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Editorial
Amid the ongoing uncertainty over the National Library 
redevelopment, PHANZA members might have been 
alarmed to learn of  looming changes at Wellington’s 
other main historical research institution – Archives New 
Zealand’s Head Office. After a rather ad hoc beginning, 
Archives have at least done a pretty good job of  keeping 
PHANZA and other interested parties up to date with 
what’s planned. For that, Archives is to be congratulated – 
communication and consultation have hardly been hallmarks 
of  the National Library redevelopment, even if  the latter 
project is a far larger and more complex undertaking than 
Archives’. The two events are related, of  course, as the 
changes at Archives are at least in part designed to facilitate 
the temporary integration of  the Alexander Turnbull 
Library into the Mulgrave St building.

The main change at Archives, and it seems a very 
sensible one, will be the creation of  a new ‘Orientation 
Area’ inside the main entrance on Mulgrave St. According 
to Archives, this area will have several purposes, as a 
place to:

find out more about Archives New Zealand — � 
whether you are a researcher or a visitor wanting 
to see Te Tiriti o Waitangi
meet our staff  and to view audio visual material� 
orientate people – on what we do, what we have, � 
how to use our services and systems and what to 
do next, including:

providing you with information on what we • 
do and what you can find at Archives New 
Zealand
helping you with quick and/or preliminary • 
research
registering as a reader, if  you are here for the • 
first time and want to see archival material
placing your first order of  this material.• 

The intention is to deal with more casual or first-time 
visitors away from the main Reading Room, thus reducing 
congestion and noise in that area – something that regular 
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users will no doubt welcome. Improvements to the 
Reading Room (including the installation of  many more 
electrical sockets for laptops, etc.) and upgrades to the 
locker area, toilets and other facilities (including a space 
to eat lunch not purchased at the café) are also planned, 
all of  which should be good news for users.

Archives say construction work on the ground floor 
will begin in early September and be completed by the end 
of  the year. By phasing the work they ‘hope to minimise 
disruption to services and access to the archives’. Even 
so, the Reading Room ‘may need to close for a few days 
during late November and/or early December’. Let’s hope 
disruption is minimal, because by that time we expect that 
National Library and Turnbull will be closed and/or in 
the process of  moving to their new temporary facilities 
at Archives New Zealand and Thorndon Quay. At the 
moment we are still in the dark about the exact timing 
of  those closures, but a recent joint media release from 
Archives New Zealand and National Library noted that 
‘timelines and details of  the relocation are expected to be 
confirmed shortly’. As soon as we get further information 
we’ll post it on the noticeboard section of  www.phanza.
org.nz; if  it’s anything significant (like closure dates), we’ll 
email it out to members.

You might also be aware that Auckland City Libraries 
Special Collections will be closed from 9 October to 23 
November. 

Finally, as this editorial suggests, I have now resumed 
my position as PHANZA president, after standing aside 
during the ten months I was Acting Chief  Historian at 
the Ministry for Culture and Heritage. As signalled at last 
year’s PHANZA AGM, this decision was taken to avoid 
any potential conflict of  interest between the two roles. 
I’m grateful to Tony Nightingale for agreeing to serve as 
acting president during this time. 

NEILL ATKINSON

PRESIDENT
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Papers Past 
Michael Kelly heads off to the National Library to get the story behind its most popular site.

issues on a case by case basis and may have to pull content 
(a ‘take-down’ policy) if  it is challenged. 

The issue of  which newspapers to offer on the site is 
not a simple one. With funding not available to put up 
every historical newspaper, choices are often made for 
practical or expedient reasons. The Library seeks to offer 
a balance in its structure. It wants a representative mix 
of  local and regional papers, content from different eras 
(some famous papers only became top dog in their locality 
in the 20th century), and publications with specialist 
appeal (the Lyttelton Times was very good on shipping 
movements, for instance). The Library also wants to put 
up small, local papers to add more flavour to the mix and 
represent smaller population centres. It hopes to do more 
of  the latter, perhaps via collaborative ventures. 

Some omissions are easy to explain. The Library does 
not have the rights to certain newspapers. This is closely 
linked to the historical microfilming of  newspapers. 
Papers Past scans microfiche masters and if  the Library 
does not have that microfiche or is not given permission 
to use it by another organisation that does, it will not be 
able to scan and show that newspaper on the site. 

Some microfiche masters, for example those of  the 
New Zealand Herald, are too poor in quality to be digitised. 
Users of  the site will no doubt be familiar with the variable 
performance of  the OCR (optical character recognition), 
but this is strongly dependent on the state of  the original 
newspaper and the quality of  the microfiche image. These 
factors are beyond the control of  the Library, which in 
any case contracts out the work. 

At some point the Library envisages scanning directly 
from the newspapers themselves. That technology is not 
yet available in New Zealand, and it is bound to be more 
expensive than the current approach when it is. For the 
present, digital is considered inferior to microfilming 
for preservation purposes. The Library plans to add 
more newspapers and, as mentioned above, extend the 
searchable period forward a bit more. As word of  mouth 
and those Google searches pull more people in, and 
technology offers better recognition and smarter searches, 
the site can only become even more popular. 

This publication gave Papers Past a big tick early last year 
and recommended it to any historian with a mouse and a 
broadband connection. It has transformed researching in 
this country. Given the success of  Papers Past – it is by 
far the National Library’s most popular digital resource 
– what does the future hold? Will the cut-off  date for 
searching move a bit closer to the present, and what about 
those significant newspapers that are not in the line-up? 

Phanzine talked to the trio responsible for delivering 
Papers Past to your desktop – Gordon Paynter, Programme 
Manager Digitisation; Chelsea Hughes, Digital Services 
Manager; and Tracy Powell, Projects Leader in the 
Service Development and Support Team – about where 
Papers Past is heading. As we met, the National Library 
is gearing up, sort-of, for the move out. The building’s 
ground floor configuration has already been changed and 
packing up is taking place in the basement. The good news 
for users of  the Library’s digital services is that they are 
unaffected by the coming work. 

It’s not hard to find reasons why Papers Past is popular. 
Improving the speed of  the service helped, as did making 
it searchable and Google-friendly. Just as important is 
that, while a resource like Timeframes has pictures, there 
are only 50,000 of  those compared to the millions of  
potential options on Papers Past. The site is certainly used 
with gusto by historians, but they likely make up only a 
relatively small percentage of  users. The Library thinks 
that geneaologists are its biggest users, and it’s easy to 
see why; it must be a godsend to them. And Papers Past’s 
more committed users are not afraid to make suggestions 
and demand more from the service. 

The two biggest questions on users’ minds are, ‘Why 
can’t I search more recent years?’ and ‘Why isn’t [insert 
newspaper name here] on the site?’ 

Regular users will have noticed that since the searchable 
version of  Papers Past went live in 2007, the year limit 
has slowly been moving up. Today some newspapers are 
searchable to 1932, compared with 1920 earlier this year. 
While the Library is at pains to point out that Papers Past 
is all about offering the content of  historic newspapers, it 
does agree that it is frustrating that it can’t offer more. 
The reason is simple: copyright. This is not copyright 
in relation to the newspapers themselves, but that of  
individual writers. Copyright law protects a writer’s work 
for 50 years after their death. Basic arithmetic suggests 
that even a date of  1932 risks running foul of  this, and 
pushing it out to the end of  World War II, which the 
Library would like to do, would be asking for trouble. If  
it goes for that date, the Library is likely to deal with any 
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The Flickr Commons
Marguerite Hill looks into a valuable image-sharing project.

Many of  you will have encountered Flickr (www.Flickr.
com) as a way to share family photographs. Started in 2004 
to help people manage the hundreds of  photographs you 
soon end up with when shooting digitally, and to share 
them with friends and family, Flickr now has millions 
of  members. As I write, members have uploaded 4939 
images in the last minute. So, why is Flickr relevant to 
professional historians? Because it is becoming a platform 
for cultural institutions – libraries, archives, museums, 
historical societies – to share their collections. A great deal 
of  New Zealand material is available on Flickr or the more 
specialised Flickr Commons, and international material is 
also becoming increasingly accessible. 

In this article I will look at two aspects of  Flickr: the 
Flickr Commons and what I’ll call ‘photosharing Flickr’. 

‘Photosharing Flickr’
Flickr is predominantly used by professional and amateur 
photographers – and snap-happy tourists. However, the 
photosharing part of  Flickr is also useful for historians. 
Flickr allows for the establishment of  interest groups. 
Historical societies and local historians have set up groups 
around specific topics and invited people to add photos 
of  local monuments or buildings. The New Zealand 
Cemeteries and Headstones group, for example, currently 
includes about 200 images of, well, what you might expect. 
There are also groups such as Historic Waipa and general 
New Zealand history groups. Photographs in these 
groups are often accompanied by a wealth of  contextual 
information and interpretation. 

Many cultural institutions have also discovered that 
they can use Flickr to share their collections with a 
wider audience. The New Plymouth District Council 
has uploaded historic images to its Flickr photostream. 
Canterbury Heritage has started loading up ‘then and 
now’ shots of  Canterbury towns, streets and buildings, 
placing photographs from historic collections alongside 
modern images. Christchurch City Libraries has uploaded 
hundreds of  historic photographs, while Te Awamutu 
Museum uses Flickr to showcase its collections and 
publicise exhibition openings and other events. When 
uploading images, an institution or individual can choose 
what copyright restrictions to place on them. Many 
institutions permit non-commercial use of  their images, 
provided they are attributed. Clicking on the symbol under 
each image brings up a full explanation of  the permitted 
use. Images are also downloadable in various sizes.

Flickr also allows you to tag or keyword your 
photographs, enabling very specific searching. You can also 
geo-tag them – locate them on a world map. Creating a 

photosharing Flickr account is free for the average person – 
or for US$25 annually you can purchase a ‘pro’ licence, which 
allows you to upload a greater number of  photographs. 

The Flickr Commons
The Flickr Commons, launched in January 2008, now 
has 27 institutional members. The project began as a 
pilot between Flickr and the US Library of  Congress, 
but soon grew to incorporate museums, galleries and 
libraries in Europe and Australasia. Institutional members 
now include the Powerhouse Museum, the Australian 
War Memorial Museum, the Brooklyn Museum, the 
Smithsonian, the Imperial War Museum and the British 
National Maritime Museum. The National Library of  New 
Zealand joined in November 2008. The main goals of  the 
Flickr Commons are to improve access to publicly-owned 
photographic collections and to encourage the public to 
contribute information. 

These public contributions are an important part 
of  the Flickr Commons. Institutions encourage people 
to comment on and contribute information about the 
posted photographs. Contributors can annotate particular 
aspects of  a photograph: they can identify buildings, name 
individuals, specify dates. Once verified, this information 
is added to the museum or library’s catalogue or database. 
Some institutions have dedicated volunteers who research 
images found on the Commons. The resulting online 
discussions can add context and value to the collections. 

Photographs submitted to the Commons are marked 
with a symbol denoting that there are no known copyright 
restrictions on their use. This means that copyright has 
expired or was injected into the public domain; or that the 
institution holding copyright does not wish to enforce it, 
or has the legal right to authorise others to use the work 
without restrictions. The National Library, for example, 
invites you to use images that they have added to the 
Commons on your website or blog, or in other creative 
work. These photographs can be used for commercial 
or non-commercial purposes in local histories, heritage 
interpretation or other publications. 

The ‘no known copyright’ requirement dictates what 
sorts of  images end up in the Flickr Commons. With 
copyright expiring a specified time after the death of  the 
photographer, most come from the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Another consideration for institutions 
is putting up images the community will respond to. The 
National Library has put up First World War images, 
along with ships, motorcycles and bicycles. Contributors 
have identified many of  the ships and detailed the routes 
they sailed. 
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A wealth of  international material is also available 
via the Flickr Commons. This is useful for comparative 
study or for publications and research requiring overseas 
photographs or context. It is an easy way to access 
international collections that are otherwise difficult to get 
into and expensive to order from. Just be aware that each 
institution has its own ‘no known copyright’ restrictions 
(which are thoroughly explained) and abide by their 
conditions. 

Hopefully you can now see Flickr as more than just 
a place to share family photos. It can be a new tool for 
researchers, allowing easy access to international sources. 
Flickr also allows for interaction between institutions and 
users through public contributions and interest groups. 
The Flickr Commons can be useful when copyright 
restrictions and the cost of  ordering images are of  
concern.

Newsflash!
A PHANZA symposium will precede the Annual General Meeting, with both to be 
held on 5 December 2009 at Turnbull House, Bowen St, Wellington. 

The symposium will focus on the practice of  public history – more information soon.

The AGM will feature a guest speaker to be confirmed. 

 ‘Visit New Zealand’ window, Union Line, Sydney, 1930s, by Sam Hood.
 From the collections of the Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales.
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Heritage
Paulette Wallace suggests that while the next generation of heritage professionals has New 
Zealand’s historic heritage in good hands, communities should be ‘stepping up’ when it comes to 
the conservation of their heritage.

The future of  New Zealand’s historic heritage has never 
looked so bright, thanks to Victoria University’s Museum 
and Heritage Studies programme. Under the dynamic 
leadership of  the director, Dr Conal McCarthy, a new 
generation of  cross-disciplinary, industry-ready and 
academically skilled graduates are hitting the heritage 
cobbles running. 

Students come to museum and heritage studies from 
diverse academic and cultural backgrounds. Some have 
spent their undergraduate study working part-time in a 
museum or gallery, while others have majored in history, 
art history, Maori or classical studies. The postgraduate 
programme gives students the freedom to pursue topics 
of  personal interest, while schooling them in the theory 
and practice of  museum and heritage. 

Museum and heritage studies students are encouraged 
to critically re-examine taken-for-granted paradigms 
and practices. Exploration of  the history and theory 
of  museum and heritage, along with practical work 
placements and stimulating seminars, facilitated by some 
of  the country’s leading heritage professionals, provides 
McCarthy’s apprentices with a range of  skills attractive 
to employers in the museum and heritage sector.

The recent work of  Victoria University graduates is 
as diverse as it is noteworthy. The North Island Main 
Trunk line historic area registration has successfully run 
a political gauntlet; other historic places are being added 
to the New Zealand register, upgraded or reviewed; Te 
Papa’s Pacific collection is being painstakingly catalogued; 
the NZHistory.net.nz website is regularly edited and 
updated; and historic heritage on Matiu/Somes Island 
is receiving some much-needed attention. Other places 
where museum and heritage studies graduates are making 
a difference include the Air Force Museum of  New 
Zealand, Te Ara – the Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, and 
Napier City Council.

The variety of  the projects and institutions that 
come within the ambit of  ‘museum and heritage studies’ 
highlights how these graduates’ wide-ranging skills have 
enabled them to infiltrate the country’s leading museum 
and heritage organisations. Entrant-level heritage 
practitioners have never been so professional. Yet this is 
only part of  the answer. For conservation efforts to be 
successful in the long term, historic heritage management 
also requires the input of  communities which value the 
safeguarding of  their heritage.

In the last issue of  Phanzine, Michael Kelly noted that 
‘at risk’ heritage may have a better chance of  survival 

as the recession slows down building development. One 
only has to remember the stagnation that saved Oamaru’s 
Tyne Street to see how an economic downturn can have 
some positive results. However, recession also means 
fewer resources to go around, and unfortunately historic 
heritage conservation does not generally weigh as heavily 
on the public consciousness as public transport, roads, 
or even new stadiums for the 2011 Rugby World Cup. 
Inadequate resourcing is always going to be an issue for 
historic heritage management, and this generates a lot 
of  stress for those entrusted with managing key heritage 
places around the country.

With less money in the kitty, DOC, HPT and territorial 
authorities should be further encouraging communities 
to ‘step up’ as custodians of  their heritage. Historic 
heritage, while not having the same profile as new roads, 
is consistently identified as an important contributor to 
social and economic well-being, and is recognised by many 
communities in their Long Term Council Community 
Plans. Yet there seems to be a common perception that 
communities can take a lesser role in the conservation of  
their heritage because DOC and HPT have it covered. As 
the recession bites, DOC and HPT may have less capacity 
to effectively manage the country’s heritage.

New Zealand’s current heritage management framework 
aims to protect significant places through researching and 
documenting their value in advance of  change. Value is in 
most instances determined by heritage professionals, who 
frequently select heritage buildings and sites in accordance 
with scholarly criteria unrelated to the concerns of  the 
communities whose heritage is being assessed. At the end 
of  this process the heritage professional hopes to achieve 
both community and political acceptance of  their recom-
mendations. However, there is no reason why communities, 
who expect their heritage to still be around for their 
grandchildren to experience, should not be more involved 
in, or even lead, this heritage assessment process. One of  
the most important factors in the long-term success of  a 
heritage place is the buy-in of  the local community and 
other stakeholders.

Wellington City Council should be commended for its 
efforts to involve the Thorndon community in its proposed 
heritage area changes to the Wellington City District 
Plan. Council staff  have been answering questions and 
canvassing public opinion on how Thorndon should be 
classed and protected through initiatives such as opening 
a kiosk in Thorndon’s main street, and they have also 
attended several community meetings. This open process 
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has informed Thorndon residents on the options available to conserve one 
of  New Zealand’s oldest and most historically significant suburbs, and it has 
allowed the Thorndon community to participate in formulating the direction 
of  heritage conservation in Thorndon. Greater community planning, par-
ticipation and advocacy in heritage management can only benefit our historic 
heritage management systems.

Stalwart institutions such as the Friends of  Old St Paul’s Society and 
the Thorndon Society have had major successes in conserving the country’s 
significant historic heritage. Properties such as Old St Paul’s church and a 
number of  iconic Thorndon cottages, apparently facing certain demolition, 
have survived intact. However, the average age of  many historic heritage 
lobbyists is a major concern for the future. Determining how to drum up 
support for heritage conservation from young people is another challenge, one 
which can be advanced by communities and the next generation of  historic 
heritage professionals working together more closely.

Paulette Wallace is Ranger, Historic in the 
Department of  Conservation’s Poneke Area Office.

St Paul’s Cathedral, Mulgrave Street, Wellington, [ca 1880s] by William Williams. 
ATL Reference number 1/1-025547-G. Part of: Williams, Edgar Richard, 1891-1983. Negatives, lantern slides, stereographs, colour transparencies, monochrome 
prints, photographic ephemera, Reference Number PA-Group-00076
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The Restoration of Central Park 
Kirstie Ross investigates the history and future of her local park.

I have walked through Central Park on my way to work on 
most days since I moved to Brooklyn last year. I enjoy the 
fact that I can go on a ‘nature’ walk and hear tui and other 
birds sing so close to the Wellington CBD. This winter, 
however, I had to change my route while paths were closed 
off  to users as the Wellington City Council implemented 
its restoration scheme for the park. Panels erected in 
the park describing the work made me curious about its 
history – especially their references to the restoration of  
historic walking tracks. To satisfy my interest, I consulted 
various web-based resources. With just a little bit of  
digging, in Papers Past and on Timeframes, I unearthed 
several titbits of  park history.

Central Park was originally funded by the proceeds 
of  a ‘Citizens’ Easter Carnival’ for beautifying the city. 
The first sod was turned in October 1913 and in July the 
following year the Evening Post declared that the park 
was ‘destined shortly to become an important and valuable 
pleasure resort’. Since then, Central Park has had multiple 
and diverging uses. It has always provided children with 
areas to play in and been a place for adults to meander 
through floral displays and other plantings. Between 1936 
and 1946 they could do so while listening to music from a 
band rotunda. In 1946, lawn tennis courts were established 
for those wanting to work up more of  a sweat. 

For a while the site was also used to propagate seedlings 
for planting around the city. In 1914, the 13-hectare park 
contained an outdoor nursery of  more than 30,000 
cuttings (28,692 exotics and 3347 natives). However, in 
August 1915 the nursery was looted by ‘shrub thieves’ 
who, according to the Evening Post, struck in a ‘systematic 
wholesale way’, apparently using a cart to transport their 
booty. (The appointment of  a caretaker was supposed to 
halt this type of  property crime.)

 Some of  the ways in which Central Park has been 
utilised may not have been anticipated or approved of  
by its civic-minded founders. In 1931 it was officially 
designated as a rubbish tip (unofficial dumping continues 
today), while during the Second World War American 
soldiers camped on the flat next to Brooklyn Road. Press 
reports reveal that in the 1920s and 1930s the park had 
another function: it was a place for lovers to meet and 

prostitutes to solicit business. Among the latter were 
Phyllis Davies (alias Ferraro, alias de Fleury, alias Phyllis 
Elvern, alias Thelma Davies), who earned a three-month 
jail sentence by propositioning a plain-clothes policeman 
in January 1923. 

Discovering these scraps of  the park’s history made 
me wonder which aspects of  it had informed Wellington 
City Council’s restoration project. In its ‘Central Park 
Restoration Plan’, released in November 2007,the 
council identified the need to ‘comprehensively assess 
the recreational potential of  the park with a view 
to encouraging greater use, whilst retaining the key 
landscape and heritage qualities of  the park’ (p. 3). So far, 
it appears that work has focused on improving Central 
Park’s recreational potential and key landscape qualities. 

To date, contractors have upgraded the main entrance 
and constructed five curving bridges over and up to the 
top of  Moturoa Stream, new toilets, and a ramp into 
the playground from Brooklyn Road; they have also 
refurbished the main bridge. Vegetation has been thinned 
or removed to let in more light and give the park a more 
open and safer ambience. Enhanced entrances are planned 
for secondary access points and the network of  paths is 
also being improved. 

Six landscape zones identified within the park will 
shape ongoing planting and maintenance. The so-called 
‘wilderness’ area on the western side of  the park is 
probably the result of  historical neglect. This emphasis 
suggests that landscape rather than heritage values have 
shaped the park’s restoration. Although the ‘Central Park 
Restoration Plan’ states that ‘the park has undergone a 
number of  changes over its lifetime, and it is valuable 
to recognise this evolution in order to understand the 
park as it exists today and to plan for its future’ (p. 4), it 
appears to my untrained eye that the park’s historical use 
is taking a back seat in its restoration. Some of  the park’s 
historic furniture, its fountain and light standards are to 
be retained. Perhaps the planned interpretation panels 
will meet my desire for the park’s history to be known 
more widely. If  the park is seen to have its own ‘heritage 
values’, both ongoing multiple use and maintenance will 
be enhanced. 
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Top left and right: New entrance and picnic area. Photographer, Kirstie Ross. Middle: Central Park, Brooklyn, Wellington, with Brooklyn Road on left [192-?] ATL 
Reference No. 1/2-034755-G. Part of Hinge, Leslie, 1868-1942 : Collection of photographic prints and negatives (PAColl-3050). Bottom: Historic bridge over the 
stream. Photographer, Kirstie Ross.



10

Great Moments in Public History 
David Green looks at the writing of James Cowan’s New Zealand Wars.

Most of  us know James Cowan as the pre-eminent pre-
Belichian historian of  the conflicts he named the ‘New 
Zealand Wars’. Fewer are aware that the journalist turned 
freelance scholar researched and wrote his classic work 
while on contract to the Department of  Internal Affairs. 
Cowan has claims to be seen as both Pakeha New Zealand’s 
first official historian and its first oral historian. 

Why was Cowan given this job in early 1918, at the 
height of  the Great War? One pressing reason was that 
the surviving combatants were all elderly; those of  the 
wars of  the 1840s were all but extinct. While document 
evidence would endure, ‘the psychology of  the struggle 
will elude the writer who delays his work until the last 
veteran, the last pioneer, and the last Maori of  the old 
school have gone from among us.’ Younger New Zealanders 
of  both races had much to learn from their elders – albeit 
through a prism of  stereotypes. Enough time had elapsed 
for ‘the episodes of  our nation-making to be viewed in their 
correct perspective’. Yet no overview of  the wars had been 
written – ‘nor, indeed, any complete account of  Heke’s war 
or the Taranaki and East Coast wars’.

The remedy would be comprehensive: four volumes 
were planned. The first would cover the 1840s; the second, 
the 1860–1 Taranaki and 1863–4 Waikato campaigns. 
The other two would focus on the post-1864 fighting 
on the West and East Coasts. (In the event, each pair of  
books was shoehorned into a single substantial volume.) 
Within a year of  his appointment Cowan had walked the 
battlefields of  Northland, Waikato and Taranaki, often 
accompanied by survivors whose recollections enabled him 
to clarify ‘many disputed or obscure historical points’. 

Cowan was on the government payroll for four years. 
He was given full access to the bibliophile merchant 
Alexander Turnbull’s extensive personal library. In 
1920 he appraised the Dominion’s meagre government 
archives with a view to transferring the most significant 
files to the research library that was being developed in 
the recently deceased Turnbull’s house. Fortunately, as 
David Colquhoun has observed, his historically (rather 
than archivally) informed selection was later reunited 
with the material from which it had been detached in the 
General Assembly Library. 

Cowan’s employment contract also required him to 
augment the nascent National Historical Collection, which 
was made up mainly of  manuscripts and other primary 
documentary material. His efforts in this direction were 
token – and his salary and expenses swallowed up most of  
the Collection’s budget, the existence of  which had made 
it easier for Internal Affairs to employ him. 

In the mid-1922 preface to his first volume of  The 

New Zealand Wars, Cowan thanked the Minister and 
the Under-Secretary of  Internal Affairs for ‘the liberal 
arrangements which made the writing and publication 
of  this work possible’. But 18 months later there was a 
squabble over expenses and intellectual property – issues 
of  perennial concern to public historians. When Cowan 
sought reimbursement for losses suffered during the 
editing of  The New Zealand Wars, Internal Affairs’ Chief  
Clerk, Patrick Kelleher, noted that while employed by the 
state Cowan had collected material he could use in future 
projects. (In fact, he had already done so in his 1922 history 
of  the Te Awamutu district, The Old Frontier.) Cowan did 
not deny these windfall gains. However, he asserted that 
they were ‘more than offset by the fact that this History 
is not merely the product of  the short period I was under 
Government engagement on contract; it embodies the 
result of  … practically a life-time of  note-gathering on 
the subject’. This argument cut no ice with Kelleher.

Cowan was to have the last laugh. In 1936, he and the 
poet Jessie Mackay – both penurious and ageing – were 
granted £100 pensions in recognition of  their literary 
endeavours. They were early beneficiaries of  the new 
Labour government’s support for the arts – support that was 
channelled through the Department of  Internal Affairs.

James Cowan, 1929, 1/1-018597, Alexander Turnbull Library
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Dance History on Film
Kirstie Ross looks at a new chapter in the history of New Zealand dance.

I was pleased I sacrificed a lunch-time to see Dance of  the 
Instant, a film directed by Shirley Horrocks that screened 
during the recent International Film Festival. Known 
for her documentaries about writers and visual artists, 
Horrocks focuses here on a brief  but significant moment 
in New Zealand’s performing arts history: the short-lived 
New Dance Group which choreographed and performed 
‘modern’ dance in Wellington in the years just after the 
Second World War.

In Dance of  the Instant, which is based on research 
by former Limbs dancer and choreographer Marianne 
Schultz, Horrocks documents a progressive group which 
was active from 1945 until 1947. The group was made 
up of  between ten and sixteen dancers who were, at 
the time, studying at Wellington Teachers’ Training 
College. Consisting mostly of  women, it was inspired 
by contemporary American modern dance. Members 
danced barefoot and wore tunics which were actually 
men’s undergarments dyed black. Their choreography 
interpreted social issues as movement: one dance was 
about Hiroshima; another was called ‘Machine Dance’. 
They also experimented in their choices of  music to 
accompany their works.

Horrocks uses conventional documentary film 
techniques to tell the group’s story. She features interviews 
with seven of  the surviving dancers, archival commentary 
and images, oral history recordings and a surprising 
amount of  footage. The latter enabled a contemporary 

recreation and reinterpretation of  one of  the group’s 
works, which is also shown in the film. A delightful 
moment comes when one of  the members, now perhaps 
in her eighties, dances in her living room.

The film reveals how new dance forms, educational 
philosophies and progressive educators intersected in 
post-war Wellington. The New Dance Group was inspired 
by Philip Smithells, who had recently been appointed as 
superintendent of  physical education by C. E. Beeby, the 
Director of  Education. Smithells had a broad and creative 
conception of  his specialist subject, and advocated the 
educational value of  movement and dance, especially 
expressive movement to music. A key group member was 
Rona Bailey, a Physical Welfare and Recreation Branch 
officer, who had recently returned from taking classes 
in the United States with the influential choreographers 
Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey. 

While Horrocks carefully considers the New Dance 
Group’s personnel and productions, she tells us less about its 
public reception. Her primary sources here are sympathetic 
reviews by Bruce Mason and Anton Vogt. But was there any 
negative press? Or was the group greeted with indifference? 
Other questions, such as the relationship between the New 
Dance Group and other cultural initiatives and innovators 
of  the period, and the state of  local performing arts 
generally, are also not pursued. 

While Horrocks’ film lacks a satisfying analytical 
thread, it does perform an important service by carefully 

excavating an episode in the 
early history of  dance in New 
Zealand, a subject which is 
seldom under the historical 
spotlight. It would be easy to 
assume that New Zealand had 
no local tradition of  modern 
dance before the late 1970s 
and the formation of  Limbs 
Dance Company. Thanks to 
Dance in the Instant, we now 
have a filmed fragment of  our 
cultural past that inserts an 
intriguing early chapter into 
the history of  dance in New 
Zealand.

Member s  o f  New Dance Group 
performing 1947.
ATL Reference No. PAColl-6180-10-26
Lewers, Neville Robert, 1913. Par t of 
Photographs of the New Dance Group, 
Wellington (PAColl-6180-10)
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