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ABOUT THIS RESOURCE

Centring on New Zealand painting from the late 18th century 
to today, The Fletcher Trust Collection offers a rich resource 
for learning and inspiration. This unit introduces ākonga to 
artworks created in and reflecting Aotearoa New Zealand, 
offering deeper insight into the pieces, the artists behind 
them, and their broader cultural, historical, and thematic 
contexts.

Designed for ākonga in Years 11–13 (Curriculum Levels 5–8), 
the unit explores the theme of Ko te whenua ko au, ko au 
ko te whenua, a whakataukī which can be translated as: I 
am the land, and the land is me. Exploring three artworks 
from the Collection, this unit considers how artists from 
the 1980s through to today have expressed ideas about 
the ongoing effects of colonisation, particularly in relation 
to Māori land rights. Students will engage in observation, 
discussion, critical thinking, and art-making to explore how 
these complex topics are represented in paintings by Shane 
Cotton, Robert Ellis and Robyn Kahukiwa.

While primarily aligned with the Visual Arts learning area, 
this resource also supports learning in the  Art History 
and the Social Sciences, demonstrating how art can be a 
powerful cross-curricular tool. It has been designed as an 
adaptable toolkit, allowing teachers to select and customise 
materials to suit their classroom needs. Key sections are 
structured to be easily extractable as handouts for direct 
student use.

To introduce the theme Ko te whenua ko au, ko au ko te 
whenua, kaiako might consider the following activities:

Personal Reflection: Ask ākonga to reflect on the 
prompt, “How are you connected to the land around you 
in Aotearoa?” Students can write a short response (1–2 
paragraphs) about their personal relationship with a place or 
landscape that holds meaning for them.

Collaborative Discussion: Use open-ended questions to 
spark conversation, such as: What role does the land play in 
Aotearoa’s cultural identity?

Visual Analysis: Present an artwork that reflects the 
connection between people and the land in Aotearoa (such 
as one from this resource). Ask guiding questions like: What 
elements in the artwork represent the land? How does the 
artist convey their relationship with the whenua?

About this resource
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AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND CURRICULUM LINKS

This resource offers the opportunity to develop the five key 
competencies of the New Zealand Curriculum: thinking; 
using language, symbols, and texts; managing self; relating 
to others; participating and contributing. It is also relevant 
for a majority of the Levels 5–8 achievement objectives 
in the New Zealand Curriculum for Visual Arts, as well as 
presenting opportunities in other learning areas, as outlined 
below:

Visual Arts: communicating and interpreting, developing 
ideas and practical knowledge, understanding the visual 
arts in context, and inspiring curiosity

Art History: communicating and interpreting, developing 
ideas, understanding the visual arts in context, and 
inspiring curiosity

Ākonga can explore visual ideas, and ideas about the 
theme of Ko te whenua ko au, ko au ko te whenua through 
artworks by Robyn Kahukiwa, Shane Cotton and Robert 
Ellis. 

This unit also connects to many of the Big Ideas outlined in 
the Visual Arts NZC, especially Whakapapa – Visual Arts 
descends from, embodies, and creates forms of cultural 
expression and Visual Arts communicates ahurea tuakiri 
and evokes responses.

Aotearoa New Zealand 
Curriculum Links
Composite of Levels 5–8

Understand
Big Ideas
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AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND CURRICULUM LINKS

Ākonga can think critically about the history of Aotearoa and 
interpret complex artworks that reflect our colonial past and 
relationship to the whenua. 

— �Identify key symbols and visual elements used by artists 
to represent land, culture, and colonisation.

— �Describe how colonisation has impacted Māori land, 
identity, and sovereignty.

— �Interpret the use of symbolism, layering, and composition 
in artworks that explore historical and cultural narratives.

— �Compare different artistic and historical perspectives on 
land ownership and cultural disruption in Aotearoa.

— �Explain how artists use visual art as a form of protest, 
resistance, and cultural reclamation.

— �Evaluate the ongoing relevance of colonial histories in 
contemporary issues around land and identity.

— �Reflect on personal connections to land through the 
whakataukī Ko te whenua ko au, ko au ko te whenua and 
respond creatively or critically.

Ākonga develop practical knowledge as they:

— �Investigate how composition, layering, and symbol-
making can convey complex narratives of land, memory, 
and transformation.

— �Interpret the impacts of colonisation on the whenua 
through experimental use of materials and techniques 
such as folds, tears, stains, and collage.

— �Construct multi-perspective artworks that acknowledge 
contested histories and allow for non-linear or abstract 
storytelling.

— �Employ symbolic and textural devices to reflect on the 
fragmentation and bureaucratisation of land over time.

— �Develop a visual language that connects personal or 
ancestral stories to wider historical and political contexts.

— �Compose an artist statement that clearly articulates their 
conceptual intent, visual strategies, and emotional or 
cultural standpoint.

— �Evaluate how their art practice can activate reflection, 
empathy, and dialogue about land, identity, and 
resistance.

Explore
Communicating 
& Interpreting

Create
Developing Ideas & 
Practical Knowledge
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ASSESSMENT LINKS

AS91912 1.1	� Use practice-based visual inquiry to explore 
an Aotearoa New Zealand Māori context and 
another cultural context

AS91913 1.2	� Produce a significant resolved 
artwork appropriate to established art 
making conventions

AS91914 1.3	� Explore Visual Arts processes and conventions 
to inform own art making

AS91915 1.4	� Create a sustained body of related artworks in 
response to an art making proposition

AS91306 2.1	� Demonstrate an understanding of methods and 
ideas from established practice appropriate to 
painting

AS91321 2.4	� Produce a systematic body of work that shows 
understanding of art making conventions and 
ideas within painting (external)

AS91441 3.1	� Analyse methods and ideas from established 
painting practice

AS91456 3.4	� Produce a systematic body of work that 
integrates conventions and regenerates ideas 
within painting practice (external)

AS91460 3.5	� Produce a resolved work that demonstrates 
purposeful control of skills appropriate to a 
visual arts cultural context

AS91183 2.4	� Examine how media are used to create effects 
in art works

AS91184 2.5	� Communicate understanding of an art 
history topic

AS91185 2.6	� Communicate a considered personal response 
to art works

AS91181 2.2	� Examine the meanings conveyed by art  
works (external)

AS91487 3.6	� Examine the different values placed on 
art works

AS91485 3.4	� Examine the impact of media and processes on 
art works

AS91489 3.8	 Analyse texts about art
AS91482 3.1	� Demonstrate understanding of style in art 

works (external)
AS91483 3.2	� Examine how meanings are communicated 

through art works (external)

These resources may support learning towards the following 
NCEA standards:

Visual Arts Level 1

Visual Arts Level 2

Visual Arts Level 3

Art History Level 2

Art History Level 3
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Shane 
Cotton
The  
Plant
Shane Cotton
b. 1965, Upper Hutt,
Aotearoa

The Plant 1995
Oil on canvas
1903 x 2750mm

In his practice, Shane Cotton 
(Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Rangi, 
Ngāti Hine, Te Uri Taniwha) 
explores his own bicultural 
identity alongside the shared 
cultural identity of Aotearoa 
New Zealand. His work 
often  includes symbols 
from both Māori and Pākehā 
cultural histories, such as 
potted plants, flowers, ships, 
trains, pin cushions, kings 
and queens, mokomokai 
(preserved Māori heads), 
native birds, kōwhaiwhai 
patterns, bull’s-eye targets, 
basketballs, and digital clocks.

The Plant contains a selection 
of Cotton’s symbols alongside 
references to history. Among 
them are carefully brush-
painted reproductions of the 
handwriting of Hongi Hika, a 
prominent Ngāpuhi rangatira 
known for his collaboration 
with European visitors and 
his role in putting the Māori 
language into writing; a 

small line of dogs that likely 
represent the Dog Tax, a 
highly discriminatory policy 
introduced in 1897; button-
like panels that recall 1990s 
video games, printed with 
instructions such as ‘PRESS’, 
‘GO’ and ‘MOVE’; and in the 
lower-right section of the 
work, an envelope printed 
with the phrase ‘WAY OUT’, 
likely a comment on the then 
National government’s ‘fiscal 
envelope’, a proposal made 
without prior consultation 
with iwi Māori which offered a 
non-negotiable $1 billion cap 
to settle all Treaty of Waitangi 
claims.

There are many layers of 
meaning to this painting. In 
his own words, Cotton has 
said that it functions as “...a 
system or pattern of sorts that 
overlaps, weaves, contains 
and filters different kinds of 
historical and Indigenous 
information.” Whether 

this pattern reveals the 
land as disconnected or as 
patchworked together is for 
the viewer to decide. 

Others have considered the 
painting in the context of 
the year it was made, 1995 
(which appears on the work 
in digital numerals), a year of 
protests and occupations as 
Māori grew frustrated with 
the government’s handling of 
Treaty issues. Some people 
have also interpreted the 
title The Plant as referring to 
a large factory, symbolising 
colonial industrial capitalism 
and its negative impacts on 
Māori culture and land.
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EXPLORE — SHANE COTTON

What symbols in The Plant stand out to you? Describe what 
you see—what shapes, objects, or forms repeat or draw 
your attention?

How might these symbols relate to ideas about land 
ownership, colonisation, or resistance? What might they 
suggest on a deeper level?

Cotton has used a muted colour palette for this painting. 
What do these colours remind you of, and how do they affect 
the mood?

How does Cotton’s use of layering, repetition, and placement 
of imagery shape how we view the painting? What 
connections do these choices encourage you to make?

The painting has a “patchwork” quality. How might this 
reflect cultural blending, fragmentation, or repair?

If, for example, the viewer takes this painting as an abstract 
landscape then some sense of cultural disruption becomes 
clear. Loss has occurred at the same time as change; 
immoral land sales and confiscations had widespread  
socio-cultural implications for Māori. Both Māori and  
non-Māori cultures failed to remain intact as compromises, 
conflicts and degradations of environments and people took 
place. This artist offers us a chance to accept that convoluted 
and often tragic history through the patchwork of symbols in 
this painting. —Dr Jo Diamond

Why might Cotton choose to use both Māori and European 
imagery? What is he saying about the complex layers of 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s history?

In the quote above, Dr Jo Diamond describes history as 
“convoluted and often tragic.” How does the painting help us 
see or feel this complexity?

The quote suggests that “both Māori and non-Māori cultures 
failed to remain intact.” Do you think this idea is supported 
by Cotton’s visual language? Why or why not? 

How can abstract art like this help people think differently 
about history? Is it more open to interpretation than more 
realistic depictions?

If you were to make your own visual “patchwork” of symbols 
to reflect your personal or national history, what might you 
include—and why? How would your choices reflect your per-
spective or values?

What do you see?

How is it made?

What does it mean?

Why does it matter?
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CREATE — SHANE COTTON

Step 1: 

Step 2: 

Step 3: 

Cotton uses symbols, composition and colour to tell stories 
about the land that can be interpreted in different ways. 

In this activity, you’ll fold a piece of paper in different 
directions to create a series of connected planes or 
“windows.” Each folded section becomes a space to draw 
a different view or layer of the land with your final artwork 
telling a story about how this place has changed over time.

Begin by choosing your place or story. Think of a real or 
imagined place with a complex past  your home, marae, 
town, or a place connected to colonisation, change, or 
memory.

Next, fold your paper. Fold it a few times horizontally and 
vertically—after that, it’s up to you how many folds you add, 
and whether to include diagonal ones.

Think about the different views you will show in each plane. 
One might show the land before colonisation, another 
might show conflict or change, while another might show 
resistance or survival.

Create your artwork by fill the planes with these different 
views. Remember, your images can be abstract or symbolic, 
and your story might not unfold in a linear way. You can 
let images overlap and cross the folds—this helps link the 
views, like Cotton’s patchwork-style compositions.

You might also invent your own symbols and repeat them 
across the folds to connect your story.

Tips: 
Stick to a limited palette—browns, blacks, greys,  
white—or try staining your paper with tea, coffee or 
shellac (if available) for a worn, aged look, like a memory 
or old document.
Think about patterning—do you want to include a 
pattern across the entire work, or across just some 
planes, to suggest a connection?
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Robert Ellis
Rakaumangamanga 19 Māehe 1984

Robert Ellis
b. 1929, Northampton, 
England

Rakaumangamanga 19 Māehe 1984
1984
Oil on canvas
1600 x 1850mm

Born in England, Robert Ellis 
moved to Aotearoa when he 
was 28 years old to take up 
a teaching position at the 
Elam School of Fine Arts in 
Tāmaki Makaurau. He ended 
up making Aotearoa his 
permanent home, eventually 
marrying and having twin 
daughters with fellow painter 
Elizabeth Aroha Mountain 
(Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Porou).

Ellis is known for his paintings 
that explore themes of 
urbanisation and colonisation. 
His work was also influenced 
by the three years he spent 
in the Royal Air Force, where 
he worked as an aerial 
photographer surveying 
German cities.

Interestingly, even though 
he was an immigrant, Ellis 
was one of the first Pākehā 
artists of his generation to 
view both his art and his life 
in Aotearoa as bicultural. This 
perspective is reflected in 
his paintings from the 1970s 
and 1980s, when he began 
painting the rural community 
connected to his family’s 
marae at Te Rāwhiti in the Bay 
of Islands. During this time, 
he also helped restore the Te 
Rāwhiti Marae, contributed to 
the whānau community, and 
learned from local kaumātua.

This painting—one of many 
Ellis created that depict 
Rākaumangamanga, the 
sacred mountain where 
the first of the seven waka 
that travelled from Hawaiki 
to Aotearoa landed—is a 

powerful expression of his 
outrage at the way Māori land 
was treated as an economic 
unit: divided, rated, and used 
by local councils to raise 
money.

Between 1901 and 1905, 
Native Land Court hearings 
investigated the titles of 
the Rāwhiti Block, which 
included Rākaumangamanga. 
This process resulted in 
the naming, mapping, and 
division of twelve specific 
title areas, which could then 
be broken up even further. 
This large canvas reflects the 
brutality and disregard of the 
process, showing the maunga 
carved into collapsing blocks, 
dotted with surveyor’s flags, 
numbered, and scratched over 
by bureaucratic pens.
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EXPLORE — ROBERT ELLIS

What symbols or visual elements stand out to you 
in this painting? How do these features affect your 
first impression?

What emotions or atmosphere are created by the colours, 
lines, and shapes?

How would you describe the mood of the painting overall?

How does Robert Ellis use visual elements like surveyor’s 
marks and “bureaucratic” symbols to comment on the 
treatment of Māori land? What do these marks represent?

This painting shows Rākaumangamanga, a sacred site, 
being fragmented and numbered. What does this suggest 
about the ways colonisation reshaped land and space in 
Aotearoa?

How has Ellis used different painting techniques to tell this 
story?

Ellis’s background as an aerial photographer gave him a 
view of land from above. How might this perspective have 
shaped the way he paints cities, whenua, and land division?

Why do you think Ellis, as a Pākehā immigrant, chose to 
focus so strongly on colonisation and land alienation? What 
might have influenced his perspective?

In what ways does Ellis’s personal connection to Te Rāwhiti 
and his whānau community strengthen or complicate his 
portrayal of colonisation? Does this make his message 
more powerful?

The process of land alienation through the Native Land 
Court was presented as legal and bureaucratic. How does 
Ellis’s work challenge the idea that these systems were 
neutral or fair?

How might this painting make us rethink the way we view 
land ownership and land use in Aotearoa today?

Why is it important that Ellis acknowledges his own 
bicultural perspective in his work? How might this affect 
how different viewers interpret the painting?

If you were to create an artwork responding to issues of 
colonisation or land rights today, what imagery or symbols 
would you use—and why?

What do you see?

How is it made?

What does it mean?

Why does it matter?
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CREATE — ROBERT ELLIS

Step 1:

Step 3:

Step 2:

Robert Ellis uses various painting techniques to show 
how the whenua has been divided and fragmented. 

Your task is to create a painting or mixed media artwork 
that explores how whenua has been divided and 
affected by colonisation. Your artwork will focus on a 
specific land area that holds significance to you, either 
personally or historically.

Choose a land area that has meaning to you. This could be 
a place you’ve studied (like Rākaumangamanga or another 
site of significance), or somewhere important to you or 
your family. 

Research the history of this land. Focus on how it has 
been divided, alienated, or affected by colonisation (e.g., 
through confiscation, the Native Land Court, urbanisation, 
etc.). Think about how these divisions affected the land 
and the people connected to it. Make notes while you are 
researching, jotting down significant dates, names, quotes 
or details that you could incorporate into your artwork.

Gather your materials. You may choose to just use paint 
like Ellis, or experiment with mixed media and collage 
materials such as maps, newspaper clippings, or fabric to 
represent the land being torn or divided. Cut, tear, or layer 
these materials to show the process of land being broken 
up. Think about how you can use lines, shapes, or layers to 
show fragmentation. 

You may also want to include abstract techniques or 
symbols such as grids, numbers, text, or flags to represent 
the bureaucratic process of land division.
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CREATE — ROBERT ELLIS

Step 4:

Reflect:

Create your artwork. Below are some elements you might 
want to consider as you work:

— �Composition—this could reflect how the land has 
changed over time due to colonisation, with markings 
or layers that visually represent different stages (pre-
colonisation, land alienation, current status).

— �Texture—for example, you might scratch the surface or 
layer materials to create a sense of damage or division.

— �Perspective—Ellis’ painting takes an aerial perspective, 
much like a map. You may also like to use this view, or 
experiment with other options such as a more traditional 
landscape, or even multiple viewpoints at once. 

— �Colour—your palette plays a huge role in telling the story. 
Consider how different shades might create contrast 
suggesting clashes and changes. 

— �Text/symbols—are there any words, numbers or symbols 
you could use to help convey your story/message?

Once you have created your artwork, write a short artist 
statement explaining your choices of imagery, materials, 
and how your work relates to Ellis’s critique of the land 
division process.
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Robyn Kahukiwa Invasion

Invasion 2019
Oil and acrylic on canvas
900 x 1200mm

Robyn Kahukiwa
b. 1938, Sydney Australia

Robyn Kahukiwa (Ngāti Porou, Te Aitanga-
a-Hauiti, Ngāti Konohi, Te Whānau-a-
Ruataupare) is best known for her bold 
depictions of Māori figures, especially wāhine, 
as a way of advocating for the reclamation 
of tino rangatiratanga (sovereignty and self-
determination). Her paintings often combine 
traditional Māori symbolism with urban 
settings and address the wrongs—historic and 
ongoing—perpetrated against Māori.

Invasion was part of Let’s NOT celebrate Cook, 
a solo show by Kahukiwa at Mahara Gallery, 
Waikanae in 2020. The following is Kahukiwa’s 
artist statement, written to accompany the 
exhibition, which includes a description of the 
violent incident depicted in this painting:

Captain James Cook was a British sailor, 
explorer and Naval Lieutenant sent by King 
George III of Britain under the Doctrine of 
Discovery to find and claim any unknown lands 
in the Southern Hemisphere for the British 
Empire. Cook’s ship, HMS Endeavour, sailed 
across Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa (now known as 
the Pacific Ocean) and arrived at Aotearoa 
October 8, 1769. Cook and his crew made 
landfall at Tūranga-nui-a-Kiwa (which Cook 
named Poverty Bay) on October 9, 1769. There, 

he erected the Union Jack, the flag of Britain, 
so claiming this ‘new’ land for the British 
Empire.

Cook and his crew had an ‘encounter’ with 
the sovereign nation, Rongowhakaata—the 
Tangata Whenua of that land. This culminated 
in nine Māori being shot and killed with others 
wounded. Cook had guns: Māori did not. Over 
the next six months, Cook circumnavigated 
Aotearoa. Cook and his crew made several 
more landings, killing and wounding more 
Māori as he carried out his mission to discover 
and claim any ‘new’ lands for the British 
Empire.

The invasion of Captain James Cook and 
his claiming of Aotearoa began the British 
colonisation of the sovereign Māori nations 
of Aotearoa, New Zealand. 2019 was the 
250-year anniversary of Cook’s invasion. In 
celebration, the New Zealand Government set 
up a group, Tuia 250, in the Ministry of Culture 
and Heritage and funded it with over $20 
million to re-enact Cook’s circumnavigation of 
Aotearoa using a replica of the ship Endeavour. 
Many Māori are distressed and angered by 
this celebration and memorialising of Captain 
James Cook. I am one of them.
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EXPLORE — ROBYN KAHUKIWA

What do you see?

How is it made?

What does it mean?

Why does it matter?

Working with a partner, look closely at Kahukiwa’s 
painting. Make a list of the different figures, symbols, 
and elements she has included. Are there any you do not 
recognise? See if you can work out what they mean by 
reading her artist statement. 

Once you have your list, discuss why you think Kahukiwa 
has chosen to place these images alongside one another. 
What relationships or tensions do you notice between them?

How does Kahukiwa’s depiction of first contact between 
Cook and Māori differ from mainstream history books or 
commemorations? What visual strategies help her tell this 
story from a different point of view?

How has Kahukiwa used composition, colour, and 
symbolism to express protest or resistance? What emotions 
or ideas do these elements evoke?

If the land could speak in this painting, what might it say? 
How is the land itself presented as a witness, or even 
a character?

What does the whakataukī Ko te whenua ko au, ko au ko te 
whenua mean to you personally?

How might this whakataukī be challenged or disrupted by 
the story in Invasion?

Why do you think Kahukiwa wants to highlight the violence 
and disruption caused by colonisation?

How is her message different from official histories or 
government narratives told today or in the past?

How do you think the land “remembers” events like Cook’s 
landing and the violence that followed?

What might it mean to show memory through paint?

Why do you think the government’s Tuia 250 celebrations 
upset many Māori, including Kahukiwa? What questions 
does this raise about whose histories are remembered 
and honoured?

How does the violence described in Kahukiwa’s artist 
statement connect to current struggles over land and 
sovereignty in Aotearoa?

In your opinion, can art contribute to those 
conversations? How?
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CREATE — ROBYN KAHUKIWA

What to include 
in your artist 
statement:

Guidelines:

Optional prompts to 
help you start:

Inspired by Invasion and Kahukiwa’s artist statement, 
your task is to write your own short artist statement to 
accompany an artwork you have made. 

Like Kahukiwa, you might choose to express protest, 
memory, grief, pride, resistance, reconnection—or 
something completely different. You are the artist! Your goal 
is to give meaning to your artwork through your words.

— �The story or idea behind your artwork.
— �What place, moment, or feeling inspired you?
— �The theme of connection to land.
— �How do you see yourself or your community in relation 

to the land?
— �A reflection on colonisation or change.
— �How has the land or your connection to it been affected 

by history?
— �Your use of symbols, colour, or materials.
— �What visual choices did you make to support 

your message?
— �What you hope the viewer feels or thinks.
— �What conversations or emotions do you want to spark?

— Aim for 150–250 words
— Write in the first person (I/my)
— Be honest and specific
— �Use descriptive language (vivid and sensory details, 

metaphors and similes) to bring your ideas to life
— �You may write in English, te reo Māori, another language, 

or a combination

— “This work is about…”
— “I was thinking about the land where…”
— “I chose to show… because…”
— �“For me, ‘ko te whenua ko au, ko au ko te whenua’ means…”
— �“I want the viewer to question…”
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