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stands shoulder to shoulder with digital classics, old and new.4 It moves the possibilities 
for digital history-making on a significant scale beyond pure digital libraries and bells-
and-whistles prototyping, into the realm of the achievable, and in so doing sets enviable 
standards for comparable projects internationally. 
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 1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Stub, accessed 7 March 2007.
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Käi Tahu Whänui ki Otago, Otago Settlers Museum, Dunedin. Reviewed 21 July 2007. 
Internet: http://www.otago.settlers.museum/exhibitions.asp?p=1.

THE OTAGO SETTLERS MUSEUM opened its first permanent exhibition dedicated 
to the social history of Otago Käi Tahu in 1994. In 2007 it was updated and extended 
with support from representatives of local runaka. Käi Tahu Whänui ki Otago is the first 
exhibition a visitor encounters in the museum’s Hall of History, and as one walks through 
the space the history of the 4000 Käi Tahu who live in the Otago region today unfolds. 
The exhibition explores a very local and regional story, but links this to the wider history 
of the Käi Tahu colonial experience.
 Multiple stories and perspectives abound in the exhibition, reflecting the variety of 
places and people who constitute Käi Tahu in Otago, stemming from the ancestral ties 
to Waitaha, Käti Mamoe and Käi Tahu. Ancestors are crucial to the exhibition and are 
depicted in a variety of media (material objects, photographs and whakapapa/genealogy). 
Whakapapa ties people and land together, and it also binds together the range of settlement 
histories of Käi Tahu in the Otago region. This is reflected by the display at the centre 
of the exhibition of wahi poupou, or special places in the Otago region, grounding the 
exhibition in the landscape and personal ties to them. Five posts representing the history 
of five settlements — Puketeraki, Moeraki, Waihou, Taieri and Ötäkou — surround the 
centre posts. Each post has a screen showing a series of images of the place and people 
connected to it. The photographs, which display the evolving history of each settlement 
over time, highlight one of the key concepts in which this exhibition is grounded, that the 
past and present are intertwined. This concept ties the exhibition’s disparate components 
into a united whole.
 Many aspects of Käi Tahu history are explored, including the natural resources and 
environment, the harvesting of food from the ocean and the land, and mutton birding. 
Culture is also on display in the form of material objects, and the story of its survival, 
particularly the southern Mäori dialect, is celebrated. Success is also celebrated in a 
section on the new world, in which Western education and new forms of knowledge 
were integrated into Käi Tahu culture and way of life. Some Käi Tahu, like the Ellison 
family, represent economic and social success, but many others struggle as members of 
the ‘walking working-class’, employed as shearers and rural labourers. The history of 
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Käi Tahu is one intimately connected to the colonization and settlement of Otago. This 
story is depicted in the context of the history of Te Kereme/The Claim, the New Zealand 
Company land purchase, the failure of the Crown to honour commitments, and attempts 
by Käi Tahu to seek justice since the mid-nineteenth century. 
 Käi Tahu Whänui ki Otago is not the easiest display to negotiate for those who 
like exhibitions to have a clear beginning and end, given that it is premised on the 
understanding that the past and present are one and the same, and can only be understood 
in relation to each other. However, negotiation is made easier by the small size of the 
exhibition space. Although much larger than its predecessor enjoyed, this is still a 
compact site. The range of media formats used helps to transform what could have been 
an overabundance of information in a confined space into an easily digested public 
display.
 Many aspects of the exhibition could be developed into stand-alone displays. There 
is, for instance, a rich history of cross-cultural encounter in Otago, and first contacts 
and trade relationships in the Otago region are briefly represented. Within this history 
kinship is a major theme, which can be viewed in a wall panel connecting early whalers 
to the Käi Tahu kinscape of present-day Otago. This focus on family stories and social 
history is a strength of Käi Tahu Whänui ki Otago. Anyone who is Käi Tahu will delight 
in finding people and places they recognize, while others will learn of the dynamic history 
of the tribe in the Otago region, and will be introduced to its people, culture, place and 
politics.
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