe it is difficult 

to cast off the negativity the film generates. Being viewed as Māori, but through a Warriors 
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lens, according to Kaihana 3, is “not fair.” But she also acknowledges image-makers “would 

find it hard not to portray us that way” because such images are recognisable and market what 

audiences want to see and what is familiar to them. Arguably though, attempts to 

regurgitate the images in films such as the Warriors sequel What Becomes of the Broken-

Hearted?, The Crooked Earth, and most recently Tracker (2010, dir. Ian Sharp) have been 

unsuccessful.202 The Kaihanas discussion about who Warriors was made for is a difficult one. 

Kaihana 1 says it was made for Māori so they could see the “truth” of abuse. This certainly 

ties into Tamahori and Scholes’ initial claims that issues of abuse and violence needed to be 

addressed at a national level (Shelton, 2005). However, there is no disputing the 

reverberations or negative impact the film has had on Māori, and in these kōrerorero the 

whānau illustrate they still live in the inescapable wake of them.  

Ngāti Kawa (I) and Twilight of the Gods 

 
 
Pre-Production 

 
 
Production 

 
 
Post-Production 
 
 

 
Stewart Main: Critical acclaim 
for Desperate Remedies a cult, 
gay/lesbian feature which he 
co-directed with Peter Wells 
 
Short Peach and feature 
Desperate Remedies both enjoyed 
success on international 
gay/lesbian film festival circuit 
 
Turned-the-tables on the 
heterosexual history of the NZ 
Wars 
 
Experienced actor Martin 
Csokas cast as British soldier, 
and Greg Mayor as Toa 

 
High production values in 
black and white interwoven 
with Camp-aesthetics; 
opulence and focus on 
heightened artifice and 
‘surfaces’ 
 
Shot on location in a forest in 
the Far North where cast and 
crew  worked and slept 
 
Sound design intensified  
 
Toa costumed in a ‘peek-a-
boo’ piupiu-type maro 

 
Won the prestigious Best Short 
at the Grand Prix 
 
Successful at general 
international and gay/lesbian 
festival circuits 

202 I was quite recently at a Screen Writers Guild meeting chaired by Quinton Hita, where 
scriptwriter/cultural adviser/producer Bradford Haami was one of the key-note speakers. I was very 
interested in two of Haami’s comments which directly relate to attempts to produce films that recapture 
Warriors’ success. He said that when he receives a story, at times he has had to write stereotypical and 
predictable characters so that they may be grasped more easily by the audience. I recognise his rationale, but 
in my view the writing phase is an opportunity to undo the damage of negative stereotypes, especially when 
film is archived away for our tamariki. However, I do also realise there is also the added pressure on Haami to 
tick boxes and do his utmost to get films to screen. As Kaihana 3 alluded earlier on, it would be very difficult 
not to shape Māori characters because audiences expect them. Haami’s second comment is in relation to the 
many scripts he receives that literally exist through a character who mirrors ‘Jake the Muss,’ who have no 
depth and has no motivation for beating people up. As a producer Haami has rejected scripts that literally try 
to ride on Warriors’ triumphs. 
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Brief Film Synopsis 

Stewart Mains’ short-feature Twilight of the Gods is an aesthetically beautiful, black and white 

film set sometime during the New Zealand Civil Wars. It is about an orphaned Māori man 

Toa (Greg Mayor), and an unnamed, wounded British soldier (Martin Csokas). Toa 

attempts to take his revenge on the soldier, but his kaitiaki, a tīrairaka (fantail) bids Toa to 

spare the soldier’s life. He is confused, but complies with the tīrairaka, and nurses the 

soldier back to health, despite the soldier’s several sexual advances. A reluctant Toa 

eventually warms to the soldier, drops his defences, and begins to enjoy his company. 

Unbeknown to Toa, the soldier sets a trap for the tīrairaka hoping to rid Toa of his 

conscience. Then the soldier gets Toa drunk, and makes yet another unwelcome advance. 

Again, Toa pushes him away, this time violently. When he realises the tīrairaka is not there 

to save the soldier, Toa holds his head under the water, but he will not drown. Confused, 

Toa initiates a kiss, and the two fall into a torrid, sexual affair. Fleetingly, they exist in 

domestic bliss until the soldier heads away from the pā to, unbeknown to Toa, retrieve the 

dead tīrairaka. Meanwhile though, Toa is flanked by British militia. They attack and kill him 

with bayonets, and his bloodied body is hung upside down in a tree. When his lover 

reappears, he is shocked to find his sweetheart swinging to the tune of buzzing flies.  

 

Like Savage Rites in the previous chapter, Twilight of the Gods does not appear in any of the 

New Zealand film histories surveyed in this study. This brief section is designed simply as a 

conversation starter for potential film historians who may explore this area of New 

Zealand film history, Māori in film history, and takatāpui in film history. With the exception 

of Martin Blythe’s (1994) very brief section on Judy Rymer’s Just Passing Through (1985), 

there is very little else about takatāpui (Māori and gay, homosexual)203 in New Zealand film 

history.204 Remarkably, Desperate Remedies and Twilight of the Gods, films made in the ‘camp 

aesthetic’ produced in New Zealand in the mid-1990s did exceptionally well in international 

film festivals, as did Christine Parker’s lesbian desire short, Peach (1993). But what is most 

significant to this study is that Twilight of the Gods and Peach have central characters who are 

takatāpui. Peach is about Sal (Tania Simon) who unexpectedly finds herself attracted to a 

beautiful tow-truck driver, Peach (Lucy Lawless). Peach did particularly well in gay, lesbian 

203 Takatāpui literally means a close person of the same gender. However, it is the contemporary term for 
someone who identifies as Māori and homosexual (D. Murray, 2004, p. 164). 
204 Duncan Petrie’s Shot in New Zealand (2007), a study of contemporary New Zealand cinematographers, 
briefly outlines how the stunning visuals in Twilight of the Gods were produced (pp. 299-301). 
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and queer film festivals.205 But Twilight of the Gods succeeded in international festivals more 

so than in gay, lesbian and queer festivals.206 The omission of Twilight of the Gods from New 

Zealand film histories, which only sparingly represents Māori characters, is a double 

disadvantage.  

 

For the following section about takatāpui characters, I take inspiration from Ngahuia Te 

Awekotuku’s (2001) re-interpretation of Hinemoa, the famous puhi from Ngāti Whakaue, 

Te Arawa, whom I briefly discussed in Wāhanga Toru and Wha.207 Te Awekotuku observes 

that common interpretations of the well-known kōrero take for-granted the hetero-

normative outcome of Hinemoa and Tūtanekai (Grey, 1855; Orbell, 1995; Reed, 1974). 

However, she describes this as ‘the Victorian record’ of events (Te Awekotuku, p. 1). In 

her own re-writing of Hinemoa’s story, Te Awekotuku challenges and subverts the 

contemporary story by challenging hetero-normativity.208  

 

From her reading of the original Te Rangikaheke manuscripts, Te Awekotuku (2001) notes 

the particularly close relationship between Tūtanekai and his ‘hoa takatāpui’ named Tiki (p. 

2). In her version of the story, she writes “the men [Tūtanekai and Tiki] didn’t seem to 

notice [Hinemoa and her cousin Wai] at all” (p. 6). Te Awekotuku’s version frames 

Hinemoa as a tough, formidable fighter who cannot bear the thought of being with a man 

she can beat at sparring (p. 4). In the end, Hinemoa still makes the swim across to Mokoia 

Island, but she has only promised her parents a much coveted first grandchild, not the 

promise of a ‘beautiful marriage.’ This version concludes with Hinemoa presenting herself 

to Tūtanekai, despite knowing he and Tiki are in a romantic relationship together. Te 

Awekotuku characterises Hinemoa as a female warrior who has “mannish tones” and 

“calloused warrior hands” (pp. 8 and 10), but never directly says Hinemoa is takatāpui. 

205 Between 1993 and 1994, Peach was listed in Wellington and Auckland Film Festivals, and Gay, Lesbian, 
Queer Film Festivals in Honolulu Rainbow, London, San Francisco, Chicago, Tampa, Washington, 
Jerusalem, Minneapolis, Melbourne, Turin, Vancouver, Perth, Banco, Montreal and Bolonga.  
206 Twilight of the Gods won the prestigious Grand Prix best short film prize at Amiens in 1996. Between 1995 
and 1997, Twilight of the Gods appeared in Wellington, Auckland, Berlin International, Seattle International, 
Montreal Short, Arcipelago (Rome), San Sebastian Horror and Fantasy, Hamburg Short, Palm Springs 
International, Sao Paulo International, Vancouver International, Chicago International, Mix Brasil 
International, Copenhagen International, Tampere Festivals, and Freibourg, San Francisco, LA and London 
Gay Film Festivals. 
207 I found it difficult to write this section, despite it being brief, primarily because I am not takatāpui. 
However, some inspirational Māori scholars are, and I acknowledge Ngahuia Te Awekotuku for publishing 
her take on Hinemoa (2001) which significantly diverges from conventional readings of the recognisable Te 
Arawa kōrero. It is a reminder that interpreting stories is relative to each reader and, I think, keeps responses 
to the arts exciting and continually growing. 
208 Te Awekotuku is direct descendant of Hinemoa, and a grand-daughter of the woman who played her in 
the 1914 version of the film by George Tarr. 
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However in her characterisation of Hinemoa, takatāpuitanga is certainly implied. Thus, Te 

Awekotuku diverts from conventional adaptations of the well-known Te Arawa story. In 

the same way that Te Awekotuku challenges the story of Hinemoa, Stewart Mains’ version 

of events during the New Zealand Civil Wars differs from predominant heteronormative 

New Zealand histories (King, 2004; Sinclair, 2000; P. M. Smith, 2005; R. Walker, 1990, 

2004).  

 

‘Camp aesthetics,’ a fundamental element melding Twilight of the Gods together, is a 

conflation of kitsch and pretension (Coates, 1994, p. 5) and the link between aestheticism 

and homosexuality (Dyer, 2003, p. 78). One obvious element of ‘camp aesthetics’ is the 

excess of beauty and detail in each shot. Absorbing viewers in beauty in Twilight of the Gods 

is achieved through the heightening of reality where every frame deeply and sensuously 

emphasises surfaces and appearances (ibid). For instance, the opening sequence is set on a 

beach and pans left to some nearby scrub. Toa appears in frame left, intently listening to 

the call of his ‘spirit bird’ the tīrairaka who twitters and flits above his head. The sound of 

the tīrairaka’s wings fluttering is heightened to a more prominent level than the waves 

crashing, and the wind in the trees. Equally so is Toa’s breathing, the brushing of the 

branches against him, and his footsteps running through the stream. From the establishing 

scene onward, the sounds are set to a comparatively exaggerated level. True to ‘camp 

aesthetics,’ artifice is highlighted in Twilight of the Gods by way of referencing reality’s 

artificiality and construction. In doing so, the sense of hearing is as engaged as the sense of 

seeing, and thus the film could be considered closer to reality than ‘mainstream’ films.  

 

Although the film’s exposure is in black and white, at first glance when Toa enters the 

frame out of the scrub, he resembles a bronzed sculpture. He pauses, holding a pose, 

listening out intently for the tīrairaka, and his taut, muscular body glistens. His skin is 

flawless, hairless, oiled and coppery. He wields a taiaha and wears a woven knapsack. An 

angular, extra-close-up, birds-eye-view captures Toa looking up toward the tīrairaka in the 

branches above him, revealing a nasal tattoo. This divulges he is a warrior because the nose 

is considered one of the most painful places to receive tāmoko (Netana Whakaari as cited in 

Cowan, 1921, p. 242). Only the most courageous of warriors receive the nasal tattoo. Toa’s 

hair is coiled into a topknot, and he wears a small maro (apron, kilt, or loincloth) designed 

to cover the genital area. However, his maro is uncharacteristically made of individually 

hanging strands of harakeke like a piupiu (flax skirting), which exposes his genitals with every 
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movement like a peek-a-boo. It is uncharacteristic for a warrior to wear any type of piupiu 

in combat because piupiu are so named because of their distinctive sound (Puketapu-Hetet, 

1989, p. 32). The sound of piupiu means they are not appropriate for battle because it is 

impractical and one cannot be stealthy whilst wearing one. Thus, it is apparent that Mains’ 

choice to have Toa wear a piupiu is to do with the appearance rather than practicality 

and/or reality.  

 

A few scenes after Toa is introduced, he returns to his marae. He finds his whānau 

massacred and some of the slain British soldiers. The camera hovers above the marae where 

the buildings are charred and the vegetation burns. It then shows the dead, hovering closely 

over their lifeless bodies. Toa discovers one of his whanaunga, stabbed to death with a large, 

deep incision in his upper torso. He throws his neck back in grief, wailing and crying. 

Then, the camera scans a British soldier, all the way from his boots through to his hand 

holding a pocket-watch. The camera zooms in, showing the watch is beside a worm, 

wriggling free to escape into the grass, a relatively trivial, but clearly significant, detail to 

focus on.  

 

In comparison with all other films examined in this study (The Seekers, which had no verbal 

response from the whānau, being an exception) the response to Twilight of the Gods was brief. 

The whānau had never viewed Twilight of the Gods or a ‘camp aesthetic’ film before. They 

were stunned by the momentary shot of the British soldier’s erect penis and during our 

kōrerorero session, their distress was demonstrated in the way they focused on the sexual 

content. ‘Deeper’ explores some particularly profound whānau responses to the film, which 

look beyond the images portrayed and draw on mātauranga for guidance. 

 

Deeper 

While part of the response to Twilight of the Gods was to the camp aesthetics of the film, a 

particularly interesting discussion that drew on mātauranga Māori emerged. I would argue 

that the high level of discomfort compelled Kaihana 2 to revert to mātauranga for answers. 

This excerpt of edited kōrerorero is a collection of ideas drawn out of the original transcribed 

material. Although it may lack cohesion in places, I think it best demonstrates the whānau 

dialogue as they try to collect their thoughts and feelings about Twilight of the Gods.  

Kaihana 1: This is just a thought, but I didn’t think it was gonna be real... like I didn’t 
think it was gonna turn out like that. Like I didn’t think it was gonna be like, gay 
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Kaihana 2: But... Māori shouldn’t be cos that’s, that’s whakapapa. That’s how our 
whakapapa works... [all agree] [...] 
Kaihana 3: But why... why would you make a movie like that? Why would you do it? 
Why would you want to? [...]You know that stuff goes on, but no one really talks about it... 
and ummm, I haven’t seen that sorta thing on film before...ummm... 
Kaihana 1: Ummmm, I’m not sure I want to see it [Wāhine laugh] 
Kaihana 3: Who’s this movie tryna to talk to though? I wanna known what’s the message 
and who’s it for...  
Kaihana 2: I reckon... I think the message is that Māori bought into Pākehā influences, 
and and and when that happened, that’s when evil kinda came... like, like it turned our tapu 
and like our tikanga and that into something it isn’t and because of them we’ve changed... 
Aw that’s what I reckon anyway... [...] 
Kaihana 1: I thought it was a bad portrayal cos he was so easily influenced by that Pākehā  
Kaihana 4: But the movie shows that that stuff can happen anywhere ay, like there in the 
war and like, like just anywhere 
Kaihana 2: Like I think the movie’s about trust, and trusting and like he trusted that 
Pākehā and he expected the same back, cos he like, kept him alive and that... and he gave 
trust and should’ve received, but instead he died... so I reckon that shows they’re not the 
same, Māori and Pākehā 
Kaihana 1: It was all about sex so I don’t think it was positive 
Kaihana 2: Yeah it kinda played with tapu... with like the fantail and everything, and I 
didn’t like that. But I don’t think it was a “bad” portrayal... 
 

Although all the whānau are openly grappling with Twilight of the Gods, particularly our sole 

tane Kaihana 3, there are many important insights in this passage. In particular, Kaihana 2’s 

comments show she chose to make sense of Twilight of the Gods by drawing on important 

mātauranga Māori. Where connections are not marked, she contextualises the film according 

to her historical knowledge. When Kaihana 1 says she was not expecting Twilight of the Gods 

to turn out gay, Kaihana 2 argues that “Māori shouldn’t be [gay because] that’s how our 

whakapapa works.” When she draws on whakapapa, Kaihana 2 centres her views on 

fundamental mātauranga. As mentioned elsewhere in this chapter and this thesis, whakapapa 

is the fundamental element in the Māori world, essentially because you cannot be Māori 

without it. Turning the conversation to whakapapa, Kaihana 2 is not necessarily insinuating 

that the gay relationship in Twilight of the Gods is wrong, as is evident in her later statement 

“I don’t think [Twilight of the Gods] was a ‘bad’ portrayal.” Rather, she acknowledges that 

activating whakapapa requires a tane and a wahine. Therefore, because the relationship 

between the characters cannot extend whakapapa, the film’s central relationship is not 

immoral or iniquitous, but counter-whakapapa. This is evidence of Kaihana 2’s preference to 

shape her views according to mātauranga.  

 

When Kaihana 3 enquires what the film’s message is, and who Twilight of the Gods’ intended 

audience may be, Kaihana 2 sees past the images and recognises the effects of colonisation 
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on te āo Māori. She states that Pākehā influences tainted the culture, changing it forever. She 

says “That’s when evil kinda came” and references tikanga and tapu as the sites of the most 

obvious changes. Soon after, she mentions that the Pākehā soldier kills the fantail, ending 

Toa’s connection with tapu. She admits this was one part of the film she did not like. 

Recognising the close connection between Toa and the tīrairaka, the soldier heads into the 

forest to set a trap to catch it. The soldier’s ulterior motive in catching the tīrairaka is in fact 

to snare Toa. The tīrairaka, a creature fashioned by Tāne Māhuta, is Toa’s kaitiaki. Through 

the tīrairaka, Tāne Māhuta the God of Nature, speaks directly to Toa. The tīrairaka, then 

transports messages from the gods to man. But the soldier simply sees the tīrairaka as a 

nuisance, and decides to remove its influence on Toa in the hope of winning his heart 

without further disturbance. However, in killing the tīrairaka, the soldier erases Toa’s 

connection with Tāne Māhuta, and from here the atua are unable to inform him of 

impending troubles as they had in the past. Kaihana 2’s observation that since interacting 

with Pākehā, significant mātauranga such as tikanga and tapu have been transformed echoes 

this part of the film.  

 

Twilight of the Gods shows one of the worst possible outcomes of not observing tapu. As I 

mentioned previously, after their one night of passion, Toa sits next to the fireplace 

combing his hair and happily issues idle threats of withholding sex from ‘Rakauroa’ - his 

term of endearment meaning long-stick, wood or log - who he thinks is away from the 

marae on reconnaissance. But without the tīrairaka to warn him of danger, Toa is blindsided 

by the British militia. They surround him, remove the soldier’s battle-tag from around his 

neck, replacing it with a noose, and then stab him in the back with a bayonet which forces 

him to the ground. He looks upward to the trees, asking where his trusty tīrairaka is, but his 

squeaky confidant does not appear. The soldiers continue stabbing him, and the scene cuts 

to ‘Rakauroa’ retrieving the carcass of the tīrairaka. Soon after, he returns to the marae to 

find Toa’s bloodied body hanging from the tree by his feet. Finding him hanging in the tree 

mirrors the tīrairaka also hung in a tree, the other death the soldier is responsible for. Thus, 

Kaihana 2’s observation is pertinent because the tapu between Toa and the gods changes the 

world in Twilight of the Gods in the same way tikanga and tapu changed with the coming of 

the Pākehā. 

 

Although the response to Twilight of the Gods has been brief, it is significant because the 

Hunga Mātakitaki think about the film through their mātauranga knowledge. This illustrates 
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the significance of kōrero to this thesis and the unprecedented insights that the whānau 

contributes to New Zealand film history. 

Tīreki Roi: 1990s 
Most significant in this Tireki Roi is how the elements āhua, wairua, whakapapa, tikanga and 

kawa are transformed over this period, particularly as this is the decade where the whānau 

seem to identify with the characters more closely than in any of the previously surveyed 

eras in this study. Films released over the 1990s show New Zealand filmmakers and 

scriptwriters taking bold risks in the representation of Māori, particularly on international 

film festival circuits, as Once Were Warriors and Twilight of the Gods clearly demonstrate. In the 

1990s New Zealand film explores adventurous Māori protagonists (in films such as Ruby 

and Rata (1990, dir. Gaylene Preston), Te Rua (1991, dir. Barry Barclay), Peach (1993, dir. 

Christine Parker), Kahu and Maia (1993, dir. David Blyth), Dead Certs (1995, dir. Ian Mune), 

Mananui (1997, dir. Poata Eruera), and What Becomes of the Brokenhearted?) more than ever 

before in New Zealand film history. Twilight of the Gods and Once Were Warriors show how 

adventurous and confident writers had become when approaching Māori characterisations. 

Significantly, the confidence showed that the NZFC Act and the emergence of Māori 

writers and Māori filmmakers in the previous decades had a strong impact on Māori in 

films of the 1990s. 

 

The Rōpū Whānau consider āhua in Once Were Warriors positive because the characters look 

and sound like people they know. Much of the kōrero for this era focus on how important 

aural authenticity is to a character’s credibility, more so than appearance. In particular, 

despite not being a musical, the characters in Warriors sang at times deemed appropriate by 

the whānau. Furthermore, the characters swore in circumstances considered normal, and 

delivered the dialogue correctly. The whānau are partial to the waiata in Warriors and 

identified with the party scenes largely because of the aural authenticity. Thus, there is a 

sense of relief amongst the whānau that they finally see characters who look, sound and 

engage in activities like them. This, I believe, is a fundamental reason the whānau considered 

Warriors a ‘primo’ movie. However, other āhua are rejected, especially the domestic 

violence. The whānau are openly angered by the notion that they are considered volatile, 

unstable and senselessly violent like Jake, by ethnic association, which ‘pisses’ them off.  

 

Because the whānau were stunned by Twilight of the Gods, they did not respond to Toa’s āhua, 

and commented only on the Pākehā soldier. This is revealing because it is like a complete 
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abandonment of the character. However, Toa’s plight represents the demise of the vital 

connection between man and atua at the time of colonisation. Thus, the kōrero makes 

significant comment about how Twilight of the Gods represents the crucial disconnection 

between Toa and Tāne Mahuta, and the whānau consider colonisation responsible for this 

disconnection. 

 

A response that could be considered wairua is in Warriors in response to the domestic 

violence where the whānau were stirred to ‘feel sorry’ for Rena (Owen), as director 

Tamihere intended. However, I think it is more complex than this. I mentioned that 

Kaihana 2 named the actor and not the character in this response, which is significant 

because to the Hunga Mātakitaki where Once Were Warriors was viewed, Owen is a local 

who is known to the whānau. The response to Beth’s beatings demonstrates how realistic 

they appear and what a convincing job Owen did when playing Beth. Thus, it may be less 

about wairua and more about Owen’s performance. Regardless, the whānau were moved, 

showing Warriors is a far cry from the bizarre fight scenes in the silent era where taiaha-

wielding tāne went ‘berserk’ in Hei Tiki and failed to draw any wairua responses. 

 

Whakapapa is mentioned during the kōrerorero in Hunga Mātakitaki ki Ngāti Kawa (I) when 

Kaihana 2 comments that “whakapapa works” with tāne and wāhine. But her comment is more 

about her personal views on homosexuality rather than being about Twilight of the Gods. 

Besides this, no whakapapa-based characters feature in film selection viewed by the whānau 

over this period. However, I must note that Kahu and Maia (1993), which did not appear in 

the Rōpū Whānau, is an under-valued film that shows advancement in Māori filmmaking 

because it brings tīpuna into the modern world. I briefly mentioned Kahu and Maia in 

Wāhanga Wha because it draws Kahungunu and Rongomaiwahine, two very important 

eponymous tīpuna from the Heretaunga region, out from te āo tawhito (the ancient world) 

and into a contemporary context, which I believe is a very courageous step in Māori 

scriptwriting. 

 

Although there is a tangi scene in Warriors, it was mentioned only in passing by Hunga 

Mātakitaki ki Ngāi Taiwhakaea (I) when the scene was being compared to the tangi in 

Kerosene Creek. Apart from this, there is no mention of tikanga or kawa in relation to either 

film, despite a brief pōwhiri (ritual of encounter) immediately prior to Grace’s tangi scene 
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and the takahi whare (tramping the house) tikanga being shown after the tangi.209 Although it 

is a relatively fleeting scene, how the pōwhiri is conducted directly relates to the kawa of the 

marae. But the kōrerorero did not extend to these details. Māori scriptwriting and filmmaking 

increases exponentially in the 2000s, and many are set on the marae. Thus, exploring tikanga 

and kawa in films in the 2000s is a potentially challenging discussion.  

 

As this chapter has shown, the 1990s is a significant era for Māori in New Zealand film 

history. In the previous era, enormous steps were taken in terms of representing a wide 

cross-section of Māori in film, but the 1990s shows Māori characterisations maturing. The 

1980s showed urban Māori straddling popular culture and Māori traditions, whereas films 

in the 1990s appear more concerned with the range of Māori characters, obvious in Once 

Were Warriors and Twilight of the Gods. One such advance is the return to a full-Māori-cast 

film after a sixty year absence, demonstrating an increase in scriptwriting confidence and 

the development of Māori filmmaking and production. Such films increase markedly in the 

2000s in films such as The Crooked Earth (2001), Fish Skin Suit (made for TV, 2000, dir. 

Peter Burger), Te Tangata Whai Rawa o Weneti (2002, dir. Don Selwyn), Whale Rider (2003, 

dir. Niki Caro), and the many short features made and/or written by Māori.210 Through 

Beth, Warriors continues the idea of interweaving a contemporary with a traditional lifestyle, 

and Jake’s attempt to quash the traditional leaves him isolated from his whānau and New 

Zealand society in general. He is forced to confront his own isolation in the film’s sequel, 

What Becomes of the Broken-hearted? (1999), which ironically, drew poor reviews. This is the 

same as Toa who only ever having lived a traditional lifestyle hands it over to the Pākehā 

soldier in a moment of vulnerability.  

 

 

 

  
 

  

209 Takahi whare is an essential part of tangihanga (funeral rituals), a particularly involved ritual. In takahi whare, 
members of the whānau return to the house of the deceased to clear it of tapu. A tohunga (or a minister), 
followed by the whānau ‘cleanse’ the house with wai (water) and karakia (prayers and incantations). In our 
Northern hapū, we walk in single file around the house and touch everything the whanaunga would have 
touched to release their wairua. Afterward, the tohunga or minister holds a short service in the living area and 
followed by the immediate whānau sharing speeches of acknowledgement, particularly to the ringawera (kitchen 
workers). They also welcome everyone back to the whare and offer the whānau a hakari (feast) which officially 
breaks the house’s tapu and allows the whānau to settle back into their home. 
210 I will explore the 2000s era in a future project. 
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Wāhanga Whakamutunga (Conclusion) 
He Timata Hou i Mātauranga Kiriata i Aotearoa(A New Start in New Zealand Film 

Studies)  

This thesis has been motivated by my desire as a former tutor and potential teacher in New 

Zealand film studies to support Māori and Pacific Islander students in film studies toward 

success in this discipline, and perhaps in research beyond film studies. The borders of film 

studies could expand to include the South Pacific more strongly, and I have very 

specifically written Whiripapa for MAPIs to venture film studies out from the West and 

across Te-Moana-Nui-ā-Kiwa (The Pacific Ocean). But at the same time I have been 

careful to consider Whiripapa from my own Ngāti Awa/Ngā Puhi worldview.  

 

I was one of the MAPIs who barely managed to pass film studies, and was (frequently) 

tempted to drop out. These pages consist of some of the important learnings from 

mātauranga and film studies that I believe could have supported my film studies journey 

earlier on had it been available. 

 

I was initially concerned that there were no Māori film scholars within the film studies 

discipline who MAPIs could draw inspiration from, or whose work could create debates we 

could connect with. I was concerned that the few MAPIs who were passing in film studies 

were not advancing to post-graduate level where they could really challenge film studies’ 

status quo. This was a major concern because New Zealand films show our people yet 

comparatively responses and critiques are seldom by us. I realised that to create the debates 

and to give context to a ‘Māori worldview’ on film, I would need to collate the scholarship 

myself, and drawing on scholarship from outside film studies was necessary. I was also 

concerned that mātauranga Māori was not yet considered relevant in film studies and in this 

study, I have tried to weave mātauranga Māori into as many facets as possible because 

mātauranga Māori reveals crucial keys to understanding Māori people and what shapes the 

ways we think.  

 

The theoretical strand in this thesis showed parallels between the labour extensive film and 

tāniko production processes as a framework in place of a ‘Māori film theory.’ My intention 

was to expand beyond Edward Said’s contrapuntalism and Graham Smith et. al’s Kaupapa 

Māori theory which a study such as this would be most likely to borrow and work within. 
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Although I do frequently use counterpoint throughout the historical chapters in particular, 

it is generally between how Māori are portrayed onscreen and mātauranga Māori, not 

necessarily how non-Māori view Māori. Exploring Te Kete Aronui inspired me to 

concentrate on mahi-toi to acknowledge ancient mātauranga Māori which pre-dates film, 

colonisation and Kaupapa Māori theory. I also believe mahi-toi gives the theoretical 

structure to film studies, a better grounding because film and weaving belong to science, 

philosophy, history, culture and art.  

 

As I showed in Wāhanga Tahi, I used tāniko to explore ways mahi-toi parallels film, despite 

the stark differences between the mediums. Both praxes are based on many of the same 

principles and have a visually tangible end. Thinking of where tāniko and film intersect in 

Te Kete Aronui was very useful because of the link between the arts. From this point on, I 

was able to align and parallel the praxes. Mahi-toi also extends beyond Kaupapa Māori 

theory’s central ‘being Māori’ principle because it explores how Māori decipher cinematic 

images, and how in doing so demands another set of knowledge informed by āhua, 

whakapapa, wairua, tikanga and kawa.  

 

Because there were no Māori film audience studies prior to Ngā Hunga Mātakitaki i te 

Hapū, the audience study trajectory in this study was an opportunity to develop an 

audience study methodology according to our specific whānau kaupapa. The key findings in 

the methodological strand are at least two-fold. First is the complex role of the researcher 

who specifically conducts research amongst their own whānau. Empowering the whānau to 

participate through our specific whānau kaupapa meant first and foremost remembering my 

role as whanaunga, and as a researcher second. Long after the Hui-ā-Rōpū Whānau were 

completed, my professional conduct was assessed by the pākeke in particular, and I might 

add, still is. This essentially shifted the research gaze from my view of the whānau as an 

audience to their views of me as their cousin/niece/sister/aunty/Nanny, and as a 

researcher. The second key finding was directly in relation to my kaumatua’s scepticism 

toward research, and his insistence that I retain kanohi kitea in the post-research phase. As a 

result of this, I focused on the post-hui responsibilities and accountabilities, and these are 

especially important when conducting research in whānau, but should be considered in all 

Māori community groups. Post-research responsibilities have not been explored in 

Kaupapa Māori or Focus Group methodologies at this point of time, and this is where I 

believe this study moves beyond Kaupapa Māori Research methodologies.  
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The historical strand was by far the most difficult strand to conceptualise and write because 

there was no clear starting point and potentially no end. But once I had the kōrerorero I was 

able to see intersections and divergences between the literature and kōrero, and could pin 

point where mātauranga Māori could be most useful. It was especially necessary for the 

discussion about The Seekers as there was no kōrerorero following the viewing. Āhua, 

whakapapa, wairua, tikanga and kawa emerged as the most important threads in terms of 

Māori deciphering cinematic Māori because understanding and connecting with these 

elements requires a lived Māori experience and expands beyond Kaupapa Māori theory’s 

central principle ‘being Māori.’  

 

I designed Wāhanga Toru as a preface to aid the reading of the four historical chapters. This 

sign-posted the significant components the historical strand intended to highlight, 

including the literature that was most closely surveyed, the importance of kōrero, and when 

Tīreki Roi elements were implemented and omitted from the selected films. 

 

The research into the silent film history era demonstrated the strong influences on New 

Zealand film by other national cinemas, particularly Hollywood and as a consequence 

Māori characters in this era perpetuated borrowed existing cinematic patterns. According 

to the literature, both The Te Kooti Trail and Hei Tiki had their own controversies. The Hāhi 

Ringatū protested against Rudall Hayward’s depictions of their poropiti Te Kooti Te Turuki 

Arikirangi, and their whanaunga Te Makarini, who the Ringatū considered were 

misrepresented in the film. Uri of Te Makarini also responded to their whanaunga being 

misrepresented. The kōrero, however, highlighted three main issues about The Te Kooti Trail; 

the lack of screen-time Te Kooti had in the film, the obvious ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ binaries 

from the Western genre, and their interest in whakawhanaungatanga with the actors more 

than the characters or narrative. But there is also the position of Settlers, ‘good’ Māori 

versus ‘bad Māori’ which presents another seldom explored paradigm in New Zealand film 

history to this point. Thus, there are clear divergences between the literature and the kōrero. 

In terms of Hei Tiki, the literature highlighted the film’s contentious pre-production period, 

inherited from director Alexander Markey’s previous misadventure during the production 

of Under the Southern Cross. This scandal preceded Markey’s rethink of Hei Tiki which he had 

envisioned in Rotorua, but was not received back by Te Arawa. There were also strong 

references to the ‘Lillian Gish’ lens element, utilised during the debutant presentation 

ceremony that Markey manufactured which put all of the actors involved at risk which 
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crossed over into the kōrero. However, the whānau expanded on other inaccuracies in the 

film which could only have been recognised through knowledge of the elements in the 

Tīreki Roi.  

 

The period between 1940 and 1969, the first sound synchronisation period, also showed a 

sharp decline in films incorporating Māori characters and showed the limits of New 

Zealand scriptwriters. International production The Seekers and Rotorua based Don’t Let it 

Get You had their own share of controversies. The film history literature and critical 

writings that featured The Seekers are primarily concerned with the construction of Dusky 

Maiden Moana, and in particular how her āhua perpetuated Eurocentric fantasies 

emphasised in her raunchy dance sequence. The only international film examined in this 

study, The Seekers drew the most political whānau response in this thesis; the right to refuse 

to verbally respond. This could have resulted in a gaping hole through the middle of the 

historical strand. However, I took their response as an opportunity to explore silent 

responses to film and to counterpoint the screen characters with mātauranga Māori. I looked 

at some of the ways Moana perpetuated European art historical depictions of Dusky 

Maidens, and then contrasted her āhua with that of the central female Pākehā protagonist 

and the other wāhine in the support cast, then Moana as a puhi, and her dance scene with 

haka. It was important to do so to explore the whānau’s vehement response. Thus, the silent 

response to The Seekers confirms the worst in the existing literature. Literature featuring 

Don’t Let it Get You focuses on Howard Morrison’s strong off-screen influence on the film, 

and his onscreen symbolic significance. This was important to show Māori living away 

from the marae and enjoying a hip, urban, well-integrated New Zealand lifestyle. However, 

the kōrero showed that despite his frequent onscreen presence and off-screen influence, 

Morrison had very, very little impact on the narrative, and there was a concern that Māori 

appeared simply as the bicultural ambiance in a Pākehā film. But the key element the kōrero 

recognised was how inconsequential Māori are on the aural level at this point of New 

Zealand film history where Māori are essentially mixed into Pākehā films to do Māori 

things, in Māori spaces, and at Pākehā appropriate times. Thus, according to this research, 

despite the importance of the very few films in this period, the first sound synchronicity era 

was not favourable to Māori on film. 

 

The second post-sound synchronisation period shows an evolution in screenwriting 

confidence for filmmakers constructing Māori characters in film, particularly after the 
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NZFC Act (1978). An implosion of films incorporating Māori characters resulted in the 

1980s, benefiting by Māori writers, directors, and actors increasing experience, and with the 

Te Māori exhibition sparking enormous international interest. The diversification of 

characterisations in Mark II, Mauri, and Savage Rites demonstrate this. These are three very 

distinct films selected to show screenwriters experimented with characterisations that did 

not re-imagine portrayals of Māoriland. Despite its many firsts though, there is very little in 

New Zealand film history literature about Mark II. Where Mark II does appear, the 

histories are about the collaborative effort between producer Mike Walker and Mitchell 

Manuel, and the recurring rangatahi crime themes in all of their films. The kōrero focused on 

the film’s rangatahi stereotypes, and in particular Kingi’s senseless mischief which 

contrasted with the whānau-raised/tikanga-observing Eddie with whom the whānau strongly 

identified. Mark II also deals with the absorption of North American popular culture, and 

the effects on first or second generation urban rangatahi being disconnected from their 

papakāinga, taha Māori and a shift in values. Most of the literature about Mauri is dedicated 

to Merata Mita’s tumultuous career beginnings, and the layers of complications she 

experienced getting all of her films to screen, and the evolution of her ‘Do-It-Yourself,’ 

default filmmaking style. Mita’s style relied on heightening the senses and layering sounds 

and images to achieve a movement in one’s wairua where the body recalls a sound and 

image. But the kōrero was based around Kara, the compelling kuia and matakite character 

who bought the very private existence of matakite to the screen for the first time in film 

history. The kōrero about Mauri also highlighted Young Cop who was likened to the Māori 

constables who appeared in Mita’s earlier work, Bastion Point: Day 507, a provocative 

correlation of images. There are no references to Savage Rites in New Zealand film history 

because of the very specific University audience it was produced for. But as the kōrero 

attested, Savage Rites is a significant film because its central female characterisation Aroha, 

expands beyond conventional wahine roles. Until this point in New Zealand film history, 

wāhine on film had predominantly been Dusky Maiden-type characters such as Monika (The 

Te Kooti Trail), Mara (Hei Tiki), Moana (The Seekers), and Kura (Utu). Like them, Aroha was 

initially understood to be a conventional Dusky Maiden, but it was simply a front as she 

turned the tables on the film’s ‘hero’ Charles, the audience, and on classical cinematic 

narrative conventions. The whānau appreciated the dimensionality in this character.  

 

The 1990s showed a boost in confidence that filmmakers used to take higher risks with 

Māori film characters than ever before and Once Were Warriors and Twilight of the Gods 
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demonstrate this. Writings about Once Were Warriors are primarily concerned with the 

plethora of difficulties in getting it to screens because of the domestic violence and rape 

scenes the film would adopt from the novel. There were also comparisons between the 

setting in Auckland and popular North American films set in ‘the ghetto.’ Māori scholars 

criticised the film for highlighting the effects of colonisation, but not colonisation itself.  

For the most part, the kōrero about Once Were Warriors was in relation to the film’s level of 

realism, and in particular in terms of the film’s aural authenticity and the portrayal of 

violence. These are the fundamental causes of the love/hate relationship with Once Were 

Warriors. Some of the whānau admitted to being unfairly viewed through ethnic association 

with Jake which had not been discussed in New Zealand film history before. As 

mentioned, Twilight of the Gods, the only ‘camp aesthetic’ film surveyed in this study, does 

not appear in any New Zealand film histories despite international recognition and success 

at many festivals. The kōrero about Twilight of the Gods was about how the relationship 

between Toa and his tīrairaka was symbolic of the inextricable link between man and ātua 

which was broken once the Soldier/Rakauroa captured and killed the tīrairaka. Thus, the 

worst possible outcome of Toa not killing the Soldier in the first instance ultimately 

resulted in the loss of connection between man and the ātua which is a sad, but veritable 

indictment on many in Māori society today.   

 

The threads of kōrerorero demonstrate why the Hunga Mātakitaki i te Hapū is a vital 

component in the historical strand of this study. The kōrero are important because they 

make connections with and disconnections from film using the whānau understanding and 

knowledge of the elements in the Tīreki Roi and mātauranga Māori. And the korero are 

important because they are part of our whānau oral traditions. Whilst there are links 

between the literature and the kōrero at times, many of the points the whānau brought to the 

fore would not have occurred in New Zealand film history had the Hunga Mātakitaki not 

transpired. 

 

In this study, I have shown that there is a need for space for MAPIs in the film studies 

discipline. I have shown that Māori are more than capable of constructing and developing 

the appropriate tools to carve out the theoretical, audience/reception studies and film 

history spaces needed to belong to film studies, or any discipline if we so choose. I have 

shown that ways of understanding Māori in film is intimately connected with an 

understanding of the elements of the reo, the Tīreki Roi, mahi-toi, whānau, and kōrero, and I 
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have based the theoretical, methodological and historical tools on these crucial cultural 

elements.  

 

Whilst the tools I have developed in this study are not perfect, the groundwork has been 

done for new MAPIs to engage with film studies using them. Metaphorically, I have 

selected and gathered the harakeke; I have removed the vertebrae and completed the haro 

process. I have washed and dried the muka and rolled them into whenu, aho, and weu. It is 

ready for whatu, and here, I leave that for future MAPIs.  

 

 

 

Ko te karakia ā te Hāhi Ringatū: He honore, he kororia, he maungarongo ki te whenua, he whakaaro 

pai ki ngā tāngata katoa. 
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Appendices 

Appendix I: Glossary  
Te Reo Rangatira to English 

A 
aho   strand 

āhua   personality, characteristics, personal qualities 

anō   again, more 

Aotearoa  the name given to New Zealand by Kupe’s wife, Hine-te- 
    Aparangi 
  
aramoana step-like weaving and lattice patters which depict the vast steps of 

the ocean 

arero   pointed tongue point of the taiaha 

aria   visible resemblance of the ātua, theory, concept, likeness 

ariki   paramount chief 

aroha   love, sorrow, sympathy, compassion, empathy, affection, charity 

atiraukawa  a variety of harakeke that is commonly used for muka fibres 

ātua   god 

 

H 
haere   (mai) come, (atu) go 

Hāhi Ringatū church of the upraised hand established by Te Kooti Te Turuki 
 Arikirangi 

 
haka   posture dance 

hākari   a feast or sumptuous meal, banquet 

hapa   supper, dinner 

hapū   lit. To be pregnant, sub-tribe 

hara   sin, wrongdoing, transgression 

harakeke  flax 

hāro   to scrape clean 

haukāinga  local people, home or true home people 

hēhē   be wrong, at a loss, disappointing, gone astray 

hīmene   hymn 

Hine-Tītama  the Dawn Maiden who became Hine-nui-i-te-pō 
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hītori   history 

hoa   friend, mate, companion, ally 

hunga ora  those who are well and living 

hui   meeting 

hūmārie  gentle, amiable, nice, affable, genial, pleasant, handsome 

hura kōhatu  unveiling of a memorial headstone 

 

I 
Io (Matua Kore) the supreme God, the parentless one 

iti   small 

iwi   lit. bones, tribes 

iwi kōrero  tribal narratives 

 

K 
kai   food, eat 

kaiako   teacher 

kaihana   cousin/s 

kaimahi  worker, employee, staff 

kaikōrero  speaker, person speaking 

kairaranga  weaver 

kaitiaki   custodian, minder, overseers 

kaitiakitanga  steward, trustee, protection or guardianship 

kaikōrero  speaker 

kaiwhaikōrero  formal speaking exponent 

kakano   seed 

kanohi   face or eyes 

kapahaka  team devoted to traditional posture dance 

karakia   to recite ritual chants, incantations or prayers 

karanga   call 

kare   dear, darling, term of endearment for a woman 

kaumatua  wise, older man 

kaupapa  purpose, rationale, reason 

kawa   rules, customs, and protocols of the marae 
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kete   kits or baskets 

kīnaki   relish, condiment, garnish 

kiriata   film 

kite/-a   see or seen 

kīwai   woven basket handle 

kōauau   a woodwind instrument, cross-blown flute 

koha contribution, offering, gift, donation, symbol of thanks or 
 acknowledgement 

 
kohunga ngaro  a type of flax used commonly for extracting muka fibres for  
    tāniko 
 
kōrero   talk, narrative, conversation, story 

kōrerorero  to talk, to discuss, to chat or converse 

koro/koroua  old man, grandfather 

kotahitanga  oneness, united 

kuia   old lady (post-menapause), Nana, grandmother 

kumara   sweet potato  

kupapa   friendly, collaborator or ally of the Crown, traitor, defector 

kupu   word 

 

M 
māhaki   placidness, meek, calm, inoffensive, quiet  

mahi   doing or working 

mahi-toi  lit. ‘doing art’, cultural arts and crafts 

mamae   pain, sore, hurt 

mana   status, prestige, authority, control, power, influence 

manaakitanga to serve, host, be hospitable, show generosity, selflessness, 
 honouring, caring, kindness, love, respect, to show 
 talents regardless of the status of the visitors or feelings 
 about them 

 
manuhiri guests, visitors 

marae   hapū residence 

marae ātea  courtyard or open area in front of the wharenui 

mārama  understand, comprehend, explain, enlighten or 
    Moon, month 
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maramataka  calendar or almanac 

matakite  prophetic, visionary, predictive, foreteller, foreseer 

Mataora  mortal man who brought the tāmoko practice to te āo māmara 

mātātuhi  written literature 

mātauranga  education, studies, wisdom, understanding, skill 

mātauranga-ā-iwi traditional iwi specific knowledge 

mātauranga Māori knowledge based on specific Māori concepts 

mauri   life principle, special nature, a material principle, essence or life-

force 

mihi   to acknowledge, pay tribute or to thank 

moe   sleep, slumber 

moko   tattooing designs 

mokopuna grandchildren, any child of one’s niece or nephew, two generations 

younger than I 

mōteatea  songs of lament 

muka   flax fibres 

 

N 
nihoniho taniwha teeth of a monster or supernatural being 

Niwareka  a tūrehu who brought tāniko to te āo mārama 

noa   free from tapu or restriction 

 

NG 
ngā   the (plural) 

Ngā Puhi a tribe or nation in the Te Taitokerau region who predominantly 
 whakapapa from Rāhiri and the Mātaatua Māmari and 
 Ngātokimatawhaorua waka 

 
Ngāti Awa a tribe in the Waiāriki region who whakapapa from Awanui-ā-

 Rangi, Toi-te-Huatahi, and Toroa and the Mātaatua waka 
 
Ngāti Maniapoto a tribe based in the Waikato and Waitomo regions who 

 whakapapa to the Tainui confederation 
 
Ngāti Kahungunu a tribe based around Heretaunga/Hawkes’ Bay who whakapapa 

 to Kahungunu and Tamatea Arikinui, and belong to the 
 Tākitimu waka 
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Ngāti Porou a tribe based on the east coast of the North Island who 
 whakapapa to Porourangi and belong to the Horouta, 
 Takitimu and Tereanini waka 

 
Ngāti Tūwharetoa a tribe or nation in the central plateau of the North Island who 

 whakapapa from Ngātoro-i-Rangi who navigated the Te 
 Arawa waka 

 
ngeri short haka without weaponry which do not have set actions  

 

O 
onamata  ancient time in history 

ope   troupe 

 

P 
pā   fortified village 

pāekeeke  when speakers on the pae alternate 

Pākehā   lit. Different, strange; Caucasian, New Zealander of British or  
     European descent 
 
pakeke/pākeke pl. elder, my mother’s generation or the generation older than I 

pānui   announcements, advertise, publish, notify 

papakāinga  home base, village, original home 

Papatūānuku  ‘Earth Mother’ 

Parakuihi  breakfast 

pari   bodice, brassiere 

para   mulch 

paruparu  mud  

pātikitiki diamond shapes that represent the flounder, commonly used in 
 the Ngāti Porou 

  
patu to beat or strike, or a carved club used as battle weaponry 

pepeha   tribal saying or proverb 

pito   umbilical cord    

piupiu   kilt made of dried flax 

poropiti  prophet 

pōwhiri/pōhiri  ritual of encounter 
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puhi sacred or chosen woman, woman of status, virgin or to adorn or 
 decorate with feathers 

 
pūkana   to stare wildly, dilating the eyes when performing the haka 

pukapuka  book/s 

pūrerehua  bullroarer, a woodwind instrument or a butterfly 

pūtea   money, funds, cash, financials 

 

R 
rakau    tree, stick 

rakau whakapapa genealogy stick, mnemonic device to aid the recitation of  
    whakapapa 
 
rangatahi  youth generation, one generation younger than I 

rangatira  chief 

rangatiratanga  chieftainship, sovereignty, autonomy, determination 

rangimārie  peaceful, quiet 

raranga   hand weaving 

Rarohenga  the Underworld 

raru   problem, perplex, trouble, difficulty   

raurēkau  a shrub with red flowers native to New Zealand 

reo   voice, language  

ringawera  ‘hot hands’ group who do dishes and/or work in the kitchen 

rohe   district, region 

Rongowhakaata a tribe based in the Gisborne area who whakapapa to 
 Rongowhakaata, Ruapani, Turahiri, Moetai and 
 Uetupupuke and those of the Horouta and Takitimu  waka 

 
rōpū   group, team, party of people 

Rūaumoko  god of earthquakes 

 

T 
tā   to fashion 

taha   side, margin, edge, beside or paradigm 

taha hinengaro  intellectual or mental paradigm 

taha māori  māori paradigm 

taha tinana  physical paradigm 
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taha wairua  spiritual paradigm 

taiaha   carved, wooden weapon with a long neck, used in battle 

Tainui a waka confederation who whakapapa to Ngāti Maniapoto, Ngāti 
 Raukawa and the Waikato/Hauraki regions 

 

takahi   tramp, stamp, tread 

takatāpui  close friend of the same gender, modern kupu for gay or lesbian 

tamariki  children 

tamatane  young boy 

tāmoko   designs with whakapapa significance that are tattooed onto the 
    body 
  
tane/tāne pl.  man 

tānekaha  celery pine tree 

Tāne Mahuta  god of nature, also known as Tāne-te-waiora and Tāne-nui-ā- 
    Rangi 
 
tangata hara  bad or evil man, sinner, criminal 

tangata whenua people who belong to the land 

tangi   crying, weeping 

tangihanga  funeral ritual 

tāniko   ornately woven decorations 

taonga   prized possession, effects, treasures 

taonga pūoro  woodwind musical instruments 

tapiki   to overlap, especially when completing the last row of a woven 
    item 
 
tapu   prohibited, restricted, set apart, forbidden 

tātaritanga  analysis 

tauira   student 

tauparapara  incantation, chants 

taurekareka captives, slaves, idiot, rascal, scoundrel 

tauutuutu an order of speaking from the pae where the tangata whenua go 
 first, then followed by the manuhiri 

 

Tāwhaki the tipuna considered semi-supernatural who according to some 
 iwi retrieved the three baskets of knowledge from the 
 twelfth heaven. Other iwi believe Tāne retrieved them 

 
tawhito   old, traditional 
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te āo mārama  the world of enlightenment, understanding or light 

te āo tūturu  the traditional old world 

Te Arawa a tribe or nation who whakapapa to Tama-te-Kapua and the Te 

Arawa waka 

teina   younger sibling or cousin of the same gender 

Te Kete Aronui the basket retrieved from the twelfth heaven containing the love, 
 arts, peace 

 
te reo rangatira  the language of chiefs, ‘Māori’ language 

Te Whānau-ā-Apanui a tribe or nation in the Waiāriki region who whakapapa from 
 Apanui Ringamutu, and are connected to the Te Arawa 
 and Tauira waka 

 
teke, tenetene  vagina, female genitalia 

tihore   a type of flax used commonly for extracting muka fibres for  
    tāniko 
 
tika   correct, right, straight, true, upright, just, fair 

tikanga   protocols, methods, correct procedures, lore, habits, rules, codes 

timata   beginning, start, commence 

tīrairaka  fantail (also tīwaiwaka)    

tīreki roi  lit. Fernroot stack 

tino rangatiratanga absolute self-determination, autonomy, sovereignty 

tīpuna/tūpuna  ancestors, spiritual connectors, genealogical connectors 

tīwēwē   wail, crying call 

toa   warrior 

tohi   a ritual ceremony, like a baptism 

tohunga  skilled or expert person  

tomo   promissory marriage, betrothal 

tuākana   older sibling or cousin of the same gender 

tuarua   second 

tuatahi   first 

tuatoru   third 

tuawha   fourth 

tuhinga   writing, document, text 

tuhinga whakapae thesis 

Tūhoe, Ngāi a tribe in the Waiāriki region who whakapapa from Tūhoe-pōtiki 
 and the Mātaatua and Nukutere waka 
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tukanga method, procedure, course of action, process 

tūpāpaku dead person, corpse  

tūrangawaewae  one’s place to stand 

tukutuku  woven lattice patterns 

tūrehu   fair-skinned or fair people 

 

U 
Uetonga  grandson of Rūaumoko who lived in the Underworld 

uhi   multi-pointed chisel 

uri   descendants 

urupā   burial or concealment underground chamber or burial ground 

utu   repay, pay, cost, price, wage, fee, reciprocity 

 

W 
wā   time, season, interval, period, era 

waiata   song 

waka   canoe, boat, transport or conveyance 

waka taua  battle canoe 

wahine/wāhine pl. woman 

wāhanga  part, portion, segment, chapter 

waharoa  gateway, opening, entrance to the marae 

wāhi tapu  sacred place 

waimāori  fresh or natural water 

wairua   lit. two waters; the meeting of spiritual and physical, spirit 

wairuatanga  sacred relationship between man and gods 

wānanga  traditional school and time of higher learning, intensive learning, 
    University 
 
wehenga  separate, departure, faction, division, section 

wero   to pierce, spear, jab or challenge 

wiri   to tremble or shiver 
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WH 
whaikōrero  formal, historically based address 

whakaahua  photograph/s 

whakaaro  thought, concept, idea 

whakairo  carving, patterning, embellishment, decoration 

whakairo paepaeroa a type of ornate, fine-finger weaving another name for tāniko 

whakaiti  lit. to keep small; to stay humble, humility 

whakamā  shame, embarrassed, bashful, shy 

whakamutunga  concluding, ending, last, final 

whakanoa  cleansing from tapu 

whakapapa  genealogical layerings 

whakatau  official welcome speeches 

whakataukī   aphorism, traditional saying, proverb 

whakawātea  set free, liberate, excuse, dislodge 

whakawhanaungatanga establishment of connections 

whānau/whanaunga  family, family members  

whanaunga tanga collective consciousness 

whānau pani  grieving family 

whānau whakawae breech or feet first birth 

whāngai  to feed or nourish, also the Māori form of fostering or adopted 
    children  
 
whare   house 

wharenui  main house on the marae 

whare maire  a house where sacred traditional lore is taught 

whare tīpuna/tūpuna ancestral house 

whare wānanga  house of higher learning 

whati   error, broken delivery, mistake 

whenu   strand 

whenua  land or placenta 

whētero  protrusion, particularly of the tongue 

whiri   plait 

whiripapa  three stranded cord/rope 

246 

 



Appendix II: Chronolog ical New Zealand Filmography (Featuring Māori) 
(Not in Print (N.I.P), Short Film (*)) 

 

1913 

Hinemoa, dir. Gaston Méliès 

How Chief Ponga Won His Bride, dir. Gaston Méliès (N.I.P) 

Loved by a Māori Chieftess, dir. Gaston Méliès (N.I.P) 

1914 

Hinemoa, dir. George Tarr (N.I.P) 

1916 

A Māori Maid’s Love (also known as The Surveyors Daughter), dir. Raymond Longford (N.I.P) 

1922 

Birth of New Zealand, The, dir. Harrington Reynolds (excerpts only) 
My Lady of the Cave, dir. Rudall Hayward 

1925 
Adventures of Algy, dir. Beaumont Smith 

Rewi’s Last Stand (Silent), dir. Rudall Hayward 
Romance of Hinemoa, The, dir. Gustav Pauli (excerpts only) 

1927 

Te Kooti Trail, The, dir. Rudall Hayward 

1928 

Taranga/The Devil’s Pit/Under the Southern Cross, dirs. Alexander Markey/Lew Collins 
Under the Southern Cross, dir. Gustav Pauli 

1930 
Hei Tiki, dir. Alexander Markey 

1936 

On the Friendly Road, dir. Rudall Hayward 

1940 

Last Stand, The (also known as Rewi’s Last Stand) (Sound), dir. Rudall Hayward 

1947 

Green Dolphin Street, dir. Victor Saville 

1952 

Broken Barrier, dir. Roger Mirams and John O’Shea 
1954 

Seekers, The, dir. Ken Annakin 

1962 

In Search of the Castaways, dir. Robert Stevenson 
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1964 

Runaway, dir. John O’Shea 

1966 

Don’t Let it Get to You, dir. John O’Shea 

1972 

Rangi’s Catch, dir. Michael Furlong 

To Love a Māori, dir. Rudall Hayward 

1977 

Sleeping Dogs, dir. Roger Donaldson 

1981 

Goodbye Porkpie, dir. Geoff Murphy 

Kingi’s Story, dir. Mike Walker 

Pictures, dir. Michael Black 

1983 

Lost Tribe, The, dir. John Laing 

Utu, dir. Geoff Murphy 

1984 

Among the Cinders, dir. Rolf Haedrich 

Other Halves, dir. John Laing 

Trespasses, dir. Peter Sharp 

Vigil, dir. Vincent Ward 

1985 

Came a Hot Friday, dir. Ian Mune 

Just Passing Through, dir. Judy Rymer 

Kingpin, dir. Mike Walker 

Lie of the Land, The, dir. Graham McLean 

Queen City Rocker, dir. Bruce Morrison 

Quiet Earth, The, dir. Geoff Murphy 

Sylvia, dir. Michael Firth 

1986 

Arriving Tuesday, dir. Richard Riddiford 

Dangerous Orphans, dir. John Laing 

1987 

Footrot Flats, dir. Murray Ball 
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Mark II, dir. John Anderson 

Ngati, dir. Barry Barclay 

1988 

Mauri, dir. Merata Mita 

Never Say Die, dir. Geoff Murphy 

Send a Gorilla, dir. Melanie Read 

1989 

Rainbow Warrior Conspiracy, The, dir. Chris Thompson 

Roimata, dir. Riwia Brown 

1990 

Ruby and Rata, dir. Gaylene Preston 

1991 

Returning, The, dir. John Daly 

Rua, Te, dir. Barry Barclay 

1992 

Crush, dir. Alison Maclean 

Sinking of the Rainbow Warrior, The, dir. Michael Tuchner 

1993 

Desperate Remedies, dirs. Stewart Main and Peter Wells 

Kahu and Maia, dir. David Blyth 

*Kimi and the Watermelon, dir. Don Selwyn and Peter Evans 

*Peach, dir. Christine Parker 

Piano, The, dir. Jane Campion 

1994 

*Avondale Dogs, dir. Gregor Nicholas 

*Hinekaro, dir. Christine Parker 

Last Tattoo, The , dir. John Reid 

Once Were Warriors, dir. Lee Tamahori 

*Ra Whānau, Te, dir. Karen Sidney 

1995 

Call Up, The, dir. David Blyth 

*The Cats Are Crying, dir. Brendon Butt 

Dead Certs, dir. Ian Mune 

Flight of the Albatross, dir. Werner Mayer 
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*Twilight of the Gods, dir. Stewart Main 

1996 

Chicken , dir. Grant Lahood 

1997 

*Mananui, dir. Poata Eruera 

Whole of the Moon, The, dir. Ian Mune 

1998 

*9 Across, dir. Jesse Warn 

I’ll Make You Happy, dir. Athina Tsoulis 

Via Satellite, dir. Anthony McCarten 

1999 

Scarfies, dir. Robert Sarkies 

What Becomes of the Brokenhearted? dir. Ian Mune 

2000 

Crooked Earth, The, dir. Sam Pillsbury 

Fish Skin Suit, dir. Peter Burger 

Jubilee, dir. Michael Hurst 

Price of Milk, The, dir. Harry Sinclair 

2001 

*Ao Kapurangi, Te, dir. Tama Poata 

Her Majesty, dir. Mark J. Gordon 

*Hill, The, dir. Tainui Stephens 

Love Mussel, dir. Michael Hurst 

*Po Uriuri, Te, dir.Toby Mills 

Snakeskin, dir. Gillian Ashurst 

Stickmen, dir. Hamish Rothwell 

2002 

*13 Days Out, dir. Rangitawaea Reedy 

Whale Rider, dir. Niki Caro 

2003 

Christmas, dir. Gregory King 

*Freezer, The, dir. Paolo Rotondo 

*Needles and Glass, dir. Miranda Harcourt and Rawiri Paratene 

Nemesis Game, dir. Jesse Warn 
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*Pikowae, dir.Vanessa Rare 

*Ride, dir. Stephen Sinclair 

Tongan Ninja, dir. Jason Stutter 

Toy Love, dir. Harry Sinclair 

*Tūrangawaewae, dir. Peter Burger 

*Two Cars, One Night, dir. Taika Waititi 

2004 

Fracture, dir. Larry Parr 

*Picnic Stops, dir. Kirstin Marcon 

Spooked, dir. Geoff Murphy 

*Tama Tū, dir. Taika Waititi 

2005 

*Kerosene Creek, dir. Michael Bennett 

*Little Things, The, dir.Reina Webster 

Perfect Creature, dir. Glenn Standring 

River Queen, dir. Vincent Ward 

2006 

*Hawaikī, dir. Mike Jonathan 

*King Boys, The, dir. Christopher Clark 

*Speaker, The, dir. Te Arepa Kahi 

2007 

Black Sheep, dir. Jonathan King 

Down By the Riverside, dirs. Brad Davison and Marama Killen 

Eagle vs Shark, dir. Taika Waititi 

Ferryman, The, dir. Chris Graham 

*Fog, dir. Peter Salmon 

*Run, dir. Mark Albitson 

*Taua, dir. Te Arepa Kahi 

We’re Here to Help, dir. Jonothan Cullinane 

*Word, The, dir. Quentin Parr 

2008 

*Aphrodite’s Farm, dir. Adam Strange 

*Patu Ihu, dir. Summer Agnew 

*Shadows, dir. Mike Jonathan 
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2009 

*Journey to Ihipa, dir. Nancy Brunning 

*Kehua, dir. Wiremu Grace 

*Mokopuna, dir. Ainsley Gardiner 

Strength of Water, The, dir. Armagan Ballantyne 

*Rua, dir. Garth Watene 

*Warbrick, dirs. Meihana and Peter Durie 

2010 

Boy, dir. Taika Waititi 

2012 

Fresh Meat, dir. Danny Mulheron 

2013 

White Lies, dir. Dana Rotberg  
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Appendix III: Research Advertisement (Sent to Whānau) 

 
 

YOU’LL DO AS YOU’RE 

F*%#ING TOLD!!!!! 

 
Are you whakapapa related to the researcher? 

Do you like film? 

Have you seen many films? 

 

To participate in this study that is focusing on  

Māori characters in cinema, you only need the first one! 

 

To participate, you only have to: 

 1) Turn up  

2) Eat  

3) Watch some film 

4) Have a little kōrero about some fullas in the films, and 

5) Let the university give you petrol vouchers for coming. 

 

Kei te pai tēnā? Easy ay? 
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Appendix IV: Consent Form 

 
 

Researcher: Jani Katarina Taituha Wilson 

Research Topic: He Whakatūranga Pohewa o te Iwi Māori/A Visual Historiography of Māori 

• I have been given and have understood an explanation of this research project.   

• I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and I can terminate it at any 

time with no negative consequences. 

• I understand that I will be attending either 3 whānau groups that will take 

approximately 3 hours OR 1-day session, altogether 9 hours. 

• I understand that my voice will be digitally recorded. 

• I understand that my identity will be kept strictly confidential, and that a 

pseudonym can be used if I wish. However, because the groups are small and other 

contributors are whānau, I may be identified by them. 

• I understand I have the right not to respond to any questions and to remove myself 

at any time during the discussion.  

• I understand that only the researcher and academic supervisors will have access to 

the information contained in the observations and consent forms. 

• I understand that all data and consent forms will be stored separately in the 

administrator’s office at the University of Auckland for a period of six years 

according to University guidelines. They will then be destroyed.  

I would like to use a pseudonym    Yes/No  

I would like a copy of the summary of findings Yes/No 

Printed Name: _______________________________________________ 

Signature: ____________________________________________________ 

Email: ____________________________________________________ 

Date: ________/________/___________ 
Approved by the University of Auckland Ethics Committee on 12/8/09 -12/8/12 for 

Reference number 2009/307 
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Appendix V: Whānau Group Participation Information Sheet (PIS) 
 

 
 

Title of Project: He Whakatūranga Pohewa o te Iwi Māori/A Visual Historiography 
of Māori 
Invited Participants: Those who are whakapapa related to the researcher through 
Ngāti Kawa (Oromāhoe) and/or Ngāi Taiwhakaea (Te Pāroa) 
 

Researcher: Jani Katarina Taituha Wilson (Ngā Puhi/Ngāti Awa), PhD Student, 
Department of Film, Television and Media Studies 
 

Linda Smith (Ngāti Awa/Ngāti Porou) says that research should be done in Māori 
communities, by Māori, and for Māori. You have been invited to participate in a study 
about the representation of Māori in cinema. Your invitation has been extended because 
you are a whakapapa related to the researcher. Your opinions and insights about how 
Māori have been portrayed on film via a number of Māori characters are an essential part 
of this project. 
 
The dual purposes of this whānau-based research are firstly to critique the cinematic 
history of Māori characters, and secondly to connect Kaupapa Māori theory with film 
studies. Kaupapa Māori theory is the ideal ways that Māori conduct research that is by, for 
and to their community. The overall objective is to construct an Aotearoa film history and 
theory. For this to materialise, Māori voices are absolutely mandatory. The Kaupapa Māori 
framework means that the way the whānau groups are arranged will be according to how 
the whānau already conduct themselves in hui situations, but on a lesser scale.  
 
Participation in the research project is entirely voluntary, and attending whānau members 
are entitled to either not contribute to the discussion, or remove yourself from a 
discussion. Equally, it is also the whānau member’s right to remain anonymous by using a 
pseudonym. The whānau groups will consist of no more than 5 people and will take place 
at a private home or a marae, depending on the consensus of the whānau. Because this is a 
whānau group rather than strictly a focus group, you are more than welcome to bring your 
tamariki, but please be mindful of possible interference with the sound-recording 
technology.  
 
The whānau groups will be recorded with a digital voice recorder. The master copy will be 
burnt onto a CD and forwarded to the involved whānau members, and a transcribed 
version will follow either by post or email, whichever suits the participant. All information 
gathered throughout the course of this project will be stored for six years in a locked 
cabinet (in the administrator’s office) and then disposed of. A summary of findings will be 
provided if requested. Additionally, all drafts of the thesis where the whānau member’s 
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dialogue is utilised will be forwarded to him/her and will not be published without the 
endorsement by the individual. Editing rights remain with the researcher. 
 
We hope that a total of 15 whānau members will contribute to this study. All participating 
whānau will be provided with kai, compensated with $90 worth of petrol vouchers (3 x 
$30), and if held on private premises, the houses where the whānau groups take place will 
receive a $20 koha. 
 

Participation in Whānau Groups 

Whānau groups will EITHER meet on 3 negotiated occasions OR if time and/or 
availability of a suitable location in your rohe, one day long whānau group can also be 
arranged. This is because there are a number of films to be viewed to give the whānau a 
good cross-section of historical and contemporary Māori characters. The film list and 
running times are attached. At each meeting, a short fiction film/s (11-17 mins) will be 
followed by a feature (72-103 mins). This is so that we will not be viewing for any longer 
than 2 hours, and will be no more than one hour for discussion. 
 

Tentative Whānau Group Procedures 

Agenda 1: 3 x 3hr Whānau Group 

Karakia 

Kai 

Whakatau-iti/Whakawhanaungatanga 

Viewings (less than 2 hours) 

Discussion 

Wā Kapu Tī [Cup of tea] 

 

OR 

 

Agenda 2: 1-Day Whānau Group 

Karakia 

Whakawhanaungatanga 

Whakatau-iti 

1st films (less than 2 hours) 

Discussion 

Break: Kapu Tī [morning tea] 

2nd Group of Films (less than 2 hours) 

Discussion 

Break: Lunch 

3rd Group of Films (less than 2 hours) 
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Discussion 

If you would like more information about this research project, please contact my 
supervisor, Dr Sue Abel or my Head of Department, Professor Annamarie Jagose. Their 
contact details are: 
 
Dr Sue Abel 
Departments of Māori Studies and Film, Television and Media Studies 
University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019  Email: s.abel@auckland.ac.nz 
Auckland 1142   Telephone : 09 3737599 x 88874 
 
 
 
Professor Annamarie Jagose 
Department of Film, Television and Media Studies 
University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019  Email : a.jagose@auckland.ac.nz 
Auckland 1142   Telephone: 09 3737599 x 87332 
 
If you would like to contact me, my contact details are: 
Jani K. T. Wilson 
c/- Department of Film, Television and Media Studies  
University of Auckland Email: jwil254@aucklanduni.ac.nz 
Private Bag 92019  Telephone: 09 3737599 x 86423 
 
 
For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University of 
Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. 
Telephone 3737599 x 83711. 
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