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Giyorgis [of Sägla] (አባ:ጊዮርጊስ), fol. 1v in the 
ˀÄrganonä Maryam (The Organ of Mary),  

late 17th century. Ethiopia, Lasta region. See 

fig. 1, p. 133.

Back cover illustration: Kneeling female figure, 

15th–early 16th century. Mexico, Mesoamerica, 

Aztec. See fig. 5, p. 17.

Illustration on p. 2: Pierre Patte after Charles 

François Ribart de Chamoust. Section view of 

Ribart’s elephant monument from Ribart 1758, 

pl. VI. Hand-colored etching. See fig. 4, p. 86.

Illustration on p. 4: Mask. Mexico. Olmec, 

900–400 B.C. Jadeite, H. 5 3/4 × W. 5 1/2 ×  

D. 3 in. (14.6 × 14 × 7.6 cm). The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, Bequest of Alice K. Bache, 

1977 (1977.187.33)



Contents

Director’s Foreword
M A X  H O L L E I N ,  1 0

SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES ON MUSEUMS

Aztecs in the Empire City:  
“The People without History” in The Met
J O A N N E  P I L L S B U R Y ,  1 2

“Te Maori”: New Precedents for Indigenous Art at The Met
M A I A  N U K U  ( N G A I  T A I ) ,  3 2

The Vélez Blanco Patio and United States–Cuba  
Relationships in the 1950s
T O M M A S O  M O Z Z A T I ,  5 1

Collecting the Ancient Near East at The Met
Y E L E N A  R A K I C ,  6 8

The Sèvres Elephant Garniture and the  
Politics of Dispersal during the French Revolution
I R I S  M O O N ,  8 1

Facsimiles, Artworks, and Real Things
R E B E C C A  C A P U A ,  9 8

ARTICLES

Icon, Contact Relic, Souvenir:  
The Virgin Eleousa Micromosaic Icon at The Met
M A R I A  H A R V E Y ,  1 1 3

Talismanic Imagery in an Ethiopian Christian Manuscript  
Illuminated by the Night-Heron Master
K R I S T E N  W I N D M U L L E R - L U N A ,  1 3 2

Philippe Auguste Hennequin’s Portrait Drawing of  
Sir Sidney Smith in the Temple Prison
K A T H E R I N E  G A Z Z A R D ,  1 4 4

Artists’ Frames in Pâte Coulante: History, Design, and Method
P E T E R  M A L L O ,  1 6 0

RESEARCH NOTE

A Source for Two Gilded Silver Figurines by Hans von Reutlingen
E L I Z A B E T H  R I C E  M A T T I S O N ,  1 7 4



Founded in 1968, the Metropolitan 
Museum Journal is a peer-reviewed 
scholarly journal published annually 
that features original research on the 
history, interpretation, conservation, 
and scientific examination of works  
of art in the Museum’s collection. Its 
range encompasses the diversity of 
artistic practice from antiquity to the 
present day. The Journal encourages 
contributions offering critical and 
innovative approaches that will further 
our understanding of works of art. 

The Journal publishes Articles and 
Research Notes. All texts must take 
works of art in the collection as the 
point of departure. Articles contribute 
extensive and thoroughly argued 
scholarship, whereas Research Notes 
are often smaller in scope, focusing on  
a specific aspect of new research or 
presenting a significant finding from 
technical analysis. The maximum 
length for articles is 8,000 words 
(including endnotes) and 10–12 images, 
and for research notes 4,000 words 
with 4–6 images. Authors may consult 
previous volumes of the Journal as  
they prepare submissions: www 
.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications. 
The Journal does not accept papers  
that have been previously published 
elsewhere, nor does it accept 
translations of such works.  
Submissions should be emailed to 
journalsubmissions@metmuseum.org.

Manuscripts are reviewed by the 
Journal Editorial Board, composed of 
members of the curatorial, conserva
tion, and scientific departments, as well 
as scholars from the broader academic 

community. The process is double-
anonymous peer review.

To be considered for the following 
year’s volume, the complete 
manuscript must be submitted  
by September 15. 

Manuscripts should be submitted 
as three separate double-spaced Word 
files in Times New Roman 12-point  
type with page numbers inserted:  
(1) a 200-word abstract; (2) manuscript 
and endnotes (no images should be 
embedded within the main text);  
(3) Word document or PDF of low-
resolution images with captions and 
credits underneath. Please anonymize 
your submission for anonymous review.

For the style of captions and 
bibliographic references in endnotes, 
authors are referred to The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art Guide to Editorial Style 
and Procedures, which is available  
from the Museum’s Publications and 
Editorial Department upon request, 
and to The Chicago Manual of Style. 
Please provide a list of all bibliographic 
citations that includes, for each title: 
full name(s) of author or authors; title 
and subtitle of book or article and peri
odical; place, publisher, and date of 
publication; volume number, if any; and 
page, plate, and/or figure number(s). 
For citations in notes, please use only 
the last name(s) of the author or authors 
and the date of publication (e.g., Jones 
1953, p. 65; Smith and Harding 2006, 
pp. 7–10, fig. 23).

The Museum will acquire all  
high-resolution images and obtain 

English-language, world rights for print 
and electronic editions of the Journal, 
at no expense to authors.

Once an article or research note  
is accepted for publication, the author 
will have the opportunity to review it 
after it has been edited and again after 
it has been laid out in pages. Each 
author receives two copies of the 
printed Journal. The Journal appears 
online at metmuseum.org/art/
metpublications; journals.uchicago.
edu/toc/met/current; and on JStor.

ABBREVIATIONS
MMA The Metropolitan Museum of Art

MMAB The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin

MMJ Metropolitan Museum Journal

Height precedes width and then depth  
in dimensions cited.

M A N U S C R I P T  G U I D E L I N E S  
F O R  T H E  M E T R O P O L I TA N  M U S E U M  J OURNA L



M E T R O P O L I TA N 
M U S E U M

JOURNAL56  



On September 10, 1984, a group of distinguished Māori 

gathered at dawn outside The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art and prepared to carry out ritual protocols for the 

opening of a new art exhibition. The group of Māori 

elders had accompanied 174 ancestral taonga (cultural 

treasures) on their first journey away from the shores  

of New Zealand to the United States. With the traffic 

stopped on Fifth Avenue, the karanga (call) of the women 

pierced the air and the group began to move forward 

toward the museum, the men chanting steadily. Dressed in 

the prestigious finery of flax and feather cloaks, the dele-

gation of senior Māori leaders ascended the front steps 

of the Museum, where they were joined by the Museum’s 

director, Philippe de Montebello, the mayor of New  

York, city officials, sponsors, and invited guests (fig. 1).

“Te Maori”: New Precedents for 
Indigenous Art at The Met
M A I A  N U K U  ( N G A I  TA I )

Ko te manu e kai ana i te miro nōnā te ngahere
Ko te manu e kai ana i te mātauranga nōnā te ao

The bird who consumes the miro berry understands the forest
But the bird who feasts on knowledge understands the entire world

Metropolitan Museum Journal, volume 56, 2021. Published by The Metropolitan Museum of Art in association with the University of Chicago Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/718034. © 2021 The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Two young Māori men advanced ahead of the party, 
acting as sentries (manutaki) to ensure the orderly  
progress of the large group. Expertly wielding their 
wooden staffs (taiaha) to flank the distinguished group 
of Māori orators, they proceeded up the central stair-
case of The Met toward the exhibition halls. Guiding 
the delegation into the galleries, the delivery of chants 
and incantations in Māori rose to a crescendo as the 

group encountered the powerful gathering of ancestral 
sculptures assembled within (fig. 2). They halted in 
front of Uenukutuwhatu, the impressive Tainui sculp-
ture (fig. 4) that had been given final approval to travel 
to New York by the Māori queen, Te Arikinui Dame Te 
Atairangikāhu, only weeks before.1 

“Te Maori: Maori Art from New Zealand 
Collections” (Metropolitan Museum of Art, September 

fig. 1  Opening protocols for 
“Te Maori: Maori Art from 
New Zealand Collections,” 
beginning at dawn on 
September 10, 1984. 
Tohunga (ritual expert) 
Henare Tuwhangai (fourth 
from right, wearing feather 
cloak) completes the first 
cycle of chants and pre-
pares to hand over to  
tohunga Sonny Waru (third 
from right, also in cloak) for 
the second phase of chants 
to accompany the delega-
tion as they proceed up the 
front steps to the main 
entrance of The Met.	

fig. 2  Kara Puketapu (cen-
ter, in front) stands with  
the delegation of kaumātua 
(senior Māori leaders) in the 
exhibition galleries.
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1984–January 1985) was a landmark exhibition that set 
important precedents in terms of consultation and 
shared decision-making between indigenous commu-
nities and museums. An extensive dialogue with iwi 
Māori (tribal authorities) had been established from the 
outset at the insistence of the management committee 
created to oversee the project. The engagement with 
Māori was sustained throughout the planning, installa-
tion, and duration of the exhibition, and directly 
impacted the selection of works and their availability 
for loan. The installation presented Māori art as art, not 
artifact, and Māori interlocutors guided interpretive 
aspects for the duration of the project. Their close and 
continued involvement directed the representation of 
Māori people and their culture on an international plat-
form. This collaborative initiative between indigenous 
Māori authorities and the exhibition’s organizers has 
had far-reaching consequences. The institutional shift 
it occasioned at The Met continues to have a generative 
impact on current curatorial practice in the Museum. 
The model it established—one that favors the participa-
tion of indigenous communities in the interpretation 
and display of their art—has evolved as an international 
standard of practice for museums with holdings of 
Māori and Pacific art. The method recast the museum 
as a critical site for engagement where relationships 
between communities, museums, and the collections 
they steward can be negotiated, and invigorated 
over time. 

A  L A N D M A R K  E X H I B I T I O N

The exhibition (fig. 3) was spearheaded at The Met by 
Douglas Newton, first chairperson of the newly estab-
lished Department of Primitive Art (which later became 
the Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and  
the Americas) in collaboration with the eminent Māori 
art historian and scholar Hirini Moko Mead as part of 
an initiative developed by the American Federation of 
Arts (AFA) with the government of New Zealand. Initial 
discussions with The Met had begun in the early 1970s 
when New Zealand’s ambassador to the United States, 
Frank Corner, approached then director Thomas 
Hoving about the possibility of hosting an exhibition  
of Māori art. Impressed at the impact of The Met’s 
recent exhibition of Nelson Rockefeller’s collection,2 
which had introduced audiences to the arts of Africa 
and Oceania, the New Zealand ambassador considered 
the “effect such a show could have on Maori prestige.”3 
Discussions were forced to be on hold for several years 
due to the difficult economic climate brought about by  
surging prices during the oil crisis of 1973, which halted 

governmental ambitions for joint cultural projects. 
Renewed impetus for an ambitious exhibition of Māori 
art in the United States followed swiftly on the heels  
of a spectacular display of Pacific art that Newton orga-
nized for the National Gallery of Art in Washington, 
DC, in 1979. “The Art of the Pacific Islands” brought 
together international loans from eighty-three lenders4 
that were presented in a dramatic installation typical  
of the sleek modernist displays that Newton and col-
leagues had pioneered at New York’s Museum of 
Primitive Art (MPA), where Newton had worked as a 
curator since 1957. The idea gained traction when the 
director and chairman of New Zealand’s Queen 
Elizabeth II Arts Council, Michael Volkerling and 
Hamish Keith, respectively, visited Washington, DC,  
to attend the opening. Buoyed by spectacular displays 
of Pacific art at the critically acclaimed show at the 
National Gallery of Art, Volkerling and Keith were keen 
to build on the momentum by organizing an exhibition 
that would showcase the best in Māori art from New 
Zealand’s extensive collections and “break the stran-
glehold New Zealand museums of natural history had 
had on these great works of art for more than a cen-
tury.”5 They contacted the AFA in New York to discuss 
the scope and complexities of such a project. A conver-
sation ensued with Newton, who had begun to oversee 
the transfer of the Museum of Primitive Art’s collection 
following Nelson Rockefeller’s announcement of his 
intention to give the museum’s holdings and his per-
sonal collection to The Met, which was proposed as an 
ideal venue for the Māori exhibition.6

In a letter to the New Zealand Listener, Keith 
described a first meeting of New Zealand and U.S. rep-
resentatives in December 1979 where it was established 
that “regardless of the legal ownership or physical pos-
session, no work could be included unless its spiritual 
owners—the people from whom it came—agreed.”7  
By 1981, a management team was established in 
Wellington, New Zealand, chaired by New Zealand’s 
secretary of the Department for Māori Affairs, Kara 
Puketapu (Te Āti Awa). Puketapu recalled: “One of the 
things . . . made clear from the beginning . . . was that 
there was not going to be any Maori exhibition unless 
Maori people [were] involved and agree[d]. Now that 
[was] pretty critical.”8

Puketapu was joined by other Māori on the  
committee, including Hirini Moko Mead (Ngāti Awa), 
professor of Māori studies at Victoria University of 
Wellington, and Piri Sciascia (Ngāti Kahungunu),  
executive officer of the Department of Māori Affairs.9 
Other members included officials from New Zealand’s 

fig. 3  Detail from the gate-
way to Pukeroa Pā on the 
cover of Mead 1984
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principal government agencies such as the Department 
of Internal Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Tourism, Trade and Industry; members of the 
Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council; the Maori and South 
Pacific Arts Council (MASPAC); the Art Galleries and 
Museums Association of New Zealand (AGMANZ);  
and a representative from Mobil, the exhibition’s main 
sponsor. Staff from each of New Zealand’s major 
museums were also involved and liaised with Newton 
at The Met. Complex negotiations ensued among this 
multitude of constituent parties for the next three 
years.10 Despite the logistics of accommodating the 

varied interests of such a large and unwieldy group,  
the balance of power lay with a core team of highly 
educated Māori whose combined experience in arts 
organizations and university and government depart-
ments supported the realization of a clear and focused 
agenda.11 For the first time in history, Māori were 
actively involved in negotiations for an international 
exhibition of their own art and were playing a lead  
role in its planning and direction. 

The selection of works of art for the exhibition 
remained in the hands of Newton, who was based in 
New York but made a series of visits to New Zealand in 
the early 1980s to review potential candidates for loan. 
Curators and ethnologists working in institutions across 
New Zealand shared images and ideas for major works 
of art they believed should be included, but, it was 
explained, these were all subject to approval by iwi 
Māori, the tribal authorities for whom they were held  
in trust. This process of consultation with Māori was a 
crucial initiative, and regional museums throughout 
New Zealand outlined their distinct role as custodians 
of taonga (ancestral treasures) on behalf of the Māori 
communities within their districts. The institutions 
acknowledged that, alongside any nominal claim to 
legal ownership of Māori artifacts (what we might 
determine the “physical” component), full spiritual  
and cultural custodianship (the “metaphysical” aspect) 
was vested in a variety of local Māori tribal groups. 
Complex negotiations with Māori authorities across 
New Zealand ensued over the course of the next few 
years. Māori in general were skeptical of museums and 
were initially suspicious of the motives of curators 
when proposals for the exhibition were first put forth. 
Many Māori leaders expressed extreme reluctance to 
be involved and categorically opposed the idea of their 
sacred taonga being released for travel overseas. Others 
were aware of the potential strategic advantages in 
allowing their taonga to travel, which they understood 
would afford an unprecedented opportunity for Māori 
art to be seen by the whole world.12 Discussions, often 
heated, continued for several years until consensus was 
achieved.13 Neither was this extensive consultation 
merely token. Throughout negotiations, key decisions 
were taken out of the hands of museum professionals 
and the decisions of Māori prevailed. 

Much debate, for example, surrounded a particu-
larly significant sculpture that curators and several 
Māori members of the management committee were 
keen to include in the final selection. Uenukutuwhatu, a 
unique deity figure, had been early identified as a signa-
ture work for the exhibition (fig. 4). This rare sculpture 

fig. 4  Uenuku, a prominent 
ancestor of the Tainui  
people, closely associated 
with the rainbow whose 
appearance prior to battle 
was deemed auspicious. 
Tainui, A.D. 1400. Tōtara 
wood (Podocarpus totara), 
H. 8 ft. 9 1/8 in. (267 cm).  
Te Awamutu Museum,  
New Zealand (2056)

fig. 5  The Māori delegation, 
led here by Henare 
Tuwhangai and Sir James 
Henare (in cloaks, from left), 
guide the party of govern-
ment and Met museum  
officials through the exhibi-
tion galleries. Senior states-
men are flanked by Jerry 
Rautangata and Pita 
Sharples (in foreground), 
two manutaki (armed sen-
tries) who accompanied  
the group throughout the 
formal proceedings.

fig. 6  A member of the tira 
(Māori delegation) greets 
Edward Koch, then mayor of 
the City of New York, with a 
hongi (customary Māori 
greeting) at the breakfast 
reception, held immediately 
after the opening and sig-
naling the completion of 
formal protocols.
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had been discovered fully preserved in Lake Ngaroto, 
north of Te Awamutu, in 1906. Uenuku is the kaitiaki 
(guardian deity) for the Waikato people, who trace their 
ancestry to the Tainui waka (canoe). The guardianship 
of this carving remains entrusted to one family. Museum 
conservators deemed the piece too fragile to sustain the 
pressures of overseas travel. Contrary to their advice, 
and just a few days before packing crates were due to  
be closed for shipment to New York, a decision was 
reached. The Māori queen, Dame Te Atairangikāhu, 
had intervened, insisting at the final hour that the iconic 
ancestor of the Tainui tribal territories would lead the 
exhibition into a foreign land—just as he had led their 
Māori tribe from Hawaiki (the ancestral homelands of 
central Polynesia) to Aotearoa New Zealand centuries 
before. In this respect, these highly revered familial 

treasures were understood to have adopted the role of 
ambassadors specifically charged by the Māori queen to 
raise the profile of Māori culture overseas. 

C U S TO M A R Y  P R OTO C O L S

One of the major precedents established during the 
exhibition in New York was the way in which Māori 
knowledge and customary protocols guided and framed 
all events that took place within the physical space of 
The Met’s galleries. Māori insisted that tribal represen-
tatives would accompany the taonga (ancestral trea-
sures) to the United States, where they would lead all 
appropriate formalities including chants, speeches and 
oratory (whaikōrero), and prayer (karakia), an acknowl-
edgment of the sacred (tapu) quality of the works of art. 
The Māori delegation was drawn from both north and 
south islands of Aotearoa New Zealand and repre-
sented nga hau e wha (the four winds of the land), a 
metaphor for the coming together of people from differ-
ent places. Sciascia reflected on this decision, which 
determined that all proceedings would be run accord-
ing to Māori priorities, and explained that an underly-
ing objective was to present Māori art as an integrated 
whole. The individuals selected to travel overseas 
would ensure the visual arts would not “stand alone,” 
he said, but alongside the equally fundamental aspects 
of Māori culture such as the performing arts and ora-
tory.14 Prior to leaving the country, elder Sonny Waru of 
Parihaka explained to a reporter that Māori accompany-
ing the taonga to the United States were “part and parcel 
of the exhibition, caretakers of [our] sacred heirlooms.”15 

Once in New York, Māori kaumātua (elders) partici-
pated in all opening events and organized appropriate 
ceremonial protocols, including the rites (whakaheke 
tapu) performed at dawn on September 10, 1984, which 
lifted the tapu (or potent sacred quality) of the ancestral 
works for a time, rendering them spiritually safe for the 
public to encounter (figs. 5, 6). Fresh greenery was placed 
around the base of Uenuku to honor the life and vitality 
of this important ancestral deity.16 Rousing speeches 
(whaikōrero) of welcome and tribute honored long-
departed ancestors and entrusted the taonga to the care 
of the host institution. In his reciprocal speech, Newton 
acknowledged The Met’s ongoing commitment to the 
custodial care of these precious heirlooms (fig. 7) and 
assured the Māori delegation, on behalf of The Met’s 
staff and Trustees, that the Museum would honor these 
obligations. With the strict conventions of the marae 
(ceremonial ground) established within The Met’s exhi-
bition galleries, a subtle yet unprecedented shift in the 
Museum had come into effect that day: the gallery space 
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became a marae for the duration of the exhibition. East 
Coast kaumātua (elder) Monita Delamere confirmed 
how deeply moving it had been to walk into The Met’s 
galleries and experience their taonga on display for the 
first time: “[I] felt that all [my] tūpuna were alive there.”17

The format established at The Met continued at 
each of the subsequent venues in St. Louis, San 
Francisco, and Chicago.18 In total, representatives from 
twenty-four Māori tribal groups accompanied the art 
and were hosted at each of the four U.S. venues. 
Impromptu events in the galleries allowed Māori to 
engage directly with both the art and public visitors to 
the exhibition. Many of the sculptures were addressed 

with waiata (songs) and speeches by their living Māori 
descendants. Handed down through the generations, 
these highly prized works are referred to in Māori as 
taonga tuku iho—ancestral heirlooms (taonga) from the 
past (tuku iho). These taonga are cloaked in words, the 
chants and histories of oral tradition, which render each 
work of art taumaha (heavy), and enhance the spiritual 
value and status (mana) of the work, giving it layers of 
memory and meaning. Addressing their taonga with for-
mal speeches and song, New York audiences witnessed 
at first hand the relationship of Māori with their art, 
appreciating that these were not static or deceased relics 
confined to a distant past, but commanding indices of 

fig. 7  The Pukeroa Pā gate-
way is carried by seventeen 
men up the steps at The 
Met for unpacking and 
installation in the galleries. 



N U KU    39

spiritual power that remained in relation with their living 
descendants (fig. 8). Far from being inanimate, works of 
art for Māori have dynamic agency that is activated and 
enlivened when encountered by living descendants who 
summon their connections through tribal identity and 
whakapapa (genealogy). While at The Met, each taonga 
was cloaked not only in customary oral traditions but also 
in the newly evolving stories and events born of the novel 
encounter with audiences in New York. The various 
events occurring daily in The Met’s galleries would now 
be folded into the individual histories and biographies of 
each work going forward, enriching them further. Māori 
art now stood on the world stage, appreciated alongside 

the art of the great civilizations of Greece and Rome, of 
China and Egypt: a canon expanded. 

The critical acclaim Māori art received in the 
United States sent shock waves reverberating through 
New Zealand: “The publicity seemed to shatter our 
complacency because as a nation we had always 
regarded the carvings more as curios than art,” wrote 
Bernard Kernot.19 Dedicated overwhelmingly to early 
ancestral sculpture, the items selected for exhibition in 
New York were canonical works described by Mead as 
powerful and authoritative, acknowledged master-
pieces that would best represent “the rich visual har-
vest” that customary Māori art could offer.20 Iconic 
works that lent themselves to the idea of a common cul-
tural heritage among eastern Polynesian peoples were 
favored. The aforementioned rare deity figure Uenuku 
was a highlight of the show. Visitors were said to be 
taken with Uenuku’s distinctive aesthetic form.21 A 
carved post almost nine feet tall, this imposing abstract 
sculpture is widely regarded as a masterpiece of Māori 
art. For the Tainui tribes of Waikato, the sculpture is the 
dwelling place of their guardian spirit Uenukutuwhatu. 
This impressive carving accompanied the Māori tohunga, 
or ritual specialist, into battle; its powerful agency 
(mana) was deployed as a spiritual armature that worked 
to enhance the group’s efficacy. The carving bears  
what Mead described as “a haunting resemblance to 
Hawaiian carving,” largely on account of the distinctive 
series of vertical prongs that rise up from the top of the 
figure’s head.22 This highly abstracted comblike feature 
can be understood as an extension of the backbone or 
spine, a formal aspect of early Polynesian carving that 
implies genealogical principles, with each prong or 
notch a reference to a particular group’s line of 
descent.23 The sculpture’s preeminent status in the 
show was derived largely from its formal qualities as a 
proto-Polynesian art form, that is, for the strong visual 
evidence of the connection of Māori to their earlier 
Polynesian forebears in the Hawaiian Islands. 

Uenuku, the striking signature work on loan  
from Tainui, was featured on a centrally located open 
platform where it stood, elegantly majestic, in full  
command of the galleries. Other sculptural highlights 
included monumental gateways and large-scale canoe 
prows that were displayed as discrete freestanding ele-
ments or silhouetted against plain white walls. In gen-
eral, singular works were presented in isolation, and 
illuminated dramatically to enhance their power and 
visual impact (figs. 9, 10). Māori broadcaster Henare  
Te Ua (Ngāti Porou) praised the installation, recalling 
his first impression on entering the New York galleries 

fig. 8  Tainui visitors honor 
their tribal deity Uenuku 
with a waiata (song) in the 
galleries upon the return  
of the exhibition to New 
Zealand. National Museum 
of New Zealand, Wellington, 
1986
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on the morning of the opening: “The Metropolitan’s 
design team opted away from the usual fusty-dusty, 
dimly lit displays which were so common in New 
Zealand institutions. Instead there was LIGHT!”24 

“Te Maori” is remembered precisely for this classifi-
catory shift: the moment that Māori artifact became art, 
a transition effected primarily by the modernist aesthetic 
of its exhibition design.25 General texts at the introduc-
tion to the exhibition hall initiated visitors to the cultural 
context of the objects. When known, dates, place names, 
and tribal affiliations were provided, but in general, con-
textual information was kept to a minimum. This presen-
tation was a stark contrast to the ethnographic museum 
displays that were the usual public forum for Māori 
culture in New Zealand. Ethnology departments and 
natural history museums throughout the world had long 

used collections of Māori artifacts as evidence of Māori 
culture in pre-European times, but their problematic 
displays were finally beginning to be acknowledged as 
reinforcing a static vision of an idealized past.26 Reflect- 
ing on “Te Maori” at the end of its U.S. tour, Mead 
acknowledged that Māori art had first needed to be vali-
dated as fine art in New York before its appraisal as such 
could happen in New Zealand: “By taking our art to New 
York . . . we brought Maori art out from obscurity . . . out 
of the cupboard of primitive contextualization.”27

N E W  D I S P L AY  C O N V E N T I O N S : 
PAC I F I C  A R T  I N  N E W  YO R K

New display conventions certainly played a significant 
role in developing an invigorated view of Māori art.  
A long-established hierarchy had relied on the problem-
atic assumption that the creations of non-Western 
peoples were valuable in terms of their scientific interest 
(as “culture” or “craft”), but not for their intrinsic beauty 
or pure form (their “art” or “aesthetic”).28 By the 1930s 
and 1940s, this template had begun to yield to some 
pressure in Europe and the United States with the advent 
of a series of highly aestheticized installations of non-
Western objects that took place in Paris and New York. 
These early exhibitions were conceived by gallerists, 
collectors, and dealers of indigenous artifacts who were 
strongly influenced by modernist primitivism and its 
tastes.29 The earliest exhibition of Oceanic art in New 
York was precisely in this vein. Opening in 1934 at the 
Pierre Matisse Gallery on East 57th Street (October 29–
November 17, 1934), it presented forty-four works of art 
and was the first exhibition dedicated solely to Oceanic 
art in the United States.30 If the earliest advocates for 
presenting non-Western art were gallerists working in 
the sparse interiors of New York’s downtown galleries, a 
small but dedicated cohort of art specialists and curators 
were soon to pick up the pace in the postwar era. 

In 1946, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) 
staged an influential exhibition, “Arts of the South 
Seas,” organized there by curator René d’Harnoncourt 
in collaboration with Columbia University anthropolo-
gist Ralph Linton and art historian Paul Wingert. 
Mexican painter Miguel Covarrubias was involved in 
the installation and produced illustrations for the 
accompanying catalogue, which declared: “many Maori 
carvings deserve to rank among the art masterpieces of 
the world.”31 During the 1950s, the arts of the Pacific 
began to be taught at Columbia University by Wingert, 
and at New York University by Robert Goldwater, under 
the rubric of “primitive art.” The courses were a first 
foray into the study of art from cultures that formerly 

figs. 9, 10  Installation views 
of “Te Maori” at The Met
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had been the domain of anthropology departments and 
laid the foundations for what would in time become a 
new discipline of art history in the United States. This 
scholarship focused on the so-called non-Western arts, 
which were defined at the time as the arts of Africa, 
Oceania, and the Americas (Native and Precolumbian) 
and hitherto had been excluded from the conventional 
canon of art history.

In 1953, Nelson Rockefeller established the 
Museum of Indigenous Art (renamed the Museum of 
Primitive Art in 1956) in a converted Manhattan brown-
stone on West 54th Street. It was the first museum of its 
kind in New York dedicated to celebrating the artistic 
achievements of those regions of the world whose art-
ists Rockefeller believed had been grossly underserved 
by their exclusion from the canon. The museum’s 
cofounder and vice president was René d’Harnoncourt, 
previously at MoMA. He recruited Goldwater as its 
director and several years later a young British enthusi-
ast, the aforementioned Douglas Newton, joined the 
team. Together they oversaw an extensive program, pro-
ducing some seventy exhibitions and nearly sixty publi-
cations between 1957 and 1974. The museum itself was 
fairly small, but the impact of its exhibition program on 
the perception of non-Western art museography, collec-
tors, and the public was tremendous. Newton was espe-
cially prolific, and in 1960, he became a full curator, and 
in 1974 succeeded Goldwater as director. Determined 
to share Pacific art with the world, he made dedicated 
efforts to promote projects that would advance this 
relatively little-known field of art to new audiences. 
Newton was personally involved in designing scenogra-
phy for each exhibition and soon developed a style that 
deployed atmospheric lighting to striking effect. The 
displays brought critical praise and public attention to the 
museum and introduced a mode of presentation that 
would become extremely influential for the showing of 
non-Western art in museums over the ensuing decades. 
At the heart of these aesthetic innovations was a clear 
and strategic aim. According to those who worked 
closely with him, Newton’s overarching ambition was to 
“find a way to let the energy and vibrancy [of the works] 
sing out so that visitors could enjoy not only their tem-
poral presence but also their spiritual aspect.”32

F O R M A L  A F F I N I T I E S

In its celebration of the distinctive formal aesthetics  
of Māori art, “Te Maori” was strategically similar to 
another major presentation of Pacific art that was  
being prepared thirty blocks downtown from The Met  
at MoMA. “‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity 

of the Tribal and the Modern”33 opened to the public on 
September 27, 1984, and was initially well received, 
particularly by New York’s fine art aficionados, who, 
one critic has suggested, “marveled freely at the won-
derful ability of artists from ‘tribal’ societies to produce 
the works of sheer formal beauty which were on dis-
play.”34 They opened within three weeks of each other, 
and the critique that later developed in response to each 
exhibition could not have been in starker contrast. 

The exhibition ran concurrently with The Met’s 
“Te Maori” show for four months and provides a dra-
matic counterpoint in terms of responses to the range of 
museological frameworks within which Pacific art was 
circulating during this period. The ambitious exhibition 
at MoMA was organized by William Rubin and Kirk 
Varnedoe and built very much on their associate Robert 
Goldwater’s PhD dissertation, “Primitivism in Modern 
Painting” (1937), which charted the influence of 
African, Oceanic, and American precolonial traditions 
on twentieth-century art in the West. The exhibition 
dramatically juxtaposed 147 works by modern artists 
including Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, Paul Gauguin, 
and Constantin Brancusi with 218 examples of African, 
Oceanic, Inuit, and Native American art. In his intro-
ductory essay to the catalogue, Rubin explained that he 
hoped to chart the influence of these non-Western art 
traditions on Europe’s most renowned modernists. 

Rubin’s commitment to foreground the formal 
aesthetic of each tradition was explicit in the show’s 
subtitle, “Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern.” In an 
exhibition review of the show, Rubin commented on 
the sense of urgency, voiced by Picasso, “that art had to 
get back to being the kind of thing that did not mirror 
the world but changed [it], changing the man who 
made the art as well as the people who looked at it.”35 
Outlining the art historical origins of the term “primi-
tive,”36 he pointed to the disillusionment of a cohort of 
late nineteenth-century artists with the classical genres 
of Western realism then favored by the conventions of 
art history enshrined in the Academy. Rejecting bour-
geois tastes that demanded illusionist lighting and 
perspective, Rubin homed in on the interests of this 
avant-garde who were looking for renewed simplicity, 
and adopting a certain naïveté in their own work that 
they hoped would invigorate their painting. Grounded 
in a search for the rudely expressive, or “raw,” elements, 
their work focused on capturing this elusive quality. 
Rubin elaborated on this idea, writing that the “exotic 
arts defined as ‘primitive’ by Gauguin’s generation  
were being admired for many qualities that twentieth-
century artists would prize in tribal art—[namely] an 
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expressive force deemed missing from the final phases 
of Western realism, which late nineteenth-century van-
guard artists considered overattenuated and blood-
less.”37 The MoMA exhibition aimed to bring this 
positive reappraisal of primitivism to light, establishing 
as fine art a genre that had hitherto been viewed as eth-
nographic and therefore more strictly within the pur-
view of science museums. Far from the functional role 
so often assigned to this art, Rubin enthusiastically 
acknowledged its complexity and sophistication, and 
claimed the exhibition would highlight its range and 
innovation and show just how aesthetically, and intel-
lectually, challenging the works really were.

The fact that non-Western works were presented 
exclusively in terms of their influence on Western art-
ists was a bitter pill, however, for many quarters to  
swallow. Though clearly in keeping with Rubin’s vision, 
the show’s master narrative drew heavy criticism for  
its forced didactic approach.38 Deploying African, 
Oceanic, and indigenous American works of art in  
the service of bolstering a substantively Western art 
historical thesis, with no account of the history and  
context of the works prior to their entry into European 
collections, the exhibition was lambasted for its  
reinforcement of these cultures as being somehow 
“ahistorical.” The presentation fell into a dangerous 
trope, implying that indigenous cultures remain(ed) 
fundamentally out of sync with time—that is, timeless 
and static—not “modern” and evolving, or in step  
with time. The critics’ reviews were harsh, dismissing 
the exhibition for alienating and emasculating the 
indigenous artists whose works were shown by reducing 
their contributions to a series of mere footnotes in 
Western art history.39 In alleging an inherently “essen-
tial,” or elemental, quality in these arts, the exhibition 
narrative implied the artistic instincts of indigenous 
artists were somehow primal—that is, unmediated.  
This denial of the agency of indigenous artists grossly 
misrepresented their equally strategic objectives in  
creating art and served to reinforce dangerously false 
dichotomies of alleged authenticity and acculturation. 

The focus on formalism was not unique to the 
MoMA exhibition. The installation for “Te Maori” at 
The Met was equally invested in foregrounding the 
sculptural aspects of individual masterworks, creating  
a rarefied atmosphere that emphasized the apparently 
timeless quality of the pieces. A subtle yet steady de-
historicization was powerfully at play. One critique sug-
gested that several of the more monumental works, 
Uenuku included, seemed to acquire a “burden and 
power of permanent spirituality”40 that curators 

seemed consciously to promote. This overtly essential-
ist construction of the Māori was equally problematic, 
as it insisted on a kind of folkloricised identity for Māori, 
implying that all Māori were (inherently) mystical and 
spiritual41 and therefore somehow “out of time.”42 In 
short, though well-intentioned, the bestowal of the  
status of art on non-Western objects in both exhibits 
simply rendered them fetishes of another kind.43

In his incisive analysis of the transformations at 
play in this giant museological puzzle, Conal McCarthy 
has argued that the reframing of Māori art at The Met 
was not at all straightforward, given that another  
significant factor was at work in the recategorization—
that of Māori agency.44 Māori curator Hirini Moko 
Mead’s articulation of taonga overlapped with more 
conventional concepts of fine art without being fully 
equivalent to them.45 McCarthy points out that, in con-
trast to the “disinterested aesthetic appreciation of 
European tradition, which values a distant viewer who 
prizes the formal qualities of an isolated object,” Māori 
people interacted with the art, responding “in a direct, 
often physical, way to the taonga” and engaging them 
as activated vessels through which they could express 
their genealogical ties to ancestors.46 Mina McKenzie 
(Ngāti Hauiti), director of the Manawatū Museum and a 
member of the “Te Maori” management committee, 
summed up the distinction in her analysis of responses 
to the art during the New York opening: “While the 
Americans and Douglas (Newton) were looking at ‘Te 
Maori’ for the excellence of its sculptural form,” she 
reflected later, “Maori people were being re-united with 
their ancestors. Energy was flowing between the two 
concepts.”47 A new indigenous category of display was 
at work. Taonga appeared to represent a transitional 
category between the appreciated aesthetic qualities of 
the art and sculpture on display and an index of indige-
nous understanding that determined a unique set of 
values for Māori. The installation at The Met had 
allowed for two distinct categories in the culture of  
display—art and taonga—to become intertwined. The 
creation of a space that permitted Māori agency  
to express itself fully had shaken up the conditions of 
viewing. As such, the conventions of display were 
altered and now ushered in a period of change.

There was yet another layer to this turn of events. 
Reflecting on the phenomenon of “Te Maori” a decade 
later, Nicholas Thomas noted that while the “fetishiza-
tion of an unacculturated authenticity” in Māori was 
initially disturbing, the resounding success of “Te 
Maori” during its nationwide U.S. tour dramatically 
heightened the status accorded to Māori at home and 
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abroad, which was clearly enabling and empowering  
for many Māori.48 While tensions from the Māori  
community had been apparent from the outset of the 
exhibition, most kaumātua (elders) had come round to 
supporting the proposal in the end, reassured that an 
opportunity to showcase Māori culture internationally 
outweighed any other perceived risk. 

It was a younger generation of Māori who contin-
ued to be vehement in their resistance to the principles 
behind the project, believing that the pieces ought to 
have been shown in New Zealand first. It was specifi-
cally this younger group who was troubled by an ideal-
ized version of Māori that the show seemed to promote 
and an association with archaism that they found espe-
cially constricting.49 The categorical exclusion of a 
strong corpus of more experimental Māori art was 
strongly contested by this group, who insisted the selec-
tion of taonga was narrow and old-fashioned, and rein-
forced a romanticized image of classical Māori locked 
in the past. It completely elided the genre of transitional 
works characteristic of nineteenth-century art produc-
tion in New Zealand, which were dynamic and innova-
tive, a direct response of Māori to their encounter with 
Europeans. They believed the show was just another 
example of the continued marginalization of Māori. The 
handful of transitional pieces included in the U.S. show 
were a carved club and whalebone ax (patiti) that incor-
porated iron blades, and a model canoe that catered to 
European tastes.50 No contemporary Māori art was 
included at all. Neither, incidentally, were woven tex-
tiles (raranga) such as fine cloaks (kākahu), mats 
(whāriki), or baskets (kete). This work, the customary 
domain of women, was another glaring omission, one 
that would be rectified when the show was adapted for 
the New Zealand tour that followed.51 Nevertheless, the 
initial prioritization of sculpture in wood, stone, and 
bone spoke forcefully to a reliance on a Eurocentric 
definition of what constituted “fine arts,” one that rele-
gated spectacular Māori fiber arts to the category of 
“craft.” This younger generation of Māori considered 
the restriction of works to overtly traditional pieces not 
only frustratingly out of touch but irresponsible. For 
them, this was a siphoned representation of Māori that 
ignored the contemporary urban reality of 1980s New 
Zealand and was starkly at odds with the Māori activ-
ism and militancy that were a hallmark of the era. 

T E  H O K I N G A  M A I  /  T H E  R E T U R N  H O M E 

More than seventy thousand members of the public 
attended “Te Maori” in its opening month at The Met 
and visitor numbers continued to break records at 

subsequent venues in St. Louis, San Francisco, and 
Chicago, reaching more than 621,000. As the exhibi-
tion approached the conclusion of its U.S. tour, the 
sponsors viewed a return tour around New Zealand as  
a logical extension to its successful run overseas. This 
was an important opportunity to build on the show’s 
momentum and share its international success with the 
wider New Zealand public. The exhibition returned  
to New Zealand as “Te Maori—Te Hokinga Mai (The 
Return Home)” and was hosted in each of New 
Zealand’s four major cities. Māori involvement as it 
toured New Zealand was further amplified. The orga-
nizing committee worked with each venue to facilitate 
the broad participation of Māori, who visited the exhi-
bition in droves and interacted with the public as hosts. 
Māori devised all cultural programming related to the 
exhibition and visitors were welcomed by elders 
(kaumātua) and expertly guided by kaiārahi (Māori 
hosts), a younger generation of Māori who were direct 
descendants of the ancestral works on display.

The New Zealand tour surpassed all expectations. 
Unprecedented crowds visited each of the four venues, 
which included two museums, the National Museum of 
New Zealand in Wellington and Otago Museum in 
Dunedin, and two art galleries, the Robert McDougall 
Art Gallery in Christchurch and Auckland City Art 
Gallery. The final venue in Auckland closed its doors to 
the public on September 10, 1987, exactly three years  
to the day after the auspicious dawn ceremonies  
that had inaugurated the exhibition in New York. 
Attendance records indicate some 917,500 people vis-
ited the exhibition on its New Zealand tour, a stagger-
ing twenty-eight percent of the entire population.52 
Mead’s colleague, university lecturer Bernie Kernot, 
described the New Zealand tour as unleashing “the 
most remarkable cultural phenomenon this country has 
ever experienced.”53 The revision of status for Māori art 
was dramatic. Buoyed by the energy of the show and its 
reception, Māori were hopeful that their engagement 
and full participation in all levels of the exhibition 
would translate into meaningful change and advance 
their prospects in a society that by the mid- to late 
1980s had become increasingly underpinned by an 
emerging aspirational ideology of biculturalism. 

The enhanced profile and status of Māori art raised 
the visibility of Māori within their own nation. Releasing 
Māori art from the outdated displays that had long pre-
vailed in New Zealand museums dramatically changed 
its perception and Māori came now to be seen in a new 
light, their culture no longer consigned to the past.  
For Māori, the orchestrating role of The Met in this 
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metamorphosis was key. Within its walls, Māori art had 
undergone a radical recontextualization that led to its 
subsequent recoding from museum artifact to aesthetic 
work of art, with a further acknowledgment of its agency. 
The shift in perspective raised expectations among Māori 
who were keen to leverage their new cultural currency in 
socially impactful ways. As Māori confidence and self-
esteem climbed to new heights, the stage was set for a 
broader consolidation of social and economic issues that 
the success of the exhibition had thrown into sharp relief.

The 1980s were a decade of enormous social 
upheaval in New Zealand, with unemployment rising in 
the cities and appalling social statistics for Māori in 
terms of poverty, health, and education. The decade 
had begun with vigorous protest. Opposition to the 
South African rugby tour of New Zealand by the 
Springboks in 1981 caused widespread antiapartheid 
protests and turned the spotlight on racism in New 
Zealand. Te reo Māori (Māori language) was finally rec-
ognized as an official language in 1987 following a peti-
tion to Parliament fifteen years earlier, in 1972. Land 
sovereignty and political autonomy remained firmly on 
the agenda and now hinged on the broader momentum 
that “Te Maori” had set in motion. The long-advocated 
“integration” of Māori into wider society54 was rejected 
with calls to supplant it with a bicultural model that would 
accommodate both Māori and Pakeha (New Zealand 
citizens of European descent) interests, which many 
believed would safeguard a measure of autonomy for 
Māori. In 1955, Maha Winiata dismissed the idea that 
“Maori should become a pocket edition of the pakeha.” 
Against the refrain “We are all New Zealanders,” he 
advocated for a bicultural model: “Two peoples, one 
nation.”55 In many ways, “Te Maori” galvanized a Māori 
agenda to assert autonomy. A “social and cultural renais-
sance [was] now moving Maoridom, and [“Te Maori” 
had] become the standardbearer of the movement.”56 

M A N A  M OT U H A K E  /  S E L F - D E T E R M I N AT I O N

If the notoriety of “Te Maori” in the 1980s became syn-
onymous with the transformation of Māori art on the 
world stage, its ongoing legacy must acknowledge its 
role as a catalyst in reframing the ways indigenous com-
munities came to engage with museums. “Te Maori” 
marked a radical turning point in the relationship of 
Māori with museums, accelerating dramatic reforms to 
museum practice in New Zealand, which in turn have 
impacted other indigenous communities throughout 
the Pacific and Australia. While Māori had felt largely 
dislocated from their cultural heritage, which was held 
in trust by museums on their behalf, the experience of 

“Te Maori” now exposed a strongly felt urge to recon-
nect with it. Māori broadcaster Henare Te Ua called for 
more imaginative displays in institutions that would 
better align te ao Māori (the Māori world) with the 
museological world.57 This would be an opportunity to 
showcase the wealth of taonga in museum collections 
that had long languished behind the scenes: “Mini  
Te Māori’s could be devised together with Maori . . . 
involvement,”58 he suggested. The relationship, he 
believed, must be reciprocal and not one-way. In advo-
cating for increased collaboration, he outlined the model 
for a new type of institution that could accommodate 
input from Māori stakeholders who now felt empow-
ered to invest themselves more fully in its activities.

A politicized agenda for the museum sector had 
begun to take shape and was becoming strongly aligned 
with Māori demands for self-determination (mana 
motuhake). Progress with a variety of claims under the 
Treaty of Waitangi now prompted Māori advocates  
to link the Treaty and its implications of partnership to 
the governance of museums.59 

These developments included a proposal for gov-
ernment titled Nga Taonga o Te Motu: Treasures of the 
Nation, which advocated for a new national museum 
that would incorporate Māori worldviews and a 
Polynesian cultural center. It was supported by Māori 
Member of Parliament Pita Tapsell, minister of internal 
affairs, and backed by several museum professionals.60 
Planning for the new museum involved a high level of 
Māori participation with direct input from iwi (tribal 
authorities). New legal precedents cited specific princi-
ples of the Treaty of Waitangi as a means to determine 
the indigenous governance and structure of the new 
museum. For example, lawyer Moana Jackson inter-
preted Article Two of the Treaty of Waitangi, which 
guaranteed Māori “complete . . . authority over all their 
taonga,” as including exhibitions of taonga Māori in 
museums. The Treaty also placed “an obligation on 
museum authorities and Māori to be equally involved in 
the planning, design, staffing, and management of the 
institution.”61 Seen within an international context, this 
degree of indigenous influence was extraordinary.

The outcome was a blueprint for a new National 
Museum of New Zealand—Te Papa Tongarewa, which 
opened in an impressively designed building on 
Wellington’s waterfront in 1998. Deploying a highly 
innovative framework for museum governance, the 
museum would operate in accordance with the official 
governmental policy of biculturalism that was formally 
reflected in its bilateral management structure. The 
institution immediately committed to the hiring of 



N U KU    45

Māori and Pacific Islanders on its staff and adopted cus-
tomary practices in its custodial care of the collections. 
The “Te Māori Manaaki Trust” continues to promote 
professional development programs and training for 
Māori curators and conservators to support profes-
sional museum careers.

“Te Maori” helped bring about a new cultural and 
political climate in New Zealand. The phenomenal suc-
cess of its U.S. run garnered new respect for Māori art, 
raising its mana (prestige) and mobilizing enthusiasm 
to pave the way for a renaissance of Māori arts and cul-
ture, and language revitalization. 

C O N C L U S I O N :  A  L I V I N G  DY N A M I C

In 1984, a pair of New York exhibitions challenged 
audiences to glean a radical new appreciation for the 
innovative and dynamic art forms of the Pacific. While 
the “‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art” exhibition at 
MoMA hoped to emphasize the clear influence this 
novel and exciting aesthetic had imparted to European 
artists of the avant-garde, “Te Maori” was shaped con-
siderably in consultation with Māori, whose strong pres-
ence and participation highlighted a living dynamic. 
This set a precedent and foregrounded the distinctive-
ness of taonga as a new category of art, one that  
was animated in direct encounter with its indigenous 
descendants. At its most fundamental level, the exhibi-
tion prompted a critical dialogue, one, McCarthy 
opines, that “went far beyond the limited . . . analysis of 
the politics of display to result in real, concrete changes 
in New Zealand museum practice.”62 “Te Maori” cre-
ated a platform for a new field of engagement, one 
where, McCarthy observes, “taonga were performed 
not installed.”63 Māori visitors were concerned with 
reclaiming and reconnecting to their ancestors: it was 
the contact with the taonga and one another and the  
connections that were made that were paramount, not 
the particular way in which they were presented.64 
While it was Māori themselves who led the initiative, 
The Met as an institution proved itself open and agile in 
accommodating their demands and allowing a space  
in which different cultural priorities could interact.

“Te Maori” was the first major exhibition of Pacific 
art following the establishment of the Michael C. 
Rockefeller Wing in 1982, which ushered in a dynamic 
new era in The Met’s history. Now, almost four decades 
later, the generative impact of “Te Maori” continues to 
be influential. The collaborative model it established—
one that favors the engagement of indigenous commu-
nities as partners in the interpretation of their art—has 
evolved as an international standard of best practice for 

museums with holdings of Māori and Pacific art. As pub-
lic demand for institutions to “cede” authority height-
ens, the legacy of “Te Maori” reminds us of the value in 
“seed-ing” legacies,65 when museums can take the lead 
in nurturing newly configured relationships with the 
indigenous communities whose collections they stew-
ard. As sites of encounter—or “contact zones”66—at the 
center of public discourse, they can provide a critical 
and creative space where the complexities of colonial 
histories and injustices can be confronted and teased 
apart. Museums need to continue to evolve in response 
to their respective communities and find ways to remain 
actively engaged with their needs. Given the inherently 
asymmetrical nature of the relations between museums 
and their constituents, James Clifford (and Robin Boast 
after him) insists this engagement needs to be continu-
ally assessed in concert with indigenous communities, 
arguing that successful “Contact work in a museum . . . 
goes beyond consultation and sensitivity. . . . It becomes 
active collaboration and a sharing of authority.”67 
Furthermore, a lack of nuance in the critique of muse-
ums as instruments of colonial power and nation 
building can obscure the long history of indigenous 
adaptation and exchange that has been underway for 
decades now since “Te Maori.”68 These experiences 
underscore the extent to which the “interaction of indig-
enous people with Western cultural practices”69 can be 
highly productive in strategically resisting and accom-
modating the colonial project from within.70 

If “Te Maori” showed that museums and their gal-
leries have the potential to become active and dynamic 
spaces, Māori understand that in many respects, ances-
tral heirlooms—or taonga—were in fact designed to lever-
age these kinds of relationships. This is their role and 
agency. Three key Māori concepts now strongly align 
with the way the present author relates to an engaged 
curatorial practice in the museum today: the concept of 
manaakitanga—that is, hosting people as a way to nur-
ture relationships; whanaungatanga—the idea of kinship 
and bringing people together; kaitiakitanga—the duty of 
care inherent in stewardship (of people, land, the envi-
ronment). The ongoing stewardship of collections 
requires institutions that can actively accommodate its 
attendant responsibilities and the reciprocal relations 
necessary for indigenous interlocutors to advocate for 
the ways in which they would like to be represented. As 
well as a repository of the past, collections are living 
resources for creative interventions that have the power 
to effect change.71 Rather than trying to confine collec-
tions, a more productive strategy must be to continue to 
engage them in active and dynamic ways (figs. 11, 12). 
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fig. 11  Jahra Wasasala 
performs Bure Kalou: God 
House for Māori and Pacific 
communities at the closing 
ceremony for “Atea: Nature 
and Divinity in Polynesia” on 
October 26, 2019, at The Met.

fig. 12  Closing ceremony for 
“Atea: Nature and Divinity in 
Polynesia” on October 26, 
2019, with Māori and Pacific 
communities in New York
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E P I L O G U E

Beyond the glazed windows of the Michael C. 
Rockefeller Wing at The Met in New York, a single  
fragment of shaved wood lies buried in the rich soil  
of New York’s Central Park, the result of an unusual  
and rare departure from the strict conventions of 
museum protocols. Prior to their departure from New 
Zealand in 1984, senior Māori spoke carefully with 
Museum conservators to make a final request before 
the crates were closed. Their wishes were accommo-
dated and five carefully pared sections of wood were 
removed from the undersurface of one of the most cele-
brated works being prepared for travel to New York: the 
magnificently carved doorway (kuwaha) and barge-
boards (maihi) from Te Potaka, a storehouse (pataka) 
that was one of three that once stood at Maraenui in 
1780, on the tribal lands of Te Whānau-ā-Apanui in the 
eastern Bay of Plenty.72 One fragment was buried in 
New Zealand. During the opening ceremonies for  
“Te Maori” in New York, the first of the remaining 
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