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The patu parāoa belonging to Rahapa Power (Te Hauata) of Ngati Apakura, is part of the Te
Awamutu Museum Collection (collection number 15231.1). In 1847, at the age of twenty-two,
Rahapa married Irish-born farmer Thomas Power, forming one of the first Māori-European
families in the Te Awamutu region. At the request of Governor Grey, the couple worked
together to introduce local Māori to European farming practices. This taonga, originally carved
in whalebone, has been playfully reimagined here as a hybrid object, blending together
traditional aspects from within the worlds of Rahapa, Thomas, and their five children. Being Both
was created for the Te Awamutu Museum’s exhibition Reimaginings, whereby a group of nine
artists were invited to select objects from the museum collection as a source of inspiration. The
resulting artworks were shown between 12 December and 15 February 2015.
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For several days after the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa’s
major commemorative exhibition, Gallipoli: The Scale of Our War opened on the
museum’s second floor in April 2015, the line of people waiting to get in filled
the large open space outside the exhibition’s entrance, went down the stairs,
out of the museum’s front door, and continued for some distance across the
public square outside. With a limit of 200 people allowed inside the relatively
small space at any one time, the queue was both long and slow. But people
persevered, and during the exhibition’s first ten days 20,000 people visited.
Over the following twelve months, more than 700,000 people attended, and
by Anzac Day 2017 the total attendance figure had reached more than 1.3
million — well over three times the number to have attended any other
temporary exhibition at New Zealand’s national museum. The exhibition runs
until April 2019.
However, numbers alone do not tell the full story of the exhibition’s
popularity. According to surveys conducted by Te Papa, 99.93% of visitors
describe themselves ‘satisfied’ with their experience, and 87% have been
‘extremely satisfied’.1 With very few exceptions, the comments that attendees
have left on Te Papa’s online feedback portal are positive, with many
describing powerful and sometimes overwhelming emotional reactions.2 The
exhibition has also received some critical acclaim, winning the ‘Best
Exhibition: Metropolitan Social History’ award, alongside the Auckland War
Memorial Museum’s Taku Tāmaki, at the 2016 New Zealand Museum Awards.
Why has this example of public history attracted such enormous attention?
Part of the answer must lie in the almost exalted status that Gallipoli already
holds in the public mind, and in New Zealand’s orthodox national narrative.
According to that narrative, the military catastrophe that occurred at Gallipoli
helped transform New Zealand from a British colony to a distinct nation with
its own identity and characteristics. The Gallipoli campaign and the people
who participated in it are commemorated in annual ceremonies that are rivaled
perhaps only by Waitangi Day in terms of their solemnity and the level of
public participation. In this context, it is tempting to view the public reaction
to this exhibition as a pilgrimage not unlike the trip that thousands of New

‘Te Papa Marks a Record Year for Gallipoli: The Scale of our War’
<https://www.tepapa.govt.nz/about/press-and-media/press-releases/2016-news-and-mediareleases/te-papa-marks-record-year-for> [accessed 11 August 2017].
2 <http://messages.gallipoli.tepapa.govt.nz/> [accessed 12 August 2017].
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Zealanders have made over the years to Gallipoli itself. Inevitably, the
question arises about the degree to which such pilgrimages might be
influenced by a desire to connect with the national narrative, or even conform
to it. While the question is an important one, caution must be exercised against
underestimating the deeply-held personal connections that many people feel
towards Gallipoli. Many of the comments left on Te Papa’s website refer to
relatives who died at Gallipoli, were injured there, or who survived and
brought their trauma home with them.
The other notable theme that emerges in the comments of attendees is the
almost universal admiration for the exhibition’s technical achievements. These
are largely attributable to Weta Workshop, who partnered Te Papa in
designing and constructing the exhibition. Particular praise is reserved for the
six massive and meticulously detailed sculptures of New Zealand soldiers,
doctors, and nurses around which the exhibition is organised. However a wide
range of other display techniques are used, including interactive multi-media
stations, large murals, miniature models, animated dioramas, contemporary
artefacts, video projections, archival images, recordings of interviews with
Gallipoli veterans, reproductions of stereoscopic photographs taken at the
time, and interpretive texts. There is also a comprehensive online component
that provides further information about the displays, along with teaching
resources and access to a series of short ‘behind-the-scenes’ films in which
historians, designers, musicians, and artists involved in the exhibition discuss
their creative processes and motivations.
However, perhaps the most arresting feature of the exhibition — and one that
cannot be communicated through a screen — is its powerfully immersive
nature. In order to maximise the small space available, the displays are
arranged along what is effectively a passage that twists and turns back on itself.
A line on the floor serves to guide the viewer and provide a timeline of key
events. At regular intervals, the passage is punctuated by small, dark, circular
rooms that house the sculptures and further amplify their size by obliging
viewers to view them from no more than three metres’ distance.
The obvious inference of this arrangement is to the trenches and dugouts of
Gallipoli. This is reinforced with the inclusion of full-scale reproductions of
soldiers’ quarters, firing stations, and latrines, and more subtly through wall
and floor coverings that depict soil and pebbles. Together, the labyrinthine
arrangement, imposing sculptures, dim lighting, and overbearing horror of the
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exhibition’s content combine to disorientate and discomfort. This effect is
entirely intentional. Te Papa’s Chief Executive has described the exhibition’s
intent in terms of a wish to ‘immerse the visitor in the sights, sounds, and
emotions of the war’.3 While no-one would claim that this exhibition, or any
other, could replicate in the viewer the emotions experienced by soldiers at the
time, there is no doubt that it induces a powerful response. Does the
exhibition achieve this stated objective to the exclusion of other, arguably
more worthwhile, purposes?
While my immediate reaction to this exhibition was largely emotional, the
more enduring response has been one of unease at the degree to which that
emotional response was prescribed. At one level, the use of cutting-edge
cinematic tools, which have reached a level of sophistication such that they
can genuinely deceive the senses, almost serves to deprive the viewer of
choice. As the centrepieces of this exhibition, this effect is most apparent with
the larger-than-life sculptures. The stark realism, imposing size, and dramatic
arrangement of the figures almost demand empathy. The cinematic soundtrack
that pervades the exhibition further guides the viewer’s responses.
On some occasions the ‘cinematography’ of the exhibition breaks down, but
these moments only serve to make the gulf between depiction and reality
clearer, and by doing so, emphasise the degree to which the exhibition is
managing, and even manipulating the viewer’s experience. A particularly
jarring example is a display of a soldier’s uniform which, in contrast to the
large sculpture that precedes it, is reproduced at life-size. In even starker
contrast, however, the uniform is suspended in mid-stride without a body to
support it. The hat floats above an invisible head and no hands emerge from
the sleeves. This creates an uncomfortable sense that the spectacular, largerthan-life depiction is not only overshadowing the mundane, life-sized reality,
but supplanting it. This sense was only heightened when I learned later,
through one of the behind-the-scenes films, that the ‘hyper-realistic’ models
(as Weta describes them) in fact depict actors and members of Weta’s staff,
rather than any of the eight real-life participants upon whom the exhibition is
ostensibly focussed. In the film, Weta’s head Sir Richard Taylor explains that it

‘Te Papa and Weta Workshop open Ground-breaking Gallipoli Exhibition’
<https://www.tepapa.govt.nz/about/press-and-media/press-releases/2015-news-and-mediareleases/te-papa-and-weta-workshop-open> [accessed 7 August 2017.]
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was felt ‘in some ways inappropriate’ to depict the real participants.4 However
he also notes that the use of actors allowed Weta to employ the digital motioncapture technology that forms the basis of its model-making process. The
results of this process — highly accurate depictions of actors posing as
historical figures — therefore blur (or perhaps loop) the line between fiction
and reality. As such, ‘hyper-realistic’ is an entirely appropriate term. However,
I couldn’t help but feel deceived, and while it is possible that the use of actors
was noted somewhere in the exhibition itself, during three visits I failed to
notice it.5 I also cannot help but wonder whether, if this was made clear,
people would have reacted to these models with quite as many tears? A
different kind of disembodiment is apparent in a display that shows various
kinds of projectiles entering and destroying an x-ray image of a human body.
Perhaps the dehumanising effect of this depiction is part of the point.
However, its placement next to a firing station that allows visitors to look
through a periscope and shoot at the enemy suggests otherwise.
At another level, the unusual voicing used in the exhibition’s text, which
describes events in terms, for example, of ‘the Turks trying to drive us back
into the sea’ initially seemed to require the visitor, quite worryingly, to identify
as one of ‘us’ in a nationalistic sense. While one of the behind-the-scenes films
clarifies that the voice is intended to reflect that of an ‘imaginary soldier’, the
impression persists that the determination to immerse the viewer in the
experience, and even the persona of the participants, is being achieved at the
expense of a broader explanatory framework about those events.
Ironically for an exhibition that purports to explore ‘the scale of our war’, it is
this tight, almost myopic focus that is its main failing. Critical issues such as
the conditions and events that led to war or the broader strategic relevance of
Gallipoli are addressed very briefly and articulated in the colloquial and wholly
non-analytical language of an imagined soldier. Little is said about potentially
controversial issues such as conscription or conscientious objection, or about
the ways in which Gallipoli impacted life in New Zealand, then or since.

‘Watch: Episode 5 of Building Gallipoli’ <https://www.tepapa.govt.nz/visit/whatson/exhibitions/gallipoli-scale-our-war/behind-scenes-gallipoli/watch-episode-5-building>
[accessed 10 August 2017].
5 ‘Te Papa Marks a Record Year for Gallipoli: The Scale of our War’.
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To an extent, this may be a symptom of an issue that commentator Gordon
Campbell alluded to five days before the exhibition opened:
It is easy to know what we don’t want to commemorate on Anzac Day
this year. We don’t want to (a) glorify war (b) commercialise it (c)
politicise it (d) watch our leaders weep crocodile tears over it or (e) do
anything that might heighten the chance of something like Gallipoli ever
happening again. That may not leave very much left over. . . beyond, that
is, a fleeting sense of empathy with the thousands of soldiers killed or
wounded on April 25 1915 and in the months thereafter.6
Campbell’s comments were prophetic. Ultimately, Te Papa’s exhibition is a
tour de force in generating empathy. The question is: is generating empathy
enough? Perhaps it is, if the ultimate objective is simply to commemorate the
fallen. However, if the objective is to contribute to a deeper understanding of
Gallipoli and the war of which it was a part, so that as Campbell suggests, a
repeat of the disaster is made less likely, then empathy is not enough.
Illustrating the horror of the experience of war is not enough and, contrary to
what the head writer of this exhibition suggests, ‘presenting the soldiers’
experiences and letting visitors come to their own conclusions’ is certainly not
enough. What is needed is clear, properly contextualised information about the
past that will enable us to identify conditions and events in our own time that
are analogous to those that cast us and the rest of the world into war a century
ago, and to speak against them. In other words, we need history.
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