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Conference paper 
 

It’s appropriate to be giving this presentation in 2015, the 175th anniversary of 

the 1840 signing of the Treaty of Waitangi, New Zealand’s founding document. 

The Treaty is a living document, with ongoing relevance to the people of New 

Zealand. It also has ongoing relevance to the museums of New Zealand, and 

how they go about their activities today and into the future. Today, I’m going to 

discuss the current ‘Treaty environment’, particularly the process of settlement 

of claims against the Treaty, what that means for Te Papa, and what it may 

mean for other museums in New Zealand. Even though this is a story about 

New Zealand culture, society, and politics, I do believe that how we are 

responding to our rapidly changing environment prompts consideration of 

issues that are relevant to all museums. This is not a presentation solely about 

working with indigenous communities – it’s about how the lessons learned from 

the evolving Treaty partnership raises issues that all museums should be 

considering. 

 

There are some Māori words and concepts that I refer to frequently in this 

paper, so I’ll start off by explaining them. 

Taonga -  in museum terms, this refers to a treasured object or treasured 

material. Although a Māori term, it is not uncommon for people working in 

museums in New Zealand to use this term to refer to the museum collections, 

whether of Māori origin or not. For Māori, the concept of taonga is far broader 

than cultural material and can refer to other cherished things, including 

resources, language and stories, and even people. 

Mana – this is status or significance. 

Kaitiaki/Kaitiakitanga – Guardian/Guardianship. People who care for taonga 

in New Zealand as often referred to as Kaitiaki – guardians. 
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Marae – a communal gathering space and the site of many customary 

activities, usually linked to a particular tribe. Te Papa has its own marae. 

Iwi – Māori tribe 

Aotearoa – the Māori name for New Zealand 

 

Now back to the Treaty of Waitangi and some brief historical context. 

 

The Treaty was made between the British Crown and Māori chiefs. Although 

considered to be New Zealand’s founding document, it is not legally 

constituted. However, the spirit/intention of the Treaty is often referred to in 

Acts of Parliament and in Government policy. It is referenced implicitly in Te 

Papa’s founding legislation, and explicitly in much of the museum’s strategy 

and policies. 

 

Despite the Treaty and the intent of it – partnership, protection and participation 

– there were widespread land confiscations and unfair purchases from Māori, 

the loss of other resources, including natural resources, and warfare 

throughout the country; largely in the 19th century but also extending into the 

20th. The legacy of this has been ongoing - and growing - financial and social 

inequality between Māori and their European New Zealand counterparts; Māori 

earn less than European New Zealanders, have lower life expectancy rates, 

have higher rates of obesity, and are twice as likely to be unemployed. i In 

addition, Māori are disproportionately represented in criminal justice statistics. 

 

From the 1970s onwards there were growing calls from Māori for the terms of 

the Treaty to be honoured. In time, the Crown acknowledged that much of New 

Zealand’s wealth was due to resources that were acquired from Māori in ways 

that breached the Treaty and its intent. The Crown accepted a moral obligation 
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to take steps to address these wrongs and acknowledged that in so doing, a 

basis for greater social cohesion could be laid.ii 

 

To this end, a permanent commission of enquiry, the Waitangi Tribunal, was 

established in 1975. The role of the Tribunal is to make recommendations to 

Government on claims brought by Māori relating to actions or omissions of the 

Crown that potentially breach the promises made in the Treaty of Waitangi.iii 

For the first ten years of its life, the Tribunal could only investigate claims dating 

back to 1975. However, in 1985, its mandate was extended to investigate 

breaches from 1840. Unsurprisingly, this resulted in a huge increase in the 

number of claims. As at 11 June 2009, 2034 claims had been registered with 

the Tribunal.iv 

 

New Zealand’s current Government had originally intended for all historical 

claims to be settled by the end of 2014. 2017 is now the stated goal, although 

that will still be challenging to achieve. 

 

Once a Treaty claim has been made, heard, and assessed, the Waitangi 

Tribunal issues a report with recommendations (which are not binding), and 

claimants and the  Crown may then enter into a period of negotiation around 

the settlement, resulting in a Deed of Settlement. Financial and commercial 

redress is often a major aspect of settlements, and has enabled many iwi 

(tribes) in New Zealand to build a secure economic base from which to develop 

and achieve their aspirations. However, what I am concerned with for the 

purposes of this presentation is cultural redress, which can also be a part of 

settlement agreements. First though, let’s recap where Te Papa came from. 

 

Te Papa opened in 1998, merging the former National Art Gallery and National 

Museum to form a new multi-disciplinary institution. Its Act had been passed in 
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1992, but thinking about what exactly Te Papa would be, had started the 

previous decade. 

 

In 1985, the-then Prime Minister of New Zealand, David Lange, said in 

anticipation of the new national museum, ‘We are going to have a structure 

which says … here is New Zealand, it is a manifestation physically of our 

culture...I hope that the target for its building will be for its excellence, its worth, 

for its flair, its style, and for its indigenous stance...It ought to speak for New 

Zealand. It ought to speak for our culture.’ 

 

The Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa Act states clearly that Te 

Papa ‘will have regard to the ethnic and cultural diversity of the people of New 

Zealand, and will also express and recognise the mana (status) and 

significance of Māori, European, and other major traditions and cultural 

heritages, and will provide the means for every such culture to contribute 

effectively to the Museum as a statement of New Zealand’s identity’. (1, 8 a-b) 

 

Perhaps neither of these statements seem particularly ground-breaking to us 

today, but at the time these words, and the intention behind them, reflected a 

tremendous paradigm shift in New Zealand’s museology. 

 

Te Papa, and the thinking that informed its development, would never have 

been possible without the watershed exhibition Te Maori, which travelled to the 

US in 1984. It was the first time that such an exhibition of Māori treasures had 

toured internationally, but more importantly, for the first time, was exhibited, 

and seen, as ‘high’ art with a connection to a living, dynamic culture. Māori 

were involved in the development, the interpretation, and the ongoing tour of 

the exhibition. This had profound ramifications for the museum world in New 
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Zealand, with Māori playing an increasing role in the care and management of 

their cultural material.  

 

The impact on the conceptual development of Te Papa was particularly 

profound; the museum positioned itself as bicultural, where the Māori world 

view was equal in importance to the Western world view, and where leadership 

of the institution was shared between a CEO and a Kaihautū, or Māori leader. 

 
Te Papa’s commitment to the Treaty partnership is still actively embedded in 

policy, process, and day to day activity. However, the rhetoric around 

‘biculturalism’ (which is often seen as a product of 1980s ideology and therefore 

somewhat dated) has evolved over time. Today, Te Papa refers more 

commonly to its guiding philosophy of Mana Taonga, which affirms and 

acknowledges the spiritual and cultural connections of people to taonga, or 

treasures. 

 
Practically speaking, Mana Taonga means that people/families/communities 

with connections to taonga have the right to participate in the care of that 

material, and to speak about and assist in determining the display or other 

usage of it  by Te Papa. Mana Taonga is reflected in its strategy under the 

priority area of ‘sharing authority’, which states: Te Papa will share decision-

making with iwi (tribe), communities and individuals with respect to managing 

and understanding of their taonga (treasures).  

 

One of the most significant embodiments of Mana Taonga is Te Papa’s iwi 

exhibition programme. Since opening, Te Papa has held an ongoing series of 

these exhibitions, each lasting approximately 2 ½ years. The exhibitions are 

developed in true partnership, with iwi providing the concept, traditional 

knowledge and expertise. The museum provides museum expertise and 
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resources, the opportunity to create new networks, as well as creative, 

commercial, and research opportunities. Both parties gain knowledge and 

experience from the process, which ultimately adds to the body of knowledge 

around Te Papa’s collections. 

In addition, when iwi are taking part in the Iwi exhibition programme they select 

tribal elders to take up residence with their exhibition. This adds a living 

connection to the exhibition, and creates an opportunity for the iwi to actively 

share its experience and traditions with Te Papa, New Zealand, and the world.  

The elders hold a variety of roles for the duration of the exhibition, including 

advising on protocols, supporting the care of their taonga, leading ceremonies, 

and providing their leadership and expertise both internally and externally. 

Mana Taonga was originally developed to guide relationships with iwi, but we 

now recognise it as an inclusive concept that provides guidance for our 

interactions with a range of communities and groups that connect to the 

collections we hold in trust for the nation. Mana Taonga does not diminish the 

museum’s bicultural foundation; rather, it provides a mechanism for 

operationalising biculturalism, and it also provides a framework for engaging 

with communities in a society with a rapidly changing demographic profile. (For 

example, the percentage of the New Zealand population identifying as Asian is 

steadily increasing. Statistics New Zealand predicts that by 2021, one third of 

Auckland’s population will identify as Asian, up from 25% in 2006.)v 

 

And finally, Mana Taonga provides powerful guidance for the museum as we 

enter into a period of intense activity around Treaty settlements. 

 

I mentioned cultural redress as part of Treaty settlements before – let’s reflect 

on what that means, and what the impact is on a museum like Te Papa. Cultural 
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redress is effectively non-commercial redress and can include other resources 

such as mineral, geothermal, etc. It can also include ‘moveable taonga’, i.e. 

cultural material.  Sometimes such material may be deemed to have been 

acquired in a way that was in breach of the Treaty or its principles. Claimant 

groups might therefore seek: 

- The return of taonga to tribal ownership, or 

- Involvement in the care and custody of taonga held in institutions 

including museums. 

 

There is an all of Government approach towards addressing claims brought 

before the Waitangi Tribunal, and cultural agencies and iwi claimant groups 

work together to identify iwi aspirations pertaining to cultural redress, otherwise 

known as an agreement in principle. From there, Letters of Commitment and 

Relationship Agreements are developed by the parties.  

 

Te Papa is currently working with 33 iwi claimant groups, all at different stages 

of the settlement process: 12 have completed settlements with the Crown, 

three have signed letters of commitment, and one relationship agreement has 

been signed. We have been advised by Government to expect a further 48 

tribunal claims over the next two years.  

 

Before we look at what this means in practical terms, let’s consider a case study 

– one that Te Papa and iwi are working through, right now. 

 

Case study - Te Hau ki Turanga 

 

Te Hau ki Turanga, an exceptional Whare Whakairo, or carved meeting house, 

came into the collections of the Colonial Museum (a precursor of Te Papa) in 

1867 from Turanga, on the East Coast of the North Island. Houses like this are 
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of considerable cultural and spiritual significance to their tribe, with carvings 

and other artwork frequently representing ancestral figures.   

 

Built in the 1840s and carved by Master carver Raharuhi Rukopo, Te Hau ki 

Turanga currently occupies pride of place in Te Papa’s Māori gallery as one of 

the most complete examples of a carved meeting house in the country. It is 

one of the most, if not THE most, precious taonga in the collection. But who 

does it actually belong to? 

 

During 1867 James Crowe (J.C) Richmond was spending some of his time 

travelling along the East Coast of the North Island, and also filling in for the 

Director of the Colonial Museum. Richmond was a member of the House of 

Representatives and was effectively (although not formally in name) the 

Minister of Native Affairs. Richmond’s time on the East Coast included 

addressing what he called ‘mass meetings of darker brethren’ in a bid to secure 

land from them. He wrote to his wife that the meetings were largely uneventful, 

but something rather more successful had taken place – ‘the confiscation and 

carrying off of a beautiful carved house with a military promptitude that will be 

recorded to my glory’.vi That house was Te Hau ki Turanga, which came into 

the collections of the Colonial Museum that year and was put on public display 

the following. 

 

A few months later, eight Māori, led by the carver of the house, petitioned the 

House of Representatives for the return of Te Hau ki Turanga. Rukopo’s 

account is as follows: 

“At the time of Mr Richmond’s visit here, he asked me to give up the house; I 

did not consent but told him ‘No, it is for the whole people to consider’. He then 

asked me if the house belonged to them all. I answered ‘No, the house is mine 
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but the work was done by all of us’. To this Mr Richmond replied, ‘That is all; I 

will cease to urge you.’  

The steamer left with Mr Richmond. After having been away a short time the 

steamer came back again to take away the house; Captain Biggs came to fetch 

away the house. He desired me to give it up for the Governor, to be taken to 

Wellington. I told him I did not agree to it…He then went to take down the house 

and carried it off…”vii 

 

The Appendices to the Journal of the House of Representatives, in detailing 

Rukopo’s petition, stated: “the house is understood to be a very fine specimen 

of native workmanship and in the Colonial Museum at Wellington, where it now 

is, will at any rate be taken care of, and preserved from premature destruction, 

to which it seems to have been fast advancing when discovered by the 

Honourable Mr J.C Richmond. 

 

Richmond added that when he came across the house it was ‘half rotten with 

long exposure’ and ‘utterly neglected’.viii 

 

Strange, when he described the house to his wife as ‘beautiful’…but a story 

that probably sounds familiar to quite a few people in this audience. 

 

There are numerous accounts and stories of the house and how it came to be 

in the museum, whether any payment was made for it, to whom, and how 

much. Newspapers of the time picked up the story – some decrying the actions 

as plunder while others stated that the house was gifted. There was a further 

petition in 1878 for the return of the house, which resulted in an additional £300 

payment to the tribal owners. Exploring the full story would take up the entire 

conference, so let’s fast forward to 2004, when the Waitangi Tribunal released 

their report following a Treaty claim made by the Rongowhakaata people. The 
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report stated that there had indeed been (numerous) breaches of the Treaty 

throughout the history of the Crown’s relationship with the tribe, and that the 

manner in which Te Hau ki Turanga was acquired was one of those breaches. 

 

Following this report, Rongowhakaata and the Crown signed a Deed of 

Settlement, which acknowledged that Te Hau ki Turanga had effectively been 

confiscated. ix  The settlement noted that Rongowhakaata had never 

relinquished ownership of Te Hau ki Turanga, but also that Rongowhakaata 

confirmed Te Papa as the caretaker of the house until 31st March 2017, and 

that the house would always be ‘held and cared for to a standard which 

recognises …(its)… cultural, spiritual and historical importance’. x  The 

settlement also laid out a framework for a relationship agreement between Te 

Papa and Rongowhakaata regarding the ongoing care and use of the house 

whilst at Te Papa, and its restoration, in preparation for its eventual return to 

Rongowhakaata.  

 

Many museums in New Zealand, thanks in part to the legacy of the Te Māori 

exhibition, describe themselves as kaitiaki or guardians of taonga on behalf of 

their communities, although they maintain legal ownership of their collections. 

Te Papa has long seen itself as the kaitiaki of Te Hau ki Turanga. Under the 

terms of the Deed of Settlement, and in keeping with our own commitment to 

Mana Taonga, that kaitiaki responsibility will be shared, at least until 2017.  

What does this mean in practical terms?  The Treaty settlement process at Te 

Papa comprises four stages: 

- Engagement – Te Papa commences its engagement with iwi and 

meetings proceed; 

- Background and assessment – Te Papa learns and understands iwi 

history and aspirations; 
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- Protocol Development – Te Papa negotiates its commitment with iwi and 

a Letter of Commitment or Relationship Agreement is developed; 

- Delivery and review – Te Papa develops a work plan, reviews outcomes 

and deliverables, and confirms next steps – all in consultation and 

collaboration with the tribe in question. 

 

The agreement itself with Rongowhakaata has four headings: Relate, 

Relationship, Restoration, and Review. A project team that includes Te Papa 

and Rongowhakaata has been developed to scope the project and implement 

a plan that includes the conservation of the house, its deinstallation and 

removal from Te Papa, and its reinstallation in a new location.xi 

Conservation work has already started, with Rongowhakaata artists and 

conservators playing a key role in the process, supported by Te Papa staff. In 

so doing, Te Hau ki Turanga will be further acknowledged and understood as 

a living and dynamic object, a visible demonstration of how Te Papa works to 

accommodate iwi aspirations, and a powerful symbol of restorative justice. 

 

After 2017, the intention was for Te Hau ki Turanga to return physically to its 

place of origin and form the centrepiece of a new cultural centre for the 

region. However, this is not yet set in stone and a case can equally be made 

for the house to remain physically at Te Papa, whilst its ownership is vested 

with Rongowhakaata. This arrangement would require an ongoing and clear 

commitment to the spirit of the relationship agreement, and would provide a 

real-time model for other museums. At the time of writing, discussions are 

underway exploring the possibility of Rongowhakaata being the next iwi-in-

residence at Te Papa to coincide with 2017. Te Hau ki Turanga will likely form 

the centrepiece of the associated iwi exhibition, providing a powerful narrative 
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about the changing nature of partnership arising from a complex and 

contested history. 

 

Irrespective of whether or not Rongowhakaata is the next iwi in residence, Te 

Papa is proceeding on the assumption that the house will physically relocate 

at some stage, and so we are considering how to address the departure of a 

key taonga. Rather than seeing this as a loss, we are looking at it as an 

opportunity to confront the past – to tell the story of confiscations and 

contested acquisitions; a story that throws the contemporary relevance of the 

Treaty of Waitangi into sharp focus. This is important as Treaty issues are 

often associated with confrontation and conflict, rather than reconciliation, in 

the minds of the general public. The main source of information about the 

Treaty for the majority of New Zealanders is the media, which is often neither 

neutral nor particularly accurate. 

So, the story of Te Hau ki Turanga is one that we don’t know the ending to yet. 

Let’s now reflect on another major Treaty claim, which is equally unresolved. 

I’ve chosen these because responding to the uncertain, the unresolved, and 

the unclear is probably the greatest test of any museum’s ability to be agile. 

 

Over 20 years ago, a claim was lodged with the Waitangi Tribunal – WAI 262 

(in other words, the 262nd tribunal claim), otherwise known as the ‘flora and 

fauna’ claim. The claim did indeed seek rights to do with indigenous flora and 

fauna, but also to do with other taonga. Taonga is a broad term, which can 

include traditional knowledge, intellectual property rights, language, and 

moveable cultural heritage. The Waitangi Tribunal issued their report into WAI 

262 ‘Ko Aotearoa Tēnei: A report into claims concerning NZ Law and 

Policy affecting Maori culture and identity’ in 2011, but as of yet, the 

Government has not issued a response to it. Only one of the original claimants 

is still alive. 
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No doubt this delayed response is in part due to the complex and far-reaching 

nature of the report’s recommendations, which include the reform of laws, 

policies or practices relating to health, education, science, intellectual property, 

indigenous flora and fauna, resource management, conservation, the Māori 

language, arts and culture, heritage, and the involvement of Māori in the 

development of New Zealand's positions on international instruments affecting 

indigenous rights. These recommendations include law changes and the 

establishment of new partnership bodies in several of these areas.xii The lack 

of a response is a source of frustration for many. 

Somewhat unusually, it is the first and only report to date that comments on 

the future of the Treaty relationship. It states that the relationship must change 

'from the familiar late-twentieth century partnership built on the notion that the 

perpetrator's successor must pay the victim's successor for the original colonial 

sin, into a twenty-first century relationship of mutual advantage in which, 

through joint and agreed action, both sides end up better off than they were 

before they started. This is the Treaty of Waitangi beyond grievance.'xiii 

 

The Tribunal also said in the report that the Treaty envisages the Crown-Māori 

relationship as a partnership, in which the Crown is entitled to govern but Māori 

retain full authority over their taonga (treasures). This partnership framework 

provides the way forward for the Crown-Māori relationship. 

A compelling example of this kind of partnership in action developed as the 

result of another Treaty claim which was to do with the management of natural 

resources. In order to meet the objectives of the Deed of Settlement with 

respect to the Waikato River (one of New Zealand’s most significant rivers, 

situated in the middle of the North Island), co-governance arrangements were 

negotiated in 2008 to support restoring and protecting the health and wellbeing 

of the river. xiv  The Waikato River Authority was created, comprising 
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representatives of local iwi and the Regional Council (representing the Crown), 

and is charged with determining what actions will be taken to support the long-

term care of the river, sharing power at both governance and management 

levels. xv 

Although the cultural sector lacks leadership on WAI 262 in respect of a formal 

Government response, Te Papa has both a formal and informal mandate to 

provide leadership in this regard. Firstly, its legislation requires it to provide 

support to other museums throughout the country. Secondly, the WAI 262 

report highlighted Te Papa’s policies as setting a benchmark for other 

museums, and the extent to which its model of indigenous participation in 

museum management has made Te Papa a world leader. The Mana Taonga 

policy was also recognised as an exemplar.  

 

However, the Tribunal in their report also noted the need for Te Papa to commit 

to what it termed ‘ongoing evolution’ in terms of the partnership between Māori 

and non-Māori. Without issuing any directives, the report queried whether the 

model developed for the Waikato River might be applicable for moveable 

cultural heritage.xvi 

 
It would be tempting to view the requirements of the Treaty settlement process 

as an imposition. The sheer number of current and future settlements is 

staggering. However, Te Papa needs to grasp the opportunities that it brings – 

the opportunity to ensure that collections are as fully documented as they can 

be, so that tribes can easily determine where their taonga resides; the 

opportunity to develop partnerships that are truly two-way and based on mutual 

support and respect, and the opportunity to create programmes that build 

capability to prepare both Māori and non-Māori to lead our museums and 

cultural aspirations into the future. These opportunities do not just apply to Te 

Papa – they apply to all museums in New Zealand.  
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And perhaps to all museums, in general. 

 

In 2011 Bernadette Lynch noted in her report Whose Cake is it Anyway, that 

despite good intentions, community partners often occupy the position of 

beneficiaries in their relationships with museums, rather than ‘active agents’, 

and that a commitment to engagement needs to be central to organisational 

values. xvii  

 

I propose that a Mana Taonga approach can provide a way forward for any 

museum that wants to ensure that its partnerships are more than doling out 

crumbs to ‘passive recipients’. Let’s reflect again on the Waitangi Tribunal’s 

report into WAI 262, which stated that Māori and non-Māori must develop 

relationships of mutual advantage in which, through joint and agreed action, 

both sides end up better off than they were before they started. Surely this 

applies to museums and communities as well? Partnership is more than a 

series of actions, programmes, or well-intentioned consultation, it is a 

worldview. A worldview that requires constant reflection into and interrogation 

of one’s own practice and where power balances and imbalances lie. 

 

I will now share some recent case studies that reflect Mana Taonga in practice 

at Te Papa. 

 

Case Study 1 - Aotearoa Hip Hop 101. Sunday 2 November 2014. 

 

Te Papa staff were keen to develop a day to celebrate the 40th Anniversary of 

Hip Hop. In keeping with Te Papa’s commitment to Mana Taonga, the ‘source 

community’ we worked with on this event was the Universal Zulu Nation of 

Aotearoa, with whom we had previously collaborated. 
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The previous event had offered Te Papa an opportunity to access a community 

who are not part of our traditional museum audience. Evaluation of the event 

saw that the hip hop community at large were honoured to be able to present 

a positive expression of Hip Hop culture within a cultural institution such as the 

national museum, giving their community validation as a true culture rather than 

a trend, and that they were keen to maintain and develop the relationship with 

Te Papa. 

 

The Zulus were actively looking for opportunities to engage not just with our 

events programme but also with the Hip Hop taonga held within the collections, 

and also interested in the possibility of helping to build that collection. With 

November marking the 40th anniversary of Hip Hop culture an opportunity 

arose, and together Te Papa and the Zulus developed a one day programme 

to mark the anniversary. 

 

Together with curators from our Pacific collections staff consulted with 

members from the Zulus and asked what would be relevant and engaging for 

their community to mark this anniversary. Ideas included music in the galleries, 

and an MC writing workshop. They also expressed a real interest in accessing 

the Hip Hop related taonga in the collection. A visit to the collection stores with 

the curators led to the development of a programme that was a true 

collaboration. 

The programme for the day included the following activities: 

 

 An ‘unauthorised’ Hip Hop tour of Te Papa which will be recorded as an 

audio guide and available online to download. 

 An MC writing workshop. 

 A back of house Hip Hop tour to discover Te Papa’s Hip Hop taonga with 

Hip Hop historians. This was followed by an exhibition of a DJ’s personal 
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collection which spanned the 30 year history of Hip Hop in Aotearoa. The 

DJ talked to his collection including early news reels, fashion, flyers and 

posters, vinyl and music, and added posters and flyers to our collection. 

 A demonstration of turntable skills and the art of mixing. 

 
 

Social media was deployed to gauge to find out the impact of this 

programme. The Zulus mobilised their community by using social media 

channels such as Facebook to market the day and also used it as a forum to 

discuss and respond to the programme. 

 

Through hashtag searches we were able to collect relevant images from 

Instagram from the day, mostly from visitors and from the hip hop community. 

Comments were all positive and the programme was celebrated as ‘history 

making’ 

 

Case Study 2 - Tongan Language Week September 2014 
 
 
To support The Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs’ National Tongan Language 

week events (Aug 30 – Sep 6 2014), Te Papa programmed a day of family 

activity as part of Te Papa’s Family Fun series. These days, held on the first 

Sunday of the month, offer a range of craft activities, interactive talks and 

performances. 

 

Te Papa has had a long standing relationship with the wider Wellington Tongan 

community throughout our 16 year history. For this event Te Papa staff 

approached a Senior Tongan elder from the St John’s Uniting Tongan 

Congregation Church with expertise in traditional Tongan textiles. We have 
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worked with this elder and her community previously for demonstrations on 

tapa making and for traditional Tongan music and dance performances.  

The plan for the day was to have a range of activities inspired by the Tongan 

textiles collection, as well as dance performances that showcased dance 

costumes in the collection. However, the initial proposed programme of events 

was deemed inappropriate and insensitive to the community’s values as they 

were planned for a Sunday. No secular activity is allowed on Sundays within 

the Tongan community.  

 

Te Papa staff then worked to develop a contemporary craft project inspired by 

taonga in the Tongan collections. The day’s programme was to be closed by 

the church youth group, with traditional Tongan choral songs of worship. The 

youth group’s leader suggested this as an appropriate way to close the week 

and demonstrate Tongan culture on a Sunday. 

 

However, two weeks prior to the event, the leader of the youth group called to 

advise that the community had a significant ceremony called “Faka Sepitema” 

on that day, which would require full support from the church community. 

“Faka Sepitema’ is an opportunity to honour and celebrate Tongan women 

within the Tongan Methodist church community. It is an annual celebration held 

on the first Sunday of September. The community adorns the church with their 

finest hand woven mats, and the entire church community dresses up in 

support. 

 

The decision was then made, in partnership, that the church would hold the 

ceremony at Te Papa. This would be included as part of the Tongan Language 

Week Programme and heighten the mana of the day’s events. 
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The event provided an invaluable opportunity to demonstrate intangible cultural 

heritage in practice within a public setting, offering a perspective on Tongan 

customs and beliefs to non-Pacific communities. The pageantry of the 

ceremony complemented the museum’s Tongan collections of church wear 

and mats, as well as documentary photography. It connected our Tongan 

taonga to the community and contextualised it.  

 

This day was a tangible demonstration of how true partnership and 

engagement requires flexibility – the plan to have a small area set aside for 

woven mats on the marae was quickly put to bed as the community bedecked 

the entire space. It became their space, not ours – and rightly so. 

 

The Church community was proud to celebrate Faka-Sepitema at Te Papa; 

they saw it as an achievement that their spiritual values and faith were being 

acknowledged and validated within the national museum. Thinking about Mana 

Taonga again, the definition of ‘Mana’ to this community is God, church and 

family, and we were privileged to help them uphold and celebrate that. 

 

Case study 3: The Conch and Conchus Youth Workshops. 

 

This project was led by three of New Zealand’s most respected acting teachers, 

actors and theatre directors.  The aim was to hold a series of workshops, 

culminating in a performance that would response to Te Papa’s taonga. 

 

Through its Conchus Youth and Advocacy programmes, The Conch activates 

the potential of theatre to effect social change, and to serve as a vehicle for the 

positive advancement of young Pacific and Māori peoples. 
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The Conch had worked with 300 Māori and Pacific youth over the preceding 

year and selected 25 young people from that pool to participate in the Te Papa 

workshops which were held on the marae over five days. 

 

For the collaboration, Te Papa staff asked The Conch to look at exploring our 

Mana Taonga principle to frame the workshops. The Conch developed a 

concept document which asked participants to consider a range of questions 

about their personal responses to objects, stories and mana. 

 

The week-long series of workshops started with a Māori welcome for the 

participants, to set the tone for the week and to acknowledge them as 

representatives of a larger community, the mana of that community, and that 

their contribution to the week was a taonga in and of itself. 

 

The group then took tours of the Māori, Textiles and Pacific collections, and 

were encouraged to share their insights, knowledge, thoughts and emotional 

responses in relation to what was presented. The essence of the taonga they 

viewed became a key element of the theatre workshops that followed, as 

participants were required to develop a storytelling relationship with the 

objects.  

 

The group also participated in a photo shoot where they were encouraged to 

interpret a sense of mana with their bodies while using props based on Te 

Papa’s collections. This was an opportunity for them to demonstrate their newly 

gained performance techniques and show movement in a still photograph. It 

was also a visual statement about the range of emotions that define current 

youth culture. This was a conscious decision to break away from visual clichés 

and the images were immediately used for the internal poster promoting the 

event.   
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Later in the week the young people brought an object from home that embodied 

Mana Taonga for them and shared their own personal histories. This helped 

form the spoken word element of the final performance. 

 

The final performance “Mana Taonga” on the last day merged all the themes 

and learnings from the week. The Conchus Youth performance was a powerful, 

innovative and poignant show that stunned and moved the audiences to tears. 

The transformative experience for all involved with this project has set a 

precedent for co-created events held at Te Papa. 

 

**************************************************************************************** 

 

Lots of museums engage with communities. There are plentiful inspirational 

examples and case studies out there. I’m not suggesting that Te Papa has 

written the book on community events, or on developing exhibitions that involve 

communities. However, I do believe that the intent behind the way we engage 

sets us apart from many others. It is an intent driven by a history of working in 

partnership that has challenged us to consult, reflect, listen, learn, and share 

authority. Where we are the custodians of the collections and the stories and 

histories that wrap around them, but not necessarily the moral owners. Where 

the mana and the mauri (spirit) of the collections lies with individuals, families, 

communities. And those individuals, families, and communities have needs 

and requirements pertaining to those collections and stories, which span the 

cultural, the societal and the spiritual. This is of the utmost importance as we 

head into relatively uncharted territory to support a large number of iwi who 

need our support and partnership as they settle their claims and build a new 

future. 
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As the WAI 262 report noted, there’s a lot of work to be done yet. Taking 

partnerships to the next level, and working within the Treaty settlement 

framework, might well see us exercising governance over the taonga in the 

collections, whilst iwi (and others) retain full ownership. Or, as with the Waikato 

River model, we might enter into co-governance arrangements. 

At any rate, it’s clear that our conventional notions of museology and even the 

concept of what a museum is, is evolving, and will continue to evolve. If we are 

fully committed to embracing and extending the notion of partnership in its 

fullest sense, it’s going to require agility alright – but it’s also going to require a 

thoughtful and purposeful kind of bravery. We won’t always get it right, but in 

the words of a well-loved Māori whakatauki, or proverb: 

Whāia te iti kahurangi ki te tūohu koe me he maunga teitei 

Aim for the highest cloud so that if you miss it, you will hit a lofty 
mountain 
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