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IT MAY BE useful to remind ourselves that dictionaries of biography are in practice 
essentially works of reference. They will be mined for facts, for information about past 
individuals or clusters of them. To whom was x married? Were y and z members of the 
same church or educated at the same school or in the same organization? Users will be 
many; readers few and far between. 

Both tacitly and explicitly the D N Z B manages to proclaim a purpose beyond this. Even 
stripped of its luxuriant wrappers it will sit on the shelves of the world 's major reference 
libraries and manage to make its Australian, Canadian and American counterparts look 
crabbed, busy and inelegant, utilitarian. These volumes go beyond being mere informa-
tion retrieval systems to make an aesthetic and a cultural statement. Indeed the editorial 
goal 'is not only to produce reliable reference texts but also to provide readers with an 
insight into the scope of New Zealand society' . There is a greater whole to which these 
individual lives are seen as contributing elements; fragments in the mosaic. 

The selection of biographical subjects for inclusion has therefore had to have reference 
to this greater whole. While national eminence remained a criterion, subjects were also 
chosen for ' their standing within less extensive milieux, for their representativeness and 
for the balance their presence gives to the volume as a whole ' . This representation and 
balance suggest, however approximate, some sort of template of society and culture 
which has been used in selection and which presumably changes as successive volumes 
move through time. Replicating that society 's life in representative lives in a balanced 
way was always going to have to confront the obduracy, and to some extent the fortuity, 
of the archival record. The reference work ' s quest for authority in terms of archival 
validation has to do business with the desire for balanced representation of those groups 
and individuals who are, to coin a phrase, archi vally disadvantaged. The editors are aware 
of this conundrum. 'Representative people often proved difficult to clothe with sufficient 
substance to enable them to survive to publication. ' This seems, unfortunately, to have 
been especially true of women. Nevertheless, a reviewer is left with two criteria of 
evaluation: the D N Z B ' s capacity to function as a work of reference and the insight into 
the changing society of historical New Zealand which it evokes. 

As reference works, these two volumes should be seen in the context of the 4,500 or 
so biographical files which lie behind them and which will be available for scholarly use. 
But there is a sense in which publication of reference works in this form is now beginning 
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to look dated. The Uni ted K i n g d o m ' s New Dictionary of National Biography will b e an 
electronic publicat ion and those already fami l ia r with the second edi t ion of the Oxford 
English Dictionary on C D - R o m will be aware that this represents a m a j o r qual i ta t ive 
enhancement of a r e fe rence tool . But these are the accidents of t ime in a fas t chang ing 
field. Begun in 1983, the D N Z B is without quest ion the m a j o r col lect ive project of N e w 
Zea land ' s his tor iographic c o m m u n i t y in the late twent ie th century and it achieves a 
standard of excel lence which ref lec ts great credit on that communi ty . I detect f e w editorial 
lapses.1 The informat ion g iven is clear and appropriate . The wri t ing of individual entries 
achieves a consistent ly h igh s tandard and is somet imes except ional ly vivid, escaping the 
somewhat fo rmula ic constraints of biographical dict ionaries. T h e indices are he lpfu l and 
extensive, the cross- referencing impressive. Purely as a r e fe rence the D N Z B is already 
a notable achievement , a t r iumph for the col laborat ive ef for t which its editorial t eam, first 
under the gu idance of Bill Ol iver and then under Claudia Orange , have led. 

If we look at the t w o vo lumes compara t ive ly some interest ing f igures emerge . 

Volume I Volume II 

Contr ibutors 287 4 2 2 
Lives 588 617 
Pages 674 664 

Maori as % of total 27 14 
W o m e n as % of total 20 22 
Maor i w o m e n as % of Maor i entries 13 19 
Maor i w o m e n as % of w o m e n entries 19 12 

Polit icians as % of total 14 20 ' 
Press as % of total 5 11 

Entries are becoming more prol i f ic (59 per decade in vo lume one; 206 per decade in 
vo lume two) but shorter. Maor i are less well represented. W o m e n main ta in their level of 
underrepresentat ion. Maor i w o m e n are bet ter represented in the Maor i sample ; to a 
matching degree less wel l represented amongs t the f ema le cohort af ter 1870. Pol i t ic ians 
and press both strikingly improve their representat ion. T o what extent are these shif ts 
accurate ref lect ions of social change? T o what extent do they arise out of the l imitat ions 
of scholarship or archival constraints? 

M y impression culled f r o m these vo lumes is of the shif t f r o m a society where for tune 
hung in the balance to one where the process of ' se t t lement ' has taken on an inexorable 
quality and proceeds apace. The risks are beg inn ing — at least for the colonis t — to be 
calculable and hence the appearance of the insurance agent in the land (Vo lume two, 
A16). In Vo lume two 'adminis t ra t ion ' becomes 'publ ic adminis t ra t ion ' . Factory, school 
and health inspectors — the agents of a regulated society — emerge . In the categories 
index ' Immigra t ion and Set t lement ' absorbs 'Exp lora t ion ' . Bankers , bus ines swomen , 
clerks, commiss ion agents, exporters , undertakers , stock and station agents and asy lum 
superintendents appear. The 'normal i sa t ion ' of society enables dev iance in its mani fes t 

1 Vol. 2, p.361, 1841 should read 1941; Vol. 2, K3, no author given; Rutland not Rutlandshire 
throughout; likewise County Durham not Durham when the county rather than the city is referred 
to. 
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f o r m s to be ident i f ied and inst i tut ionalized. T h e number of architects rises f r o m four to 
twenty be tween the two vo lumes — the w o r k of many of the latter still in forms the New 
Zea land townscape and provides conservat ionis t symbols . Educat ion witnesses the 
e m e r g e n c e of lecturers, administrators , principals and, that ever-rel iable sign of the 
dul l ing of the intellect, universi ty professors . Hospi ta l matrons , superintendents , admin-
istrators; pr ison adminis t rators ; prohibi t ionists (nine of 11 of w h o m are women) , all 
test i fy to a society af ter 1869 newly under governance , a land of administrators and 
adminis t ra t ive re formers . The longest entries in V o l u m e one are those for Fox, Grey, Te 
Koot i Ar ik i rangi Te Turuki , and R iwha Ti tokowaru . By compar i son those for Vo lume 
two are, in d iminish ing order of length, Seddon , Ward , Stout and then, about equal fourth, 
J ames Carrol l , Sister Mary Auber t and Frances Hodgkins . Adventurers and warriors in 
conf l ic t have given way to party bosses, political managers and the ameliorators of life 
in a raw but settled society. 

Cer ta inly the wor ld of associat ions, boards , clubs, lodges and commit tees is much in 
ev idence post -1869. T h e major i ty of these worthies are ' jo iners ' ; bondlessness a state 
beyond their reach. Unl ike the set t lement of seventeenth-century N e w England as 
depic ted by Roger Thompson , 2 late nineteenth-century set t lement in this country was not 
by ex tended ne tworks but by nucleated famil ies or individuals for w h o m part of the 
process of set t lement b e c a m e the format ion of associat ional ne tworks and social institu-
t ions. In this respect , it might be wor th not ing Col in M a t t h e w ' s intention that the New 
Dictionary of National Biography will include about 500 family entries and about 1,000 
col lect ive or p rosopographica l entries. 

The 'na t ive bo rn ' d o not achieve p re -eminence in V o l u m e t w o ' s representat ion of late-
Victor ian N e w Zealand society. Sixty-three per cent of the biographical subjects were 
born in the Bri t ish Isles (39% in England) . Only 2 3 % were N e w Zealand born and of these 
the great major i ty were Maor i . W o m e n at 30% contr ibute a greater proport ion of native 
born than of total entries. But overall the pos t -1869 picture is one of a society being shaped 
by a t ide of set t lement with a high degree of cultural homogenei ty . Your best chance of 
get t ing into V o l u m e two was to be British, male, acquire land as abundant ly as possible, 
have some adminis t ra t ive or political acumen and jo in the right organizat ions. These need 
not be rel igious. Only 17% of entries show any conspicuous godliness . If you were a 
European w o m a n , it was also advisable to jo in the W o m e n ' s Christ ian Temperance Union 
(almost half the Pakeha w o m e n subjects were members ) . Whe the r all of these features 
' represent ' N e w Zea land society in the per iods covered by the two volumes under review 
here, I mus t leave N e w Zea land his tor ians to decide. 

Perhaps even m o r e impressionist ical ly, there appears to be a change of style between 
the two vo lumes . In reading through V o l u m e one, I was struck by the vividness with 
which individual character and c i rcumstance could break through the constraints of the 
dict ionary format . This surely owes a good deal to the skills of editors and contributors 
but does what I see as the slightly du l l e r tone of V o l u m e two reflect a society successful ly 
s truggling to settle down , establish its norms and a s sume the mant le of respectabil i ty? 
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2 Roger Thompson. Mobility and Migration: East Anglian Founders of New England 1629-40, 
Amherst, 1994. 


