
Our History, Our Selves 
THE HISTORIAN AND NATIONAL IDENTITY* 

IN 1954 J.C. BEAGLEHOLE delivered a famous talk in Christchurch on 'The New 
Zealand Scholar'. Modelled on Ralph Waldo Emerson'seven more famous talk, 
'The American Scholar'. Beaglehole's address was a manifesto of intellectual 
independence. He did not use the words 'national identity' — 'tradition' was 
what he preferred — but the meaning was essentially the same. The New Zealand 
scholar, he said, 'is concerned with the pattern of life we have got from our own 
past, as a community in this country, and so with our sense of the age we live in, 
in this place now'.1 

It may seem unnecessary to pick up this theme again. John Beaglehole was 
speaking at a time when the serious study of New Zealand history was in its 
infancy. Teachers of history in schools and universities were still listening to the 
'courtly muses'2 of the old world, and the only New Zealand history taught in 
universities came under the rubric of the constitutional history of the British 
Empire. Beaglehole's was an urgently needed appeal to the historians of New 
Zealand that they should start examining the history at their feet. The next 
generation of academic historians, led from Auckland by Keith Sinclair, re-
sponded. Sinclair himself produced a useable general history, and his students 
burrowed deep in local records to turn out theses and then books. New Zealand 
history courses entered universities and, in 1967, a professional journal was 
started. Publishers became responsive to publishing serious works of local 
history. Today New Zealand history flourishes in the universities and there are 
about 100 public historians of New Zealand being paid to research our past. Half 
a dozen excellent books of scholarship are appearing each year. There is no need 
for the special pleading which lay behind Beaglehole's address. Even in 1954 
Beaglehole in characteristic mode noted that the process of intellectual self-
awareness 'can be embarrassing, alarming, distressing, if we live too near it, and 
are elegant and refined people'.3 One does not need to claim elegance or 

*A version of this paper was delivered as the J.C. Beaglehole lecture at the Conference of the New 
Zealand Historical Association al Wellington in February 1996. 

1 J.C. Beaglehole. 'The New Zealand Scholar' in Peter Munz.ed., The Feel of Truth, Wellington, 
1969. p.250. 

2 R.W. Emerson, 'The American Scholar' in The Collected Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
Cambridge. Mass.. 1971. vol. 1, p.69. 

3 Beaglehole. 'The New Zealand Scholar', p.239. 
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refinement today to believe that a justification for historical scholarship as a 
contribution to national identity seems an unnecessary and tired expression of 
narrow-minded chauvinism. If anything, now seems the time to warn against 
provincialism and to urge New Zealand historians to engage with international 
debate. 

Yet a number of developments make the case for a nationalist role for 
academic historians worth re-examining. The first is the increasing evidence that 
New Zealand society is hungry for a vision of itself through its history. Whether 
in television shows like Communicado's "New Zealand at War' or Paul Holmes' 
'The Way We Were', or films like 'War Stories' or glossy books of photos like 
Those were the Days or simply the images to be found on our stamps and our 
coins, New Zealanders are increasingly looking to the past. We too have our 
'Theatres of Memory' in Raphael Samuel's phrase;4 but the difference is that 
whereas in Britain's case (which is what Samuel is talking about) the cult of 
popular history seems mere nostalgia, a fashion which offers succour to a nation 
in decline, history has a more urgent task of national self-definition in New 
Zealand. At a time when we are establishing an independent foreign policy, and 
coming to grips with a new economic vision and a changed political system; 
when we contemplate a Republican future and become aware that some 20,000 
Asian migrants are reaching our shores each year; and above all when we 
struggle to resolve the legacy of 150 years of injustice towards Maori — in that 
context a sense of national identity becomes a burning issue and we look to our 
past to discover a pathway to the future. The visit of the Endeavour replica and 
the'dispute at Moutoa Gardens bring history to the front of national conscious-
ness. Yet the interpreters of our past to the New Zealand people are more likely 
to be Neil Roberts or Ken Mair than our trained historians. Are the professional 
historians, despite their numbers, neither able nor willing to be interpreters of 
national identity? 

Two recent situations have forced me to confront the issue directly. They both 
derive from my own situation as a public historian. First I work in the Historical 
Branch of the Department of Internal Affairs. We receive money from govern-
ment in order to research and write histories of national significance. In addition 
we administer awards and grant schemes designed to assist projects which will 
'significantly improve understanding of New Zealand's past'. There is perhaps 
an important distinction between history which contributes to national identity 
and history which makes a significant contribution to understanding New 
Zealand's past. But at the very least we are obliged to look at history from a 
national perspective. The obligation became more explicit in 1995 when the 
strange mix of businesses in the Department of Internal Affairs was grouped 
under three themes. The Historical Branch found itself in a grouping under the 
mission statement 'strengthening national identity', and alongside such units as 
the Births, Deaths and Marriages office. Passports and Citizenship, the Heritage 
Policy unit, the Waitangi Day commemorations, the National Archives and the 
Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. The Historical Branch was now offi-

4 Raphael Samuel. Theatres of Memory, London, 1994. 



OUR HISTORY, OUR SELVES 109 

cially part of a business with a public mandate to strengthen national identity and 
which received public money to do so. 

In a sense this mission was taking the Branch back to its roots and back to Joe 
Heenan, the undoubted hero of Beaglehole's 'The New Zealand Scholar'. 
Described in the essay as 'that passionately informal, that impulsive, generous, 
quick-tempered, wise, imaginative, romantic, pig-headed, enthusiastic, hard-
boiled, sentimental, gullible, sceptical, prejudiced and tolerant man',5 Heenan 
had become under-secretary in 1935 (not 1938 as claimed by Beaglehole in an 
uncharacteristic error). Heenan had no doubts that history had a key role in 
strengthening a sense of nationhood and set out to implement that vision. In 1938 
he established the Centennial Branch (the first precursor of today's Historical 
Branch), which under Eric McCormick's editorship produced 11 general vol-
umes and a 24-part illustrated publication. Making New Zealand. A Centennial 
Atlas was also begun. The Centennial Branch (or Historical Branch as it came 
to be called) was eventually killed in 1954; and the direct institutional predeces-
sor of the present Historical Branch was the War History Branch, Heenan's 
second attempt to call historians to the nation's service. Heenan established the 
War History Branch in 1945, and from it eventually emerged some 50 volumes 
recording New Zealand's experience in the second world war. Some classic 
historical writing emerged from these two ventures in history as national identity 
— McCormick's Letters and Art in New Zealand, Beaglehole's own work on the 
discovery of New Zealand, Dan Davin's Crete and Fred Wood's The New 
Zealand People at WarWhen this achievement was discussed by a group of 
historians at a seminar in November 1995 to commemorate the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the founding of the War History Branch, there was no overt criticism of 
the nationalist agenda that lay behind it. But when later in the day Claudia 
Orange, editor of the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, another publicly-
funded exploration of national identity, suggested that the year 2000 might 
provide a further opportunity for historians to participate in this way, then the 
challenge came. A number of those present expressed discomfort at such a use 
of history. 

There were clearly a number of bases to the concern. One was the fear that 
government might control historical knowledge and publication for state ends. 
Images of totalitarian mind-control and a massaging of the truth were raised. 
Putting history at the service of the state was reminiscent of Stalinist Russia. For 
such reasons a number of academic historians have recently claimed that 
'official history' has run its course.7 

Yet the problem of government control is only part of the issue here. For many 
academic historians the community of which they feel a part is the international 

5 Beaglehole. 'The New Zealand Scholar', p.245. 
6 E.H. McCormick, Letters and Art in New Zealand. Wellington, 1940; John Beaglehole, The 

Discovery of New Zealand. Wellington, 1940; D M . Davin, Crete, Wellington, 1953; F.L.W. Wood. 
The New Zealand People at War, Wellington, 1958. 

7 John Murphy. 'The New Official History', Australian Historical Studies, 26,102 (April 1974), 
pp.119-24; see also D. Cantor, 'Contracting Cancer? The Politics of Commissioned Histories', 
Social History of Medicine, 5,1 (April 1992) pp.132. 140. 
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world of scholars. Linked to one another by internet and specialized journals, 
they are primarily interested in historical and theoretical issues, not national 
myths. As the focus of historical research has moved away from elite politics to 
the social experience of ordinary people, so national boundaries have diminished 
in importance. Nations are the fields on which the game of politics is played out, 
so political history tends to be national history. But in a country as dependent as 
New Zealand upon the international movement of goods and ideas, issues of 
interest to historians such as popular culture or family life or class formation or 
even the experience of war are unlikely to be defined by national boundaries. In 
addition historians have become aware that a concentrated focus upon national 
identity creates blinkered perspectives. It tends to a Whiggish search for national 
origins, which artificially plays up certain events and trends and cuts off the sense 
of surprise and diversity in the past; and it leads to a hunt for large and crude 
generalizations such as 'national character' which obscure regional, ethnic and 
class differences. 

These are in my view convincing arguments. So we are left with a problem: 
a recognition that history in the public arena has much to gain both in influence 
— and indeed in public funding — from the view that history strengthens 
national identity. But the historical community itself is uncomfortable with the 
notion and sees it as intellectually reactionary. 

The issue confronted me from a second direction. Two years ago the Museum 
of New Zealand/Te Papa Tongarewa gave the Historical Branch a contract to 
provide conceptual input into the pakeha history exhibitions for the new building 
on the Wellington waterfront. The new museum has been consciously conceived 
as a monument to national identity, 'a place to stand for all New Zealanders' as 
the billboard in front of the new building proclaims, and on this basis it has 
received about $300 million of public funds. But the curators and historians 
working on the project have consistently expressed unease about too explicit a 
commitment to a nationalist agenda. The Maori team feared that a focus on 
national identity might obscure the importance of Maori and iwi identity. 
Members of the art and history teams believed that it might obscure other facets 
of identity, such as gender, sexual preference or ethnicity. What was revealing 
was that no-one saw any problems in a museum being a vehicle of identity 
formation. The Maori team, recalling the impact of Te Maori, were aware of how 
far an exhibition of historical artefacts could serve to make manifest a tradition, 
instil a sense of pride, and so reinforce collective identity. The art and history 
teams were also happy to work with specialized communities to allow them to 
express themselves through the display of artefacts and images. For example we 
in the history team have worked intensively with the New Zealand Chinese 
community on a temporary exhibition of their remarkable history in this country. 
The New Zealand Chinese community undoubtedly hope that this display will 
bring their experience into the light and be an affirmation of their identity. But 
that the nation as a collectivity should be expressed made the historians and 
scholars at the museum uncomfortable. They suggested that the promotion of 
national identity was too monocultural an aim, too crippling of diversity, too 
dangerous in imposing and reinforcing stereotypes. Much of their concern was 
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a social one — a belief that New Zealand had for too long presented a highly 
monolithic self-image and that 'unordinary blokes', not to mention 'unordinary 
sheilas', had until recently found it difficult to be accepted as genuine Kiwis. 
There was a fear that strengthening national identity would only serve to shore 
up narrow or unitary notions of that identity. Once more we were left with our 
problem — how to pursue history as a way of exploring and affirming national 
identity (for that is what society wants), yet do so in a way that takes account of 
the very genuine concerns, both intellectual and social, about that notion among 
the community of historians? 

In search of an answer let us return to J.C. Beaglehole's 'The New Zealand 
Scholar'. What is initially striking about that essay is that there is very little 
indication of the areas to which the historian should turn to reveal national 
traditions. Yet Beaglehole's own work and that of his students does give us clues. 
I once rather cruelly suggested that in researching Cook and Banks, Beaglehole 
was studying New Zealand localities, but an eighteenth-century British culture 
— and this suggested how limited was his enthusiasm for the popular culture of 
New Zealand. The accusation was only partly unfair, for it is certainly true that 
the exploration and early contact of pakeha with New Zealand were the focus of 
his own interests and much of his generation. It was as if the group who believed 
they were pioneering an intellectual discovery of this country had an instinctive 
empathy with those pakeha who in a physical sense had first explored here. The 
moment of 'landfall' was the metaphor for the Beaglehole generation. It is also 
striking that 'The New Zealand Scholar' gives no evidence at all that Beaglehole 
looked for national traditions in Maori history or experience. It was presumably 
this lack which led Ruth Ross to chide him after she read the essay.8 Any historian 
today wishing to explore national identities must go beyond these fields of 
interest, and confront Maori history, women's history and the popular culture of 
New Zealanders in the twentieth century. 'The New Zealand Scholar' in this 
respect gives little guidance. 

The Sinclair generation which followed offers us more help. Keith Sinclair 
possessed a distinctive vision of New Zealand identity which he attempted to 
document in his writings. He believed that conflicts between Maori and pakeha 
were important to national identity, but that in the end race relations in New 
Zealand were better than in South Africa, South Australia and South Dakota.1* He 
also saw in the reforming liberal traditions of the 1890s and 1930s a distinctive 
New Zealand political style.10 In his book on national identity, A Destiny Apart, 
he belatedly gave some recognition to non-political activities such as sport, 
participation in war and the literature of the post-Phoenix generation. But it is 
revealing that in that book he lumps together Maori, women and children in a 
brief (40 pages) chapter entitled 'A Peripheral Majority', as if he knows that their 

8 R.M. Ross. 'The Autochthonous New Zealand Soil', in Munz, ed.. The Feel of Truth, p.47. 
9 See Keith Sinclair. The Origins of the Maori Wars, Wellington. 1957; 'Why are Race Relations 

in New Zealand Better than in South Africa, South Australia or South Dakota?', The New Zealand 
Journal of History, 5, 2 (1971). pp. 121 -7. 

10 Keith Sinclair. William Pember Reeves, New Zealand Fabian, Oxford. 1965; Keith Sinclair, 
Walter Nash, Auckland, 1976. 
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role must be recognized but cannot quite see how to fit them in." In other words 
despite a clear commitment to exploring New Zealand identity, Sinclair does not 
make it easy for historians who are interested in issues of social experience or 
popular culture, or those who wish to explore diversity and minority cultures. 

Besides the issue of content, there is also the question of methodology. In this 
respect, Beaglehole's vision in 'The New Zealand Scholar' is primarily a literary 
one. He pleads for 'technical accomplishment, for professional standards, even 
to the point of pedantry'.12 He wishes to banish historical amateurism and 
establish the reign of the footnote. Consistent with Rankean notions of profes-
sional history and the importance of the document, he campaigns for a national 
archives. He has a vision of professional history as a detailed exploration of the 
evidence. Peter Munz noted the resulting paradox — that although John 
Beaglehole was a committed nationalist, his dedication to international stand-
ards of historical scepticism and accuracy cut across his ability to contribute to 
national traditions. 'The national intellect', wrote Munz, 'would require to be 
nurtured in a world of myth and passion thoroughly alien to the high level of 
rational discussion, scepticism and criticism so characteristic of modern metro-
politan culture'.13 The historian with a training in searching out the evidence, 
questioning received wisdom, and appreciating complexity does not find it easy 
to construct the simple myths which help define national identity. As a result, 
although Beaglehole had a significant influence upon establishing professional 
standards among the historical community, it is debatable whether his writings 
had much influence at all upon New Zealand's sense of national identity. 
Arguably Cook was a more significant figure in national consciousness before 
the Cook Journals appeared than after14 — only now has interest in the 'Great 
Navigator' revived and from a very different perspective. 

Beaglehole's example points to a wider problem. His vision of the historian 
was, as we have noted, primarily a literary one. This did not imply that the 
historian should be a narrow professional. With an interest in typography and the 
finely-polished text, Beaglehole located historians alongside other practitioners 
of high culture such as poets or novelists or musicians. He talked, after all, about 
'the New Zealand scholar' not the New Zealand historian. But what he did not 
consider was how to communicate through popular media — through film or 
radio ormuseum exhibitions. Presumably Beaglehole's model of the historian's 
role was that he (the gender is Beaglehole's) would communicate to a small elite 
— and in turn his findings would be translated into popular books and poems by 
a secondary level of contributors to the culture. This is the literary 'trickle down' 
theory, and like other 'trickle down' theories it frequently does not work. For the 
popularizers either do not bother to read the front-line scholarship, or if they do, 
they fail to understand it. Today this is a major issue. Increasingly history is being 

11 Keith Sinclair. A Destiny Apart: New Zealand's Search for National Identity, Wellington. 
1986, pp. 195-235. 

12 Beaglehole. 'New Zealand Scholar", p.251. 
13 Peter Munz, 'A Personal Memoir' in Munz, ed.. The Feel of Truth, p. 19. 
14 Note for example the huge statue to Cook erected in Christchurch in 1928 and his presence 

on 1940 centennial postage stamps. 
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served up to New Zealanders through new media — in museum exhibitions, in 
television series, in books of photographs, in films, in novels, in newspaper 
articles. Professional historians are not trained in these media and are not at ease 
with them; and the practitioners of the new media are in turn uncomfortable in 
calling upon the professionals. The result is that the 'trickle down' stops behind 
a dam of suspicion. Admittedly there have been some recent scholarly mono-
graphs which have entered public debate about national identity; Claudia 
Orange's Treaty ofWaitangi, James Belich's The New Zealand Wars — which 
will shortly be translated into a television series with his assistance; Judith 
Binney' s recent book on Te Kooti. But more striking are the examples where the 
scholarship has been ignored. The 'New Zealand at War' television series was 
riddled with errors and half truths.15 

All this suggests that 'The New Zealand Scholar' is not very helpful in our 
present attempts to define an appropriate role for the historian in his or her 
contribution to national identity. The problem remains. On the one hand we have 
a New Zealand community looking to its history for self-definition and prepared 
to fund history with that expectation in mind. On the other hand we have a world 
of professional historians who are sceptical of national identity as an analytical 
category, whose academic training forestalls their offering up simple and easy 
myths, and who are uncomfortable with the new media in which identity is being 
articulated. 

So what is to be done? Perhaps we should simply ignore the request for history 
as a key to national identity. This avoids the issue. A nation is in Benedict 
Anderson's terms an 'imagined community';16 it is a construct of values. In this 
construct, as Eric Hobsbawm has shown, history can play a significant role. The 
'invention of tradition' provides a way of planning a future.17 At this point in New 
Zealand experience, as we debate so many crucial decisions, history can inform 
our future direction. We cannot know who we are unless we know where we 
came from. Professional historians must respond to the role which society 
expects of them and for which government funds them. I have no easy answers 
as to how to fulfil that role, and I respect entirely the doubts and scepticism which 
the professional historians have of national identity. But I wish to share some of 
the ways in which I have been wrestling with the problem through the Branch's 
work at the new Museum of New Zealand/Te Papa Tongarewa. 

Let us start with the challenge of the new media. Historians are trained in the 
book world of academe, but the first principle of an exhibition is that it cannot 
be 'a book upon a wall'. An exhibition must be an emotional experience with 
plenty of motor activity, interactive devices, visual excitements. Texts are 
minimal — in our case labels were to be no more than about 100 words in length, 
and aimed at those with a maximum reading age of 12. Artefacts, films, images, 
games, oral histories — these were to be the interpretative devices. Second, an 

15 Ian McGibbon, "New Zealand at War', People's History, 19 (July 1995), pp.6-8. 
16 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism, London, 1983. 
17 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds. The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge. 1983. 
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exhibition cannot be a two dimensional linear experience in which the author 
controls the order in which the material is presented. If you write a book, you 
present the argument sequentially — only the occasional reader starts at the end 
and works back. But in an exhibition it is difficult to control the order in which 
visitors encounter the material. Nor can you even control which pieces of the 
display they will sample. The academic model of a coherent argument built up 
piece by piece has to go. You cannot think that way. You need to think about 
different sequences and different levels of experience — each of which must 
work. Third, you suddenly find yourself part of a team. The academic historian 
conceives of himself or herself very largely as a single voice, proclaiming a 
unitary perspective. Suddenly as a conceptualizer of an exhibition you find 
yourself working with designers who wish to make visual statements, interpret-
ers who are primarily concerned with simplifying the message, writers who turn 
your ideas into user-friendly prose, graphic designers who choose the images, 
sound technicians, multi-media managers, public relations people who sell the 
concept. There is a huge distance from the original concept of one lonely 
historian to the final product. Fourth, there are practical constraints which are 
entirely new to the researching historians — considerations of physical space 
and budget, not to mention time. Fifth, there is the need to define experiences 
which are changeable. Most historians write books as a coherent statement dated 
at one point in time. But exhibitions need to be kept refreshed and relevant, and 
certain artefacts, especially clothes, can only have a limited life on display for 
conservation reasons. You need to conceive of exhibitions with this in mind. 
Finally there is the fact that the building blocks of an exhibition are very different 
from a book. When writing you have the freedom to draw upon any documented 
evidence to illustrate your theme. You can search out new facts to prove an 
hypothesis. But an exhibition depends upon objects — they are the primary 
evidence. They are also harder to obtain and rarer than archival evidence. In our 
case we were bound very much by the existing museum collection and had to 
organize our concepts around that collection. The story had to be told by using 
objects as symbols for larger meanings. 

That was the challenge of the media. The intellectual challenge was even 
greater. I knew that there were high expectations the Museum of New Zealand 
would provide a sense of national identity, and when I examined other national 
museums I found that they had been used very deliberately for this purpose, 
especially in societies struggling to create nationhood. In Nigeria museums of 
unity were set up to break down tribal factionalism and create a respect for the 
state; in Mexico the museum as creator of national tradition was so important that 
the President had a veto upon the displays. In Australia a national museum has 
never been successfully established, but the carrier of national traditions has in 
effect been the Australian War Memorial which sits at the far end of the mall 
directly facing the Parliament Buildings."* For New Zealand, as for these other 

18 Flora E.S. Kaplan, ed.. Museums and the Making of 'Ourselves' — the Role of Objects in 
National Identity. London and New York. 1994. See also Stephen Bann. 'On Living in a New 
Country' in Peter Vergo. ed.. The New Muscology. London. 1989, p.104. 
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places, the national museum was a deliberate fashioning of national identity. To 
add to the difficulty, we were responsible for telling the history, not of the nation 
perse, but of the 'tangata tiriti', the pakeha, those who were here by virtue of the 
Treaty ofWaitangi. The question of what is pakeha history is of course a major 
conceptual issue, but at an operational level we solved the matter quickly. We 
argued that there was no pakeha identity as such. Pakeha had co-opted an identity 
as New Zealanders and their definitions as we quickly discovered included 
Maori. So the exhibitions became New Zealand identity from a pakeha perspec-
tive. 

We rejected the most obvious, and in some quarters popular, option — to 
establish a gallery of heroes. The clamour for such a solution came particularly 
from pakeha who sensed that the Maori exhibitions would be affirming of 
identity and therefore perhaps hagiographic in tone and who believed that the 
pakeha exhibitions should fill the same role. But we believed that a hall of fame 
would lay down narrow definitions of the New Zealand type. We were not 
comfortable with either noble pioneers nor archetypal figures in black singlets. 
We did not want to fossilize definitions, nor prescribe restrictive identities. The 
effect we wanted was that visitors would emerge from the history exhibitions 
with some ways of thinking about national identity and with some interesting 
material to think about. 

So we began with a large scheme intended to raise questions. We planned three 
exhibitions, each of which suggested a different approach to the question of 
identity. The first is an exhibition on the peopling of New Zealand, now called 
'Passports'. The suggestion here is that New Zealand, or more precisely non-
Maori identity, is a reflection of the people who settled the country. We are no 
more than the sum of the cultural baggage which landed on our shores. The 
exhibition includes a Kiwiana trail in which visitors will discover that certain 
artefacts which appear to be distinctively New Zealand were in fact foreign 
imports — fish and chips from Northern England, health stamps from Denmark, 
beer from Germany, even the word Sheila from Ireland. So the primary message 
of this exhibition is: 'New Zealand — nation of immigrants'. The second 
exhibition takes the opposite hypothesis. It concentrates, with a Turnerian 
perspective, upon the interaction with the environment. It works on the assump-
tion that distinctive patterns of life emerged here after people had arrived; that 
identity was in Beaglehole's extraordinary word 'autochthonous', of the soil. 
The third exhibition, 'Exhibiting Ourselves', presents another perspective. It 
focuses upon the history of the idea of national identity, and it suggests that 
national identity is no more nor less than what we conceive it to be. It is a product 
of the mind. It is a construction. So our visitor has three approaches — identity 
is the sum of an immigrant peoples, identity is a result of interaction with a 
distinctive environment, identity is a construction of the mind. Questions are 
asked; perceptions are opened up, not closed down. 

That is the large scheme, but let's get closer. The third exhibition, 'Exhibiting 
Ourselves', is potentially the most subversive of the concept of national identity. 
The interpretative device is a recreation of New Zealand's displays at four 
international exhibitions spaced at approximately 50 year intervals — the 1851 
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Great Exhibition in London, the 1906 Christchurch International Exhibition, the 
1940 Centennial Exhibition at Rongotai in Wellington, and the 1992 Seville 
Exposition. We were lucky that for the last three the museum's artefact base was 
very rich. The reason this exhibition is subversive is that it makes obvious how 
much projections of New Zealand identity were constructions — the visitor 
walks into constructed architectural spaces. Those constructions were clearly 
puffery and propaganda designed to sell goods and to attract immigrants and 
foreign investment. Identity, it is implied, is a self-serving projection, which is 
captured by certain groups at certain times for particular ends. In 1940, for 
example, the Rongotai exhibition proclaimed New Zealand as an economically 
progressive welfare state because the Labour government wished to announce 
its success in pulling New Zealand out of the depression. In 1992 New Zealand 
projected itself as a go-getting nation of entrepreneurs living in a green and 
beautiful land because some of the major investors in the Expo wished to sell 
their wine and apples to European markets. 'Exhibiting Ourselves' also chal-
lenges the common nationalist model that New Zealand is a young country which 
is slowly attaining identity in an organic way like a child emerging into 
adulthood. Instead the exhibition suggests that each generation, or at least the 
generations which produced the 1906, 1940 and 1992 exhibitions, had a sense 
of discovering their own nationhood. The country never arrives at a fixed sense 
of national identity; each generation makes its own discovery, and forges its own 
identity, for itself. The idea of a young nation reaching adulthood has been a 
repeated theme at least since the 1870s. 

lit another way too, 'Exhibiting Ourselves' challenges easy definitions of 
national identity, for one of the established images of New Zealand identity — 
at least until the last decade — is of a puritanical repressed funless people. Yet 
'Exhibiting Ourselves' is about the Disneylands of our past. It shows us having 
fun. At least for the 1906 and 1940 exhibitions the amusement arcades were as 
popular as the trade displays. 

Yet 'Exhibiting Ourselves' is not entirely subversive of the concept of national 
identity. While designed to encourage the asking of questions, to point up the 
constructed nature of national mythologies, it also suggests certain consistencies 
over time in how New Zealanders have thought about themselves. One is the 
theme of New Zealand as Maoriland — the appropriation of Maori culture by 
pakeha to express a national identity. In 1851 this idea was articulated through 
displays of Maori weaving and most spectacularly in the model of Ohaeawai pa, 
which still exists in the Canterbury Museum. By 1906 Maoriland found expres-
sion in an abundant use of Maori motifs and in the building of a full-scale pa. In 
1940 Maori iconography was still to be found — although often with crude 
insensitivity to the appropriations used. To give one example, the publishing 
house of Reed built a Maori whare and called themselves 'Whare Raupo'. In 
1992 Maori had become a grass-skirted dance troupe greeting visitors while they 
waited under Young Nick's Head. The form which Maoriland took changed over 
time, but the basic search for identity through Maori remained. Similarly the idea 
of New Zealand as a beautiful country found a consistent expression, whether in 
the 1906 Tourist Court and its model of Waitomo Caves or Brian Brake's 
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photographs in the 1992 Expo. The idea of New Zealand as an abundant 
productive land was also a constant, even if the detailed expression of abundance 
changed from the piles of flax and kauri gum in 1851, to the baskets of fruits and 
grain of 1906, to the land of electric power in 1940, to the clean, green producer 
of wine and cheese in 1992. In some respects the changes were more radical — 
the theme of social laboratory of the world in 1906 and 1940 was replaced by a 
sense of the entrepreneurial laboratory in 1992. But consistency is the dominant 
impression. The visitor is encouraged to ask — are these images true? are they 
just constructions? what do the consistencies say about ourselves? 

Now let us turn to the first exhibition, 'Passports', which deals with the 
peopling of New Zealand, and explore in greater detail what light this throws 
upon national identity. We have already noted that the focus upon inherited 
culture challenges comfortable notions of New Zealand identity as unique. In 
other ways, too, 'Passports' is intended to disrupt unitary or comfortable 
assumptions. The exhibition is designed to show-case some of the range of 
cultures which have found a home in this land — not only 'Dalmatian' and Greek 
and Chinese and Indian, but also the variety of regional origins from the British 
Isles. We will try to show how distinct in their languages and material cultures 
were those people who settled from Cornwall or southern Ireland or the 
highlands of Scotland or the East End of London. We are attempting to create a 
sense of cultural richness and diversity and to question conformist and narrow 
notions of national identity. 

In addition the exhibition itself adopts an interpretative strategy of telling 
individual stories, so that visitors will be able to play off generalizations about 
New Zealand identity against particular lives. They will be able to pull out 
drawers to uncover stories of particular migrants or listen to their oral histories 
or see displays of artefacts covering the several generations of a migrant family. 
For most of these migrants to New Zealand the question of New Zealand's 
identity was a very real issue. They often came to New Zealand because of an 
image of this promised land across the seas, and once here they mused on how 
far the dream, the image, accorded with experience. Now in some cases the 
particular story will reinforce established notions of New Zealand identity. 
Edward Mrozeck was a Polish schoolboy when the Germans invaded his 
homeland in 1939. He found himself involved in assisting the resistance and was 
eventually arrested and placed in a concentration camp. Released from camp by 
the Americans in 1945, he fled to England, and then feared to return to Poland 
when communism enveloped his homeland. He joined the merchant navy, and, 
eventually, on a visit to New Zealand, met his future wife and settled down in 
Wellington. For this man, a victim of Europe's totalitarian politics, New Zealand 
had to seem like a haven from old world diseases. It was indeed Godzone, a place 
of peace and democratic freedom, a prosperous land which gave him a home and 
a rich circle of friends. For him New Zealand was a humanitarian paradise. In the 
experiences of such people, national identities become human realities. 

But if the visitor then pulls out the drawer below he may discover the story of 
Ingeborg Stuckenberg. Ingeborg was born in Copenhagen in 1866 to a prosper-
ous merchant family. A talented artist, musician and writer, she married Viggo 
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Stuckenberg and entered a highly influential circle of Danish poets and writers. 
Indeed she became regarded as 'the literary muse' of Denmark, the inspiration 
and guide for her husband Viggo and other symbolist poets such as Johannes 
Jorgensen. It is said she in fact wrote some of the poets' work.1'' They were a 
radical bohemian crowd in revolt against bourgeois society, and at the turn of the 
century they must have heard of New Zealand, that beautiful and Utopian social 
laboratory across the seas. Ingeborg would certainly have known about it, 
because her brother migrated here. Viggo and Ingeborg decided to drop out from 
Copenhagen and live in the gardener's lodge of Sorgenfri castle. There Ingeborg 
fell in love with the gardener Hans Madsen. Perhaps to avoid public criticism, 
she and Hans decided to escape to New Zealand. She left behind her two sons 
aged 11 and 12, and also Viggo who proceeded to marry Clara, Hans' former 
wife.2" Ingeborg writes in riveting detail of the voyage to Australia and then on 
to Auckland harbour: 'The fog lay in sheets over the town and between the 
mountains: the sun rose in all its glory over this fairytale land with churches and 
houses, blue mountains and green forests., "the promised land'". But the hopes 
were quickly dispelled. Soon she writes: 

New Zealand — The land of blue mountains and blue skies, — the land which Hows with 
milk and honey; where land is cheap and work well paid! 

. . . yes, — the mountains are blue, just as the sky is blue, but the sun shines down on 
thousands of mute, frustrated hopes. 

. . . things are in a sorry state here, — false wealth and inefficiency at the top, and poverty, 
laziness and rags as you go down the scale. 

. . . Civilisation is hidden in a few large villas which proudly conceal their knowledge 
behind closed Venetian blinds, so it is rarely seen. Civilisation is one of the things you first 
learn to appreciate fully when you are excluded from it — perhaps you have said farewell 
to it forever. 

.. . But all who think of New Zealand as the Promised land should see the madhouses and 
read the death lists in the newspapers over here. It is covered up, as far as possible, and 
the suicides are all considered to have been mentally deranged; but many are the letters 
left by those who took their own lives, showing that it was not madness — but sorrow and 
disappointment, grief and misery which drove them to it.21 

They were prophetic words. Ingeborg and Hans eventually got a job as a 
married couple. She did the cooking on a farm for pitiful wages. She scalded her 
foot and it became infected. As she became more and more homesick for her 

19 P.M. Mitchell. A History of Danish Literature, Copenhagen, 1957, pp.200-3; E. Bredsdorff, 
B. Mortensen and R. Popperwell, An Introduction to Scandinavian Literature. Copenhagen. 1951. 
pp.159-60; H.G. Topsoe-Jensen. Scandinavian Literature, London, 1971, pp.120-32. 

20 Kristian Hridt and Helle Otte, eds, Danish Emigration to Australia, Sydney. 1988. pp. 14-33. 
21 John Kousgard Sorenson. 'Ingeborg Stuckenberg in New Zealand', in Danish Emigration to 

New Zealand, Copenhagen, 1990, pp.49-51. 
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civilized Denmark and her two young sons, so the strain showed in her 
relationship with Hans. Eventually, some fifteen months after her arrival, she 
was found in a pool of blood, a revolver in her mouth. The coroner's jury returned 
a verdict that 'the deceased killed herself while mentally deranged'.22 

For Ingeborg Stuckenberg, the huge and painful disjuncture between the 
image of New Zealand which had been projected to her as a radical intellectual 
at the end of the nineteenth century and her lived experience once she reached 
the promised land was in the end too great. It brought fatal consequences. For 
Edward Mrozeck, on the other hand, coming here from a German concentration 
camp, this was indeed heaven on earth. Both stories can be found; both are true. 
The point is that between generalizations about identity and the personal 
experience there is often a large fissure. Diversity, particularity is played off 
against the larger myths, and since this is an exhibition in which the visitor is free 
to wander or open whichever drawer he or she wishes, the larger meanings are 
left to the visitor's own interpretation. Material is presented, juxtapositions are 
made, conclusions are not hammered home. 

This construct of diversity and pluralism does not of course imply complete 
authorial detachment. Do we not have anything to say about national identity? 
Well we do. For a start behind the particularity of individual stories in the 
'Passports' exhibition, there is a larger universal — that all migrants to New 
Zealand followed the path visitors will walk through in the exhibition itself. They 
chose to leave, they suffered the uprooting of the voyage, and they were forced 
to set down roots in a new land. The suggestion is that this experience is a key 
to New Zealand identity since it happened to every pakeha New Zealander or his 
or her ancestors. It is a founding trauma which must be at the core of identity. The 
fact that we are a migrant people, attempting to make a new home, must be the 
central truth to our identity. 

Further, as a migrant people settling an inhabited land, we as pakeha must 
come to terms with the fact that our settlement here and our identity as New 
Zealanders necessarily rest on a history of conflict with the tangata whenua. In 
this respect the most pertinent example is the story of John and Betty Guard. The 
Guards are two of the few famous people whom visitors will discover in the 
'Passports' exhibition, for in general we decided that it would be more interest-
ing to start thinking about identity through the tales of the ordinary, not the 
famous. We were trying to avoid a Sports Hall of Fame. Yet the Guards are well 
known. John Guard, a convict sent to Australia for house-breaking, was one of 
that flotsam of tough people who began to cross the Tasman in search of quick 
wealth in the first decades of the nineteenth century. He visited the Marlborough 
Sounds and in the late 1820s (probably 1827) established the first shore-based 
whaling operation in New Zealand. In 1830 he married Betty Guard, then aged 
16, also of convict background, and she became the first white woman settler in 
the South Island. They were a family of founders and pioneers.21 The museum 

22 New Zealand Herald, 13 August 1904. p. 4; 15 August 1904, p.3. 
23 Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, Wellington, 1990, vol.1, pp. 164-5; Don Grady, 

Guards of the Sen, Christchurch, 1978. 
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holds a quite remarkable collection of Guard material — not only a wonderful 
collection of whaling paraphernalia such as harpoons, blubber spades, mincing 
knives, and scrimshaw, but also personal articles including Betty Guard's 
wedding ring and wine decanter, Jacky Guard's pistol and sword, which he 
allegedly used to draw a line in the sand and dared Te Rauparaha to cross. These 
were artefacts too rich to be ignored, and we immediately confronted the issue 
of how to present the Guards' story given that there was already a body of 
knowledge and judgments about them. What added to the interest is that the 
museum also holds some artefacts from the Harriet incident — Betty Guard's 
tortoiseshell comb and some marvellous paintings recording the incident. To 
understand their significance the story needs to be told in some detail. 

John and Betty Guard were returning from a trip to Sydney where they had sold 
whale oil and bought up supplies. On the way back their ship, the Harriet, was 
caught in a southerly storm and ship-wrecked on the Taranaki coast. The 
stranded party of 28 men, Betty and her two young children, a son (John) aged 
two and a daughter (Louisa) of six months, were attacked by local Maori, Ngati 
Ruanui. She was said to have been struck by a mere and saved only by the 
tortoiseshell comb, the teeth of which, it is claimed, remained buried in her skull 
for the rest of her life. Twelve of the crew were killed and Betty and her two 
children were captured. John Guard and his party were held further up the coast 
by Taranaki people. Eventually on the promise that he would return with a cask 
of gunpowder, John Guard and five companions set sail in a small boat for 
Cloudy Bay leaving eight men as hostages. But, instead of returning with the cask 
of gQnpowder, Guard left for Sydney. There he persuaded the Governor that the 
Maori needed to be taught a lesson. The Alligator and the Isabella were 
despatched with a company of the Fiftieth, the Queen's Own, Regiment and John 
Guard as guide. In the process of recapturing the hostages, Betty Guard and her 
two children, the sailors and soldiers of His Majesty created a sorry tale of deceit, 
wanton violence and firebombing, which ended symbolically with the soldiers 
of the Fiftieth playing football with the severed head of a Ruanui chief.24 

From the very beginning this story, the first occasion on which British troops 
fired their guns in New Zealand, became a matter of hot debate about the 
character of both the New Zealanders (the Maori) and the Guards. The people of 
Sydney regarded the Guards as heroes and promptly raised a subscription to help 
defray their losses. In 1838 T.B. Johnson used the incident along with the 
contemporary capture of Eliza Fraser in Australia to prove the cannibalistic and 
low quality of the Malayan races.25 But two years earlier in a remarkable 
document, the surgeon on board the Alligator, W.B. Marshall, described the 

24 The fullest description of the events are in William Barrett Marshall, A Personal Narrative of 
Two Visits to New Zealand in His Majesty's ship Alligator AD 1834, London, 1836. See also, S. Percy 
Smith, History and Traditions of the Maoris of the West Coast North Island of New Zealand Prior 
to 1840, Wellington. 1910. pp.524-33. Robert McNab. The Old Whaling Daxs, Christchurch, 1913. 
pp. 114-32, 422-9. 

25 T.B. Johnson. Physiological Observations on Mental Susceptibility, London, 1838. On the 
parallels with the Eliza Fraser story, see Kay Schaffer. In the Wake of First Contact: The Eliza Fraser 
Stories, Cambridge, 1995. 
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events of the voyage with chilling detail and expressed his horror at the behaviour 
of the soldiers and sailors on board. In his eyes the values of the savage and the 
civilized were reversed: it was the Maori who acted with honour, the British who 
descended to brutality. Marshall was particularly critical of John Guard whom 
he presented as a racist firebrand. Marshall claimed that when he asked Guard 
how the Maori should be civilized, Guard replied, 'How would I civilize them? 
Shoot them to be sure! A musket ball for every New Zealander is the only way 
of civilizing their country.'26 Betty Guard too came in for some suspicion from 
contemporaries: Edward Markham suggested that far from being the virtuous 
white lady suffering torment at the hands of cannibals, she in fact became the 
chief's mistress and was subsequently brought to bed with twins 'and they were 
rather dark' ,21 Busby made allegations that Guard had 'built such a reputation for 
rascality and ill-dealing that few of the chiefs would deal with him' and that Betty 
'was one of the regular trades in which her husband engaged'.28 

Within thirty years such rumours had long disappeared. The Guards' reputa-
tion as founders and pioneers was restored. Some marvellous 'primitive' 
paintings (now in the museum collection) preserved the memories of their 
courage in the 'stirring' days of the Harriet incident. In the 1930s C.A. 
MacDonald wrote that the Guards were among 'the real pioneer settlers of New 
Zealand as we know it to-day', while the Harriet incident illustrated 'the 
adventurous and precarious existence of the old pioneers, whose lives were 
continually threatened by a warlike and at times treacherous enemy'. John Guard 
was introduced without mention of his convict background. Instead he became 
'an adventurous young English seaman. Captain John Guard' in charge of the 
schooner Waterloo, named 'in honour of the great battle'. A lineage was implied, 
Lord Nelson to Captain John Guard. He was presented as 'gigantic in stature . . . 
a man of enormous strength', standing six foot six inches, although the convict 
records showed that he was actually five foot nine inches. Betty Guard became 
another noble pioneer: 'All alone, the first white woman in the South Island by 
many years, she endured her trials in a savage land, as British women who have 
accompanied their husbands the world over have ever done'.29 When in 1940 
Alister Mcintosh, future Secretary of External Affairs, wrote a centennial history 
of Marlborough (in the foreword of which he paid tribute to J.C. Beaglehole) the 
image remained the same. Again no mention of Guard's convict origins; again 
Guard became 'a man of such powerful physique and immense courage as to be 
held in marked respect by Maori and white man alike'. Betty was 'a pioneer of 
heroic qualities' and the main point which emerged from the Harriet incident 
was Guard's escape, 'a feat of amazing endurance and courage'. The whalers, 
Mcintosh concluded, were 'the rough pioneers who smoothed the way for 
civilisation among the natives.'3" 

26 Marshall. Personal Narrative, p. 162. 
27 Edward Markham. New Zealand or Recollections of it, E.H. McCormick, ed., Wellington, 
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28 Eric Ramsden, Busby ofWaitangi, Wellington and Dunedin. 1942, p.72. 
29 C.A. MacDonald, Pages from the Past, Blenheim, 1933, pp.2,3, 26, 28. 
30 A.D. Mcintosh, ed., Marlborough: A Provincial History, Blenheim. 1940, pp.21, 24, 44. 
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By the 1960s when a Marlborough journalist, J.S. Tullett, published a novel, 
Tar White, with John Guard as a leading figure, he had become the archetypal 
kiwi bloke: physically large, immensely strong, a man of few words but inner 
conviction, a natural aristocrat of the Edmund Hillary variety who led by ability 
not by dint of position.31 

Given this long tradition of interpretation, how then were we to present the 
remarkable story of John and Betty Guard? To present them as noble pioneers 
and therefore representative of an heroic New Zealand identity was not accept-
able to myself as a historian, because the evidence was clear that they were far 
from honourable in all their dealings. It might have been possible to interpret 
them in an entirely debunking way, but this too would create problems. There 
were public expectations that the pakeha exhibitions would help to define 
national identity, so a crude reversal of older mythologies would simply produce 
public antagonism. This was especially the case given that the Maori exhibitions 
were likely to be affirming in their presentation of Maori historical figures. Nor 
was it easy to present a pluralistic reading of the Guards, because ahistoriographical 
survey such as I have just presented may be possible in a paper, but in a mode 
of communication where the emphasis is upon objects, not extensive texts, it is 
less feasible (unless you paste a book upon a wall, the great sin of the museum 
profession). More important, it seemed to us that it was necessary to confront 
visitors with the realities of power implied by pakeha settlement in this land. We 
will not condemn or debunk Guard. We hope to show that his settlement in New 
Zealand emerged from a personal history of oppression and a struggle to survive. 
He was a convict, sent to Australia in a cruel and unpleasant way. New Zealand 
offered a way out, a chance to survive away from British authorities. But, in 
grasping at New Zealand resources in the 1820s, Guard necessarily came into 
conflict with Maori who were already in this land. We will use Guard, not to 
condemn him, but to make the point that pakeha settlement inevitably involved 
conflict with Maori. There were violence and firebombing, there were threats 
and misunderstandings, but there were also treaties and contracts and inter-
marriage. We will show the deeds of sale which Guard signed for his land at 
Kakapo Bay. We will tell of his son who grew up fluent in the Maori language 
and married a Maori woman. Pakeha identity, and by extension New Zealand 
identity, must begin from a recognition of this fundamental relationship. For this 
reason the 'Passports' exhibition sits alongside one on the Treaty of Waitangi. 

Let me sum all this up. In planning the history exhibitions, I have tried to 
balance public expectations that the Museum of New Zealand/Te PapaTongarewa 
will solve New Zealand's identity-crisis with my own integrity as a historian. It 
has been a huge and perhaps impossible assignment. Trained in professional 
history with its concern for accuracy and complexity, I have been continually 
faced by the paradox which Peter Munz noted in the case of John Beaglehole. A 
national identity requires myths and easy generalities, but Beaglehole, despite 
his nationalist agenda, was so wedded to the footnote and so sceptical of 
sweeping claims, that he was not able to provide myths. Some may claim that in 

31 J.S. Tullett. Tar White, Christchurch, 1962. 
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the pakeha history exhibitions we have also disappointed on these grounds. We 
may have provided frameworks for thinking about identity, we may have 
suggested a history of New Zealand myths, but in the end we have deconstructed 
when we were asked to construct. We have offered pluralism when the country 
calls for a unified vision. In part I plead guilty to these charges. Historians do not, 
in full conscience, provide easy myths. But it is our hope that visitors will end 
their journey through the displays with some ways of thinking about themselves 
and their society, that they will carry a rich sense of the myths which have 
motivated New Zealanders in the past, and that they will realize that identity is 
continually under change. We hope that they will also learn that certain larger 
forces — the immigration experience, the necessary conflict of Maori and 
pakeha over land and resources — have shaped and will continue to shape the 
people whom we are. 

JOCK PHILLIPS 
Historical Branch, Wellington 
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