A CASE STUDY OF HE TOHU - FACILITATING PUBLIC
SERVANTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF TE TIRITI

Tanja Schubert-McArthur

Since May 2017 the National Library has been the home of He Tohu, a permanent
exhibition of the original documents of He Whakaputanga|the Declaration of
Independence, Te Tiriti o Waitangi|the Treaty of Waitangi and Te Petihana
Whakamana Poti Wahine | the Women’s Suffrage Petition.

While the documents themselves are public records in the care of Archives New
Zealand, each year the National Library’s Public Engagement Team delivers
hundreds of guided tours and programmes to schools and adult groups. The new
name Archives Library New Zealand reflects the closer collaboration of our two
entities under the joint leadership of Rachel Esson, National Librarian Te
Pouhuaki, and Anahera Morehu, Chief Archivist Poumanaaki. Since opening He
Tobn has had over 160,000 visitors. In 2024 there were 77 public servant groups
and nearly 100 school groups booked for a guided experience of He Tohu; that’s
about 1,000 public servants, out of 5,954 individuals who toured the exhibitions.

This article is grounded in empirical research, predominantly my observations as a
National Library learning facilitator delivering these programmes for the last six
years, as well as interviews with Stef Lash and Hinerangi Himiona. I will focus on
our offerings for and impact on public servants, who make up the lion’s share of
adult groups visiting He Tohu.

It is timely to reflect on He Tohu, because in the lead-up to the Treaty Principles
Bill we had an influx of visitors (including public servants) wanting to see Te Tiriti
(a record 500 people visited the documents on the day of the Hikoi mo Te Tiriti).
And our refreshed interpretive exhibition reopened in July 2025 after being closed
for 18 months due to the construction of Te Rua, the new Archives building, and
Te Hono, the linking bridge connecting T'e Rua with the National Library building,
Te Puna. Te Kahu is the name for the heritage campus encompassing the National
Library, Alexander Turnbull Library, Archives New Zealand and Nga Taonga
Sound and Vision, which also signals a commitment to a joint contribution to the
national documentary and recorded heritage of New Zealand and the people we
serve.

HE TOHU - WHAKAPAPA OF AN EXHIBITION

Let’s revisit the making of He Tobu, as this sets the tone for the learning
programmes we offer. Previously, Te Tiriti was kept at Archives New Zealand in
the Constitution Room. In 2011 resources were made available to tackle the so-
called ‘constitution room relocation’. However, the first attempt at creating an
exhibition with Te Tiriti at the centre ‘failed quite spectacularly’, remembers curator
Stef Lash, due to the lack of relationships with mana whenua and iwi leaders.
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Subsequently, archivist Hinerangi Himiona, who was contracted as Principal Maori
Advisor, was able to facilitate the setting up of a Maori technical advisory group
with her good connections to iwi leaders and her diplomacy. But they only agreed
to be involved after they had set the parameters at a two-day wananga at Waitangi:
firstly, the exhibition project was to be characterised as a Tiriti partnership project
between rangatira of iwi Maori and the Crown, represented by the Minister,
officials and staff; and secondly, iwi would have an active hand in developing the
scope, echoing the words inscribed on a plaque in the whare rananga at Waitangi,
‘Ko ahau ano tétahi i reira’ — a reminder to the Crown, ‘I [Maori] was also there’.
Their vision for it reflected the whakatauki ‘He whakapapa korero, he whenua kura’
— “T'alking about our past to create a better future’. A kawenata was signed and the
He Tohu project was under way again in 2014.

As with any exhibition He Tohu wasn’t created in a vacuum, but was influenced by
what was happening in Aotearoa during the 2000s and 2010s, including the
development of the TREATY 2 U exhibition, a collaboration between the Museum
of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, Archives New Zealand and the National
Library of New Zealand that toured the length of New Zealand in a specially
designed truck several times from 20006, and the launch in 2014 of the Waitangi
Tribunal (Wai 1040) Te Paparahi o te Raki stage 1 report He Whakaputanga me Te
Tiriti — The Declaration and the Treaty that found rangatira who signed Te Tiriti did
not cede sovereignty.

The finished He Tobu product was an innovative, interactive and multi-voiced
exhibition that aspired to ‘shape our nation’, according to curator Stef Lash,
featuring korero stations with videos, digital document touchscreens and a map
table. The target audience was 12- to 17-year-old school students, not public
servants.

Learning Facilitator Tanja Schubert-McArthur (left) with a tour group of Whitireia students inside
He Whakapapa Korero — the document room. Photograph by Mark Beatty, National Library of
New Zealand.
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THE DOCUMENT ROOM

At the heart of the exhibition is the document room, which is designed to preserve
the taonga and to encourage reflection and conversations. Built with the guidance
of lead designer the late Cliff Whiting and the advisory group, and executed by
Studio Pacific, He Tohu consists of two parts: a quiet peaceful place (He Whakapapa
Korero — the document room) and an active future space (He Whenua Kura — He
Tobn exhibition space). Hinerangi recalls that the goal was for visitors to fust
experience the power and mana and engage with the documents without
distraction, to give the tipuna/ancestors the space to be seen, heard and felt’.

The three documents are presented in a way that makes their mauri, mana and
wairua tangible in this tapu space. Each document has its own mauri stone, and
while these are hidden from view in the walls of the document room, their presence
is felt in the space. The display is a symbol of the way in which these documents
are regarded as taonga today (and of their part in the histories of Aotearoa New
Zealand) in a setting that invites curiosity and discovery, epiphanous moments, but
that also commands respect and awe.

I consider that the aura of the original documents and the cave-like structure of the
room itself, which creates an intimate atmosphere, play a crucial role as ‘agents of
change’ in our guided experiences.

OFFERING 1 - HE TOHU GUIDED EXPERIENCES

A one-hour guided experience for public servants starts with mihi in te reo Maori
and whakawhanaungatanga before the public servants look at Cliff Whiting’s
carved mural Te Webenga and hear the purakau of the separation of Papatuanuku
and Ranginui and the creation of Te Ao Marama. This serves as an introduction to
matauranga Maori and Maori cosmology but is also a tool to indigenise the space.
This helps to shift the mindset of visitors, which can lead them to question their
own values, biases and assumptions.

Next, we move to the ‘ripples’ sculpture on the outside of the document room. We
ask visitors for their interpretations of the pattern. The answers are as varied as the
visitors are diverse — hills and wvalleys, tree roots, wrinkles, sound waves or sand
dunes — and all answers are seen as valid. This simple exercise is then used as a
metaphor for interpreting shared history. The public servants are invited to try a
different lens on history and be open to other viewpoints when they enter the
document room.

The main attraction of a visit to He Tobu is, of course, seeing the original
documents. They are kept in a dark, cool space for optimal preservation, but the
conditions also add to the sense of authenticity — you are seeing the real deal here,
not a replica. Many visitors express their awe when they realise that what is
lluminated in the glass cases is the handwriting or tohu of rangatira, especially if
they have whakapapa connections. On entering the space, we encourage visitors to
use all their senses, to touch the walls, to sing a whakacke, to feel the temperature
drop. While this is presented as a sensory experience for visitors, we also show
respectful care for the mauri of the taonga, which are ‘kept warm’ according to
tikanga.
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We begin our journey through the document room in chronological order, with He
Whakaputanga dating back to 1835. A brief and broad brush-stroke of the context
must suffice here. The key message is that Maori had declared sovereignty over
Niu Tireni before the Treaty was signed. A tangible symbol of nation building that
goes hand in hand with the Declaration of Independence is Te Kara, the flag of He
Whakaminenga, the United Tribes of New Zealand, hence we carry it as a prop
and allude to its role on Maori ships entering foreign harbours for trade. Going
through the articles of He Whakaputanga, we draw the connections to Te Tiriti
quite quickly. Ngapuhi elder Hone Sadler once said, ‘He Whakaputanga te matua,
Te Tiriti te tamaiti’ — ‘the Declaration is the parent, and the Treaty is the child’.

The Declaration is still unknown to many public servants. Who could blame them,
when the Aotearoa New Zealand Histories Curriculum didn’t come into effect until
2023, and has been diluted since then by the coalition government. Generations of
public servants went through their school years without ever hearing about the
document that declared New Zealand ‘he whenua rangatira’ — ‘a Maori land’ or ‘an
independent state’.

When we talk about Te Tiriti, we mention the intention to come to a peaceful
agreement between Maori and the British Crown, the urgency to stop the land
grabbing of the New Zealand Company, the role of the missionaries and the rush
to translate the English draft into Maori in just one night.

Then we explain the different wording in the English and Maori version of each
article. A text-based approach seems obvious as we are looking closely at the Treaty
sheets in front of us and no other interpretation is available in the space. We
emphasise the Maori text of the Treaty as ‘the Treaty’, in line with Ruth Ross’s
ground-breaking 1972 article, “T'e Tiriti o Waitangi: Texts and Translations’, Claudia
Orange’s accessible argument of two treaties presented in An I//ustrated History of the
Treaty of Waitangi (1990, 2004, 2015) and Ned Fletcher’s work on reconciling the
English and Maori texts for his 2022 publication The English Text of the Treaty of
Waitang:.

We facilitate a personal, close encounter with Te Tiriti. Public servants witness the
physical evidence with their own eyes: seeing eight sheets in Maori and only one in
English, the rat-eaten edges of the parchment, touching the display case for the
Waitangi sheet which was mounted to face Parliament. The public servants’ own
observations contribute to their learning about and understanding of Te Tiriti.

The myth of Maori sitting on the beach waiting to be discovered and colonised is
still alive among some visitors. When we tell them that Maori chiefs had sovereignty
over New Zealand and Maori were travelling the world in the 1800s they find these
to be challenging — even mind-boggling — statements.

Often at this stage, the visitors can’t contain their curiosity any longer and, aided
by the reduced lighting, which gives them a degree of anonymity and safety, they

find the courage to ask questions, challenging their own assumptions:

= Which version came first?
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= Who translated it? Were Maori involved in the translation? Did Henry
Williams intentionally use different words to trick Maori into signing?

= If the Maori version is the valid one, then why did the government use
the English version?

= When did Maori find out that according to the English version they had
ceded ‘sovereignty’ to Queen Victoria, not just ‘kawanatanga’, the right to
govern?

= The Treaty was agreed to in good faith by both parties, so when did the
Crown become so overpowering and the relationship strained?

We often have deep conversations in front of the glass case holding the Waikato-
Manukau sheet, which is the only English sheet of the Treaty, as public servants
relate their own struggles with Treaty obligations.

We ask questions rather than tell people what to think:

= What does it tell us about the relationship between Maori and the
government at the time that the Waitangi sheet was partially eaten by rats?

= What consequences does it have if we break our promises?

Public servants come to their own conclusions, and often the Maori staff among
them will step in and relate their matauranga and lived experiences. We hold a safe
space for people to talk about the ‘hard stuff’ such as institutional racism, being
punished at school for speaking Maori, or the intergenerational trauma of
colonisation.

Wooden tiles serve as props to show the radical changes to the New Zealand population between
1840 and 1856. Photograph by Tanja Schubert-McArthur, National Library of New Zealand.
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Over the years we have added props to the kete that learning facilitators carry with
them. One powerful visual aid to facilitate understanding of the radical shifts in the
population of New Zealand is two wooden tiles showing the ratios of Maori to
Pakeha population in 1840 (80,000 Maori and 2,000 Pakeha) and 1856 (56,000
Maori and 59,000 Pakeha). The influx of settlers in just 16 years is overwhelming,
while the struggle for survival for Maori (whose numbers were dramatically
decimated through introduced diseases) becomes apparent.

While this part can feel heavy and upsetting, moving on to the Women’s Suffrage
Petition lifts the mood in the room, and we can all feel proud of the suffragists’
grassroots movement that made New Zealand the first self-governing country
where women gained their right to vote. Finally, we encourage every group to sing
walata in the document room, both to acknowledge the ancestors who have signed
the documents with the intention to create a better future, and to add their voices
to the tapestry of voices in the room. The wooden ceiling amplifies the singing,
often leaving people profoundly touched or even weeping.

The public servants can spend more time with the documents if they wish or use
the wai whakanoa to cleanse the tapu as they exit the room and make their way
back into the ‘ordinary world’ to explore the interactives, like the map table stories
on voyages of Te Tiriti, land ownership or Treaty settlements (also available on the
He Tobn YouTube channel). If we have planted a seed of curiosity for the public
servants to want to know more about Aotearoa New Zealand histories, we’ve done
our job well.

The reinstated interpretative space of the He Tobu exhibition opened on 8 July 2025. Photograph
by Mark Beatty, National Library of New Zealand.

THE ROLE AND PERSONA OF FACILITATOR

Learning facilitators give voice to the documents; we interpret, select and tell
stories. We are also very aware that in doing so we are subjective.
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What is it like to encounter the documents as a descendent of Henry Williams? A
Kura Kaupapa student from Te Urewera? Or a recent migrant who has never heard
of the documents befote? Different emotions can be evoked in the document room
and sometimes the learning facilitators bear witness to the mamae, hurt and anger.
Denial, fear, guilt and shame ... anger, sadness ... sometimes tears ... all emotions
are valid and welcome here.

It is the task of the facilitator to acknowledge all kinds of feelings, listen
empathetically, and know when to step in, for instance to respond to racist
comments, and when to step out and even leave the room so people can work
through their emotions or do a haka to their tapuna. We need to make and hold
space.

Facilitators are the conduit between the documents and the visitors, and we adapt
our delivery to meet the needs of different groups. While we have a script based
on the exhibition wall text, our delivery is flexible and intuitive, selecting the
storylines, key messages and historical facts that we present to specific groups and
their learning needs. Through whakawhanaungatanga at the start we ‘triage’ to
determine the nature of the treatment required. We are not dispassionate, objective
sticklers of historical facts, but sympathetic advocates for Treaty-led relationships.

My colleague Tess Dalgety-Evans relates: ‘Every day, we work to dispel Treaty
myths, historical amnesia, and misunderstandings about Te Tiriti, and we never
ever stop learning.’

Tess identifies as Pakeha (born in New Zealand with ancestors from Europe and
Jamaica) and I describe myself as tauiwi (born and raised in Germany), but we are
both committed to tautoko te reo Maoti and look back to move forward, ka mua,
ka muri. Growing up in Germany, ‘Vergangenheitsbewiltigung’ — meaning
‘analysing and coming to terms with a difficult past’ — was ingrained in me; it’s
grounded in philosopher George Santayana’s statement in The Life of Reason (p. 284)
that ‘those who forget the past are condemned to repeat it’.

Our intervention against forgetting the past is to take a storytelling approach.
Learning facilitators need to be knowledgeable in history but also good storytellers,
who bring history to life. The necessary skill set includes being able to build
relationships with visitors quickly, reading the room and sometimes telling a story
so it makes a crowd laugh and they open up for learning.

Judith Binney writes eloquently of this capacity in Encounters Across Time (p. 1706):

Storytelling is an art deep within human nature. Good narratives not only
tell us about ourselves; they tell us about the beliefs of others. Stories are
the essential way by which we expand our empathy and our imaginations.
Stories are the means by which we communicate across time and across
cultures.

The whakatauki that was given to He Tohu by the iwi steering committee underlines

this notion: ‘He whakapapa korero, he whenua kura’ — “Talking about the past to
create a better future’.
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Let’s look at the other offerings developed by the National Library for public
servants.

OFFERING 2 — PUBLIC SERVICE WORKBOOK

In May 2023 National Library launched Te Whakatinanatanga o Te Tiriti o Waitangi, a
45-page workbook designed to help public servants uphold Te Tiriti o Waitangi in
their mahi. Its purpose is to enhance their capability in line with the Public Service
Act 2020 requirement in support of the Crown’s relationship with Maori. We
wanted to address the systemic knowledge gap that we had noticed in many tours.

Many public servants who had visited He Tohz would ask us ‘How do we apply the
principles of the Treaty in our work?” and ‘How can we be a good Treaty partner?’
We can now hand them this resource which empowers them to practically apply
Te Tiriti in the public sector. Various activities help them understand their personal
contribution to a meaningful Maori—-Crown relationship. An initial print run of
around 2,000 flew out the door and the feedback has been overwhelmingly
positive.

Some government departments bring their new staff to He Tobu as part of their
induction. With the help of the workbook, we can facilitate deep discussions based
on the activities, shifting their understanding of Tiriti-led relationships from ‘being
able to pronounce Maori words’ to ‘including Maori in decision-making’.

OFFERING 3 - WEBINAR

Initially the free online webinar was intended to take He Tohu to schools unable to
visit in person. However, most bookings come from the public service. Public
servants are hungry for Treaty education, and we now have some departments that
want all their staff to attend the webinars and book repeat sessions every month
with up to 50 participants. However, we are also clear that the webinar (or guided
visits) should not replace more in-depth Treaty training.

We created a PowerPoint presentation that is delivered live by a learning facilitator
as a webinar, with interactive quiz questions and many illustrations (often
showcasing images in the Alexander Turnbull Library collection). Other powerful
tools are the infographics and animations of some of the key messages, which were
developed with the help of Ocean Design. Our challenge was to provide a learning
experience similar to the guided tour without the physical, evocative presence of
the documents, while keeping the audience engaged for 45 minutes online. Not
every public servant is going to read He Puapua: Report of the Working Group on a Plan
to Realise the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Aotearoa New
Zealand (2019), but watching the animation of the tino rangatiratanga sphere
shrinking as the kawanatanga sphere expands, prompts deeper thinking about the
power dynamics between Maori and the Crown.
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The webinar includes an animation inspired by the He Puapua report, illustrating the tino
rangatiratanga and kawanatanga spheres at different times. National Library of New Zealand.

OFFERING 4 - E OHO!

Our ‘E oho!” series is for all people living in Aotearoa who are interested in
exploring key events that shaped the nation we call home. It’s a series with speakers
from diverse backgrounds who focus on historical events, contemporary
consequences and collective understanding. Fach event entails inspiring talks and
the opportunity to korero further afterwards.

In its fourth season now, the series has a loyal following of public servants (as well
as the general public, academics and tertiary students), eager to expand their
knowledge. A wide range of topics have been discussed — just to mention a few:
‘Captain Cook: The beginning of what?’ (Alice Te Punga Somerville and Emalani
Case); ‘A short history of the Waitangi Tribunal’ (Dame Claudia Orange, Judge
Damian Stone and Colin James); ‘Fighting the agents of deterioration — The archival
story of Te Tiriti’ (Richard Foy); ‘Contemporary pursuit of justice for Maori’
(Annette Sykes and Tina Ngata); and ‘Parihaka — Remembering Nov 5th, 1881’
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(Ruakere Hond). Nearly 1,000 people joined Carwyn Jones’s talk “The principles of
the Treaty flow from its words’ in person or watched the livestream.

E oho! A lively panel discussion about the Waitangi Tribunal comprising (left to right) Colin James,
Judge Damian Stone and Dame Claudia Orange. Photograph by Mark Beatty, National Library of
New Zealand.

Archives Library New Zealand has an important role for public debate outside of
universities, and public servants make the most of this opportunity. Twenty-five E
oho! events have been recorded and the videos are made available as a learning
resource on the National Library’s ‘E Oho! Waitangi’ web page.

CONCLUSION

When writing this article, I realised that a big part of my role is to create and hold
space, which then facilitates learning. My daily work is situated within the ‘contact
zone’ that James Clifford described in his now famous 1997 essay ‘Museums as
Contact Zones’, where people from different cultures come into contact (or
conflict) with each other. We invite our public servants to walk in someone else’s
shoes, experience history from a different perspective and have dialogues that they
wouldn’t normally have. When we witness visitors from different cultural
backgrounds ask each other questions about their understanding of Te Tiriti, it is
truly magical.

The late Moana Jackson is recorded as saying in a He Tohu interview that he put his
faith in the ability of people to talk to each other: ‘Hearts are changed in the
dialogues people can have at home, at work, with friends, with antagonists. ...
History changes in the heart of people.’

The visitor feedback we receive is testimony of the impact our offerings have on
public servants:
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It was the real documents that struck me, the true thing! I could feel the
wairua, the presence of my tapuna, there was a sacredness about it that
made it very special. Nothing can beat that!

You allow time for reflection; you pause instead of talking at people the
whole time. I liked that approach. You created a space for us to actually be
in the room with the documents and that brought up a lot of questions,
emotions (mamae) and deeper thinking. This gave us time to figure out
things for ourselves. I thank you for holding that space for us — that’s when
the magic happens!

It’s like the ripples of the document room continue beyond the tour and
the visit; they resonate in us and will continue to transform us long after
we have left the building. I’ll still be thinking about the experience, the
Treaty, the broken promises.

That’s the wonderful conviction that we’re part of as learning facilitators at He
Tobn. Imagine what a difference it could make if every public servant visited He
Tobu. 1f public servants understand the complex history of Aotearoa New Zealand
and what Te Tiriti means for the Maori—Crown relationship today, it will inform
better policy making and ultimately better outcomes for Maori.

It would be presumptuous to claim that we can change hearts in an hour-long
programme, and we are fully aware of our limitations in our offerings for public
servants. But we believe we are good at starting conversations, opening doors to
Aotearoa New Zealand histories and making little inroads to self-reflection and
transformation for public servants.

As the National Library we are a trusted institution and can connect people to our
collections and the wider documentary heritage sector for further research. We will
continue to tell the stories of Aotearoa New Zealand and foster an informed and
enriched public dialogue.

Tanja Schubert-McArthur has a PhD in Cultural Anthropology from Te Herenga Waka Victoria
University of Wellington. Her thesis is available as a book, Biulturalism at New Zealand’s National
Museum: An Ethnography of Te Papa (Routledge 2020). Her career in the GLAM sector spans roles
at Te Papa, the Waitangi Tribunal and, since 2019, the National Library of New Zealand.
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