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Kia ora koutou katoa. Greetings!
Ka mua, ka muri!  Once again,  
 our Off the Record contributors 

demonstrate the many ways in which the 
treasures of the Alexander Turnbull Library 
teach us about our past – helping us reflect 
on where we have been, throwing light on 
where we are now, and providing inspiration 
to shape the future. 

Ronan Speden looks back on a century of 
innovative exhibition highlights; Taputukura 
Raea looks at the ways Pacific communities 
are now connecting the Library’s historical 
and contemporary material, and Fiona 
Oliver demonstrates how a single item 
– Katherine Mansfield’s now extremely 
fragile antique shawl – can powerfully 
evoke the writer’s presence on the centenary 
of her death. We also celebrate the gifting 
of the archive of John Scott, one of New 
Zealand’s most highly regarded architects, 
along with the acquisition of the manuscript 
of the bone people. 

Looking to the future, this edition 
highlights the expertise of the Turnbull 
staff in conserving paintings, in remedial 
treatment of important items such as a 
William Colenso century-old manuscript 
of pressed botanical specimens; in saving 
thousands of oral history recordings from 
deterioration and loss; and in reaching out 
to marae throughout Aotearoa to share 
preservation skills.

As the Friends of the Turnbull Library, 
we take great pleasure in drawing attention 
to this effort and to the quality and value 
of the Turnbull through our public speaking 
programme and support for research 
drawing on the Library’s collections, as well 
as collaboration to produce the Turnbull 
Library Record, alongside the OTR. 

Throughout 2023, we will continue 
to offer our speaker sessions both in the 
National Library auditorium and online 
via Zoom. We will also be refreshing our 
website to provide more consistent access 
to material from previous events, and will 
extend our presence in Auckland.  

For membership and queries please 
contact: turnbullfriends@gmail.com.

Ngā mihi nui, Katherine Baxter
President, Friends of ATL
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FROM THE CHIEF LIBRARIAN 

This year’s Off the Record speaks to the Turnbull’s 
wide-ranging reach: a reach that extends beyond our 
home base in Wellington and is perhaps not widely-
known about. When you attend a live performance 
of a community choir or orchestra in Aotearoa, there 
is a likelihood that a Turnbull touch was involved 
in providing the scores. When you see ancestral 
photographs on the wall of a wharenui, there’s a 
chance the marae received preservation advice 
through our National Preservation Office. When 
someone wishes to hear the voice of a passed loved 
one, if that voice resides in the Turnbull oral history 
collections, there is a greater possibility of listening in 
a family home rather than a hallowed reading room. A 
century of exhibiting in galleries around the country 
and the world touches generations of New Zealanders 
over time. And thanks to outreach efforts, the names 
and identities of Pasifika ancestors surface as their 
relatives and descendants discover their photographs 
onsite and online. 

The joy of working at the Turnbull is the collections 
and connecting the collections with people. Botanical 
specimens collected and pressed by Colenso over a 
century ago are meticulously preserved by a Turnbull 
conservator. The damaged portrait of Alexander 
Turnbull’s sister Isabella is restored thanks to 
fundraised contributions from the Library’s friends. 
The manuscript of one of New Zealand’s most iconic 
novels, the bone people, finds a caring and permanent 
home in a national, publicly-owned collection. The 
extensive archive of one of New Zealand’s most highly 
regarded architects, John Scott, is sorted, described, 
conserved and digitised to be openly available forever. 
These are just a few of the many stories that fill our 
year. Working at the Turnbull is magic.

We owe continued thanks to the myriad donors who 
contribute to the collections, and to the Friends of the 
Turnbull Library for their excellent work in promoting 
the Library’s kaupapa. We greatly appreciate it.

Above: A century of exhibiting has touched generations of New 
Zealanders over time. Chief Librarian, Chris Szekely (above 
right) with Yono Soekarno at a Turnbull exhibition opening.  
Photo: Mark Beatty

Above: The Scott whānau donated the John Scott Archive to the 
Turnbull in 2020. The collection is now being processed (see story 
page 4). Photo: Llewelyn Jones
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Taputukura Raea’s role is all about helping Pacific communities connect to the Library’s 
collections – and it’s very much a two-way process. 

Taputukura has been working at the National 
Library as the engagement manager for the 
Pacific Virtual Museum pilot project for the 

past three years. She has had the opportunity to open 
the Library’s doors to Pacific communities so they can 
explore historical and contemporary collections.

How have you connected with the collections?

The digitalpasifik.org project is funded by the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in Australia 
and implemented by the National Library of New 
Zealand and the National Library of Australia. Its goal is 
to make Pacific cultural heritage visible and accessible. 
through Tiaki, our catalogue. 

During my first week at the National Library, I was 
researching on Digital NZ. I searched on my mother’s 
maiden name ‘Marsters’ and came across photographs 
from the collection with the reference ‘Burland, John 
Colles, 1926-: Colour transparencies of Rarotonga, 
Aitutaki, Mangaia and Palmerston Island, 1960’. 
These transparencies held images of my mother’s 
family on Palmerston Island, Cook Islands, including 
my mother’s sister ‘Alice’. I was surprised that these 
photographs were held in the building I was working in.

I shared the collection with my Mum (Caroline 
Raea née Marsters) and family who had travelled 
over from Rarotonga for her 70th birthday. Mum’s 
granddaughters Metua-Ani (14) and Avina-Noa (10) 

recognised some of the images of the Cook Islands 
Christians Church (CICC) in Avarua and mentioned 
that “not much had changed on the island” since their 
relatives were photographed in the 1960s. Mum was 
unaware that these photographs of her family existed 
and were held in the National Library. John Colles 
Burland spent four months on Palmerston Island, 
where my mother is from, gathering ethnographic and 
historical data and writing the history of the founding 
families. It was a very special visit, with Mum able to 
share stories about her family history and upbringing 
in Rarotonga with her daughters and granddaughters.

How have Pacific communities responded when 
viewing these collections?

Like my mother, many Pacific people aren’t aware 
that the Library holds many items that can connect 
them to their family, friends, and ancestors. So 
making connections with Pacific communities to feel 
welcome in our space is an important part of my role 
as engagement manager. Having this experience with 
my Mum, I wanted to enable more Pacific families and 
communities to have the same opportunity.

Pacific Language Weeks in Aotearoa has been a way 
that we can celebrate the Pacific collections that we 
hold, and open our doors to the community to come 
and view. During Cook Islands Language Week in 
2022, we collaborated with the Cook Islands High 
Commission on the 57th Constitution Day, and guests 

PACIFIC VIEWS...

INSIDE & OUT

Above: Taputukura at the USP Cook Islands campus during the ‘Connecting to Cook Islands  
Collections’ workshop. Photo: Matthew Littlewood, Cook Islands News.



COMMUNITY

were able to view Cook Islands collections from the 
Dominion Post photo collection, explore a series of 
oral history with Kauraka Kauraka, Cook Islands 
knowledge holders, and Cook Islands music. 

The Mamas and Papas that attended were able to 
identify family members in the photographs that had 
yet to be identified. Mama Teremoana Maua-Hodges 
attended the event and was able to find photos of herself 
in the collections: “I never thought you would be able 
to view these images in the National Library of New 
Zealand, and for someone to take the time to ensure our 
history is recorded is heart-warming. We need these 
things for future generations to know about”, she said.

We have also had visits from the Fijian community in 
Wellington who have kindly shared their knowledge 
about Fijian culture and traditional practices shown in 
the photographs. Sofaia Kolinisau said seeing these pho-
tographs was like “walking down memory lane, and see-
ing how uncluttered and serene living in the islands were 
– and nostalgic at the authentic indigenous hairstyles”.

Sharing this knowledge with the Library is important 
to help staff understand the cultural significance and 
personal stories attached to the collections. These visits 
have helped improve the Library’s knowledge and 
understanding of the Pacific collections, so they can 
care for these treasured items with love and respect. 

What do you enjoy about sharing the collections 
with the Pacific community? 

The best part about my role is seeing our Pacific 
people’s faces light up when they see the collections. 
It sparks memories, allowing them to reminisce about 
happy times growing up on the islands, and they can 
share their cultural knowledge of the collections. 
These details are often missing from the collection. 
Information that libraries hold only shares one 
perspective of the item’s history, and not so often the 
lived experiences, personal stories, and identity of the 
people featured. Hearing the stories of our Pacific elders 
is more important than ever; their lived experiences on 
these islands, cultural practices, and language are what 
connect Pacific people to their identity.

Top: Teremoana Maua-Hodges, finding herself in the Dominion 
Post photo collection at the National Library of New Zealand.  
Photo: Marcelo Duque Cesar. Above: From left to right: Mary, 
Teinano and Alice Marsters, all from the First Family on Palmerston 
Atoll, weaving green coconut baskets used for packing and storage of 
produce and possessions. Photograph taken on Palmerston Island in 
1960 by John Colles Burland. PA12-0517-18. Below: Sofaia Kolinisau 
explaining Fijian cultural practices. Photo: Taputukura Raea
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Me ámama au I toku va’a, 
Kia topa mai ko te reo manavanui. 
Te reo Tupuna, Te reo Maori 

When I open my mouth, let my indigenous culture 
flow out. I want to live my culture.  
Language of my ancestors.  
My Maori language. 

– A Cook Islands proverb  
Read more at digitalpasifik.org
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he archive of John Scott, one of New 
Zealand’s most highly regarded architects, 
was recently deposited with the Library. 

The ‘Mahi Whanake’ team was created to describe, 
treat, and digitise the collection of some 10,000 plans, 
project files, and photographs. 

The team typically begins each week with a short 
mihi before opening of one of the 67 boxes of Scott’s 
architectural drawings. This acknowledges that the 
plans are taonga that possess their own mana, mauri, 
whakapapa, and cultural connections. There is an 
excitement to our Monday mornings as we do this. We 
take photos to record the process, and the condition of 
the plans. 

We then work together to rehouse the contents of the 
opened box into archival folders. This allows us to gain 

an overview of the project/s contained within, and to 
identify any material requiring conservation treatment. 
At this stage, staples are removed and other minor 
work is carried out. More specialised conservation 
treatments, such as tape removal, humidifying 
and pressing, and tear repair, are carried out in the 
conservation lab. This work is necessary to ready the 
plans for digitisation. The archival folders are then 
stored flat in plan cabinets with environmental controls.

Because this collection is so large, the team is taking a 
phased approach to description, starting with applying 
a unique identifying reference number and basic title 
for each drawing. This allows us to move through 
the drawings quickly, identifying material requiring 
conservation treatment and readying the collection for 
digitisation. Further detailed description may be added 
in later phases, using the digitised objects. 

T

Great Scott! He Mahi Whanake
Delightful touches abound in architect John Scott’s drawings, adding joy to the daily work of the 
team tasked with conserving this exciting new acquisition. By Merryn McAulay
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NEW ACQUISITION

Above: A 1964 photo of architect John Scott on the site of 
the nearly completed Māori Battalion Memorial Community 
Centre, in Palmerston Nor th, which Scott designed. 
Photo: Ans Westra. Image courtesy of {Suite} Gallery.  
Ref: AWM-0770-F 10

A LIFE’S WORK

There are so many interesting aspects in this collection: 
the architectural plans, many sheets of tracing paper 
with graphite and black ink media, photographic prints, 
many diazo types (photographic prints made with 
material sensitive to blue and ultraviolet light), and a 
scattering of booklets, pamphlets and other ephemeral 
items. When you look closer, you see how wonderful 
these plans truly are: the level of detail, the beautiful 
handwriting, the page layout, the humour – almost 
playfulness – of the sketches, that are all over the recto 
and verso of so many of the plans. 

A fun side-activity has been finding all the beautiful 
ways he portrayed trees in his plans, drawings, 
watercolours and sketches. This also highlights how 
Scott retained a vision of the integral role of nature in 
his designs and architecture.

In our project, the primary focus of conservation 
treatment is to stabilise and prepare the plans 
for digitisation, understanding that the long-term 
preservation of the collection is covered by stable 
environmental control and housing. Digitisation is 
expected to begin later this year. The quality of the work 
being carried out by our digitisation partners means 
that the high-resolution digital copies can effectively 
act as surrogates of the original analogue item, thereby 
lessening the need to view and handle the original item. 

It’s Monday morning,  
and the Mahi Whanake team  
open another box of John Scott’s work.

These digital copies will then be loaded into the 
Library’s digital preservation system and will be 
accessible through Tiaki. Digitisation and descriptive 
metadata will also enhance remote access to the 
collection, allowing users from around the world to 
explore John Scott’s work.

Merryn McAulay is Senior 
Archivist at the National 
Library of NZ.

John Scott is best known for the Futuna Chapel in 
Karori but he worked on well over 200 projects, 
including churches, schools, public buildings, and 
private houses throughout his career. The intensive 
process of numbering, listing, and describing circa 
10,000 plans drives home just how prolific he was, 
both in the number of projects he worked on and the 
level of detail he provided for each one. Scott was 
known for his incredible level of detail and the team 
are seeing examples of this every day in drawings for 
window latches, spouting, and cupboards specifically 
for storing preserves. 

Read more about him at johnscott.net.nz

Right: A detail of one of 
John Scott’s drawings, with 
contented sheep grazing 
alongside the home.  
Photo: Merryn McAulay  
Ref: A0-Plans-JS-C21-01 

Opposite: An early Scott 
concept design showing his 
unique approach to trees.  
A1-Plans-JS-A-01-04 
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From Mansfield to Milton; propaganda to polar 
exploration; fairies to the frozen meat trade...
since the Alexander Turnbull Library opened to 

the public in 1920, its staff has curated hundreds of 
exhibitions covering countless topics, and it’s been my 
project these past few months to find and collate them 
all, in my role as an intern at the National Library. In 
the course of this research, it became clear that despite 
numerous shifts in location, periods of closure, and the 
great merger with the National Library, the importance 
of exhibitions for the Turnbull has endured through the 
ages as a way to share the treasures of the Library with 
the nation to whom it belongs. 

The Turnbull first began holding regular exhibitions 
in the late 1930s, largely inspired by the overseas 
libraries that library assistant Clyde Taylor experienced 
during a 12-month Carnegie travel fellowship tour. 
The spacious office of the retiring Chief Librarian 

Johannes Andersen was fitted with glass display 
cases – including special low cases for children – and 
transformed into an exhibition room. 

Taylor’s entry into the Chief Librarian role in 1937 
brought about a slight shift in focus as he looked to 
broaden the Turnbull’s audience beyond the researchers 
and scholars that made up most of its user base. Through 
exhibitions, Taylor aimed to draw in ‘the man in the 
street’; this was also done quite literally through displays 
in shop front windows for passers-by to view. 

In 1952, the Turnbull began using the windows of a 
building on the corner of Lambton and Bowen St to 
put on smaller weekly exhibits from the collections. 
These displays tended to be topical, often marking 
commemorative days such as United Nations Day, or 
anniversaries related to events and significant figures. 
They proved popular – the marks left by “earnest 

BEST ON SHOW
Turnbull treasures have been displayed to the public for nearly 100 years – from window 
displays in Kirkcaldie & Stains to grand halls overseas, and purpose-built galleries at home.  

Ronan Speden reflects on a century of exhibition highlights. 

Above: Visitors at the general opening of the 1966 Katherine Mansfield exhibition at the New Zealand Embassy in Paris. Ref: PAColl-8469
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ATL HERITAGE

foreheads and luxuriant locks” necessitated 
constant window cleaning. In 1954, when 
the Turnbull lost possession of the building 
space, Kirkcaldie & Stains offered up one 
of their department store windows so the 
displays could continue. The Turnbull 
also began touring exhibitions relatively early on – 
mostly within New Zealand, though one on Katherine 
Mansfield travelled internationally as early as 1966. 
Organised by the Library for the New Zealand 
Ambassador to France, and originally for display 
in Paris only, the exhibition proved very popular. 
Mansfield was “very much in vogue overseas” and the 
exhibition ended up travelling to London, New York, 
Ottawa, and several Australian cities.

The Turnbull’s first proper exhibition, opened in 
August 1936, explored The Story of Printing Traced in 
Ancient and Modern Books. Rare books, literature, fine 
printing, and early colonial art were all popular topics 
in this early period. Centenary and other anniversary 
exhibitions were also common, often celebrating 
the birth or death of figures such as Shakespeare, 
Milton, and Captain Cook. Exhibitions relating 
to New Zealand history largely focused on early 
Pākehā exploration and settlement, and how early 
New Zealand was depicted by artists like William 
Fox and Samuel Charles Brees. 

The Turnbull kept up a relatively steady stream of 
exhibitions, even continuing throughout the World 
War 2 years. In late 1938 – at a time “when the spirit 
of romance is threatened more, perhaps, than ever 
before, by the war clouds upon the European horizon” 
as one article about the exhibition said – the Turnbull 
debuted Fairies in Story, which looked at depictions 
of fairies in literature, fables, and folklore. That is not 
to say that the war and its effects were invisible at the 
Turnbull. An exhibition of American rare books in 
1942 was put on not long after U.S. troops landed in 
Wellington, and their signatures mark the visitor book. 
A later exhibition in 1945, Europe as it Was, featured 

famous architectural and historical sites damaged or 
destroyed in wars. 

The Turnbull’s exhibitions have inevitably evolved 
over time, the result of changing social, financial and 
cultural contexts, new technology, and developments in 
exhibition design. From the 1970s and 1980s, changes 
have become more evident. Electioneering New 
Zealand Style in 1975 was the first exhibition of the 
Turnbull to include audiovisual elements. Ephemera 
began to be utilised more, making up the majority of 
material on show in exhibitions such as Quenching 
a Thirst (on popular beverages) in 1982. Exhibitions 
with a Māori focus began to emerge. Etahi Pukapuka 
Māori in 1981, for instance, was the Turnbull’s first 
exhibition of material written entirely in te reo Māori. 
Even when the Turnbull was finally integrated into the 
National Library when the Molesworth Street building 
opened in mid-1987, Turnbull collections and curators 
still contributed to a majority of the exhibitions. 

The period from 1987 to 2009 could be described as a 
golden age for exhibitions at the Library. The amount 
of space in the new building meant that multiple 
exhibitions could be put on at once. However, while 
the exhibition tide has stemmed slightly since the 
refurbished National Library building reopened in 
2012, there has still been a huge variety of exhibitions, 
covering everything from experimental music to 
hair in the collections. We’re currently at over 400 
exhibitions and counting since 1936, and curators are 
continuing to think of creative new ways to display the 
national collections to the nation. 

Ronan Speden is completing an internship with the National 
Library as part of his Master of Museum and Heritage 
Practice course at Victoria University of Wellington.

Above left: Part of a 1938 exhibition of Shakespearean material, including a copy of the playwright’s tomb inscription.  
Ref: PAColl-10563-045-49. Above right: Visitors at the 2021 Mīharo Wonder exhibition, which celebrated 100 years of the Turnbull. 
Photo: Mark Beatty
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Chris Szekely spoke to Vicki-Anne Heikell MNZM, whose work as an 
NPO Field Conservator takes her into the community. She’s found that every 
taonga is special and there are stories worth sharing all around the motu. 

KEEPING IT LOCAL

What attracted you to the 
world of conservation? It was 

serendipitous. I had a summer 
job at NZ Historic Places 

Trust (Now Heritage NZ Pouhere 
Taonga) doing research, and I spent a lot of time in 
Turnbull Library Pictures. My research focused on 
finding as much information and as many images of 
whare that were going to be conserved and restored 
as part of the Trust’s Māori Conservation programme.

As the researcher, I was able to be part of the team 
that was going to be working on the whare Porourangi, 
Waiomatatini in the Tairāwhiti. I was lucky enough to 
be in a team led by Cliff Whiting and Ben Pewhairangi, 
and two students in conservation – Dean Whiting and 
Nick Tupara. I spent two weeks cleaning and removing 
paint layers from a pare. It was summer, it was warm, 
it was practical mahi and it was the Tairāwhiti. Dean 
and Nick talked about their studies in Canberra, and I 
thought it sounded interesting. With no job prospects 
beyond my summer job, another serendipitous turn 
of events occurred: I saw an advertisement in the 
newspaper that I happened to be using to peel spuds 
on for scholarships to study conservation.

How did you become a conservator? I applied for 
a scholarship through the Conservation Cultural 
Advisory Council (CCAC). My interview included 

wāhine toa Te Aue Davis, Waana Davis, Ngahuia 
Te Awekotuku and Jeavons Baillie (ATL’s first 
conservator). I was successful, and headed off to 
Canberra in 1990 to embark on a three-year Bachelor of 
Applied Science in Conservation of Cultural Materials.

You were on the team when the National Preservation 
Office (NPO) was first established. What was it like 
in those early days? The NPO was established in 
1997 and was originally two positions – National 
Preservation Officer, Jocelyn Cuming and National 
Preservation Officer, Māori. I was fortunate to 
begin that role while Takawaenga-a-rohe Rangiiria 
Hedley and Hinureina Mangan were still working 
at the Library. They were able to support my role in 
their rohe. In fact, their support and the relationships 
established through their mahi have continued. A 
lot of my mahi today is working with organisations 
and communities regarding the preservation of their 
documentary heritage collections, but also raising 
awareness that Alexander Turnbull Library even exists 
and talking about the resources we hold.

What does a typical day look like for the NPO Field 
Conservator? Planning and response. It is a balancing 
act between providing face-to-face support and advice, 

Above: Preservation wānanga at Puketawa Marae, Hokianga with 
Te Papa National Services Te Paerangi. Photo: Norm Heke
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Above right: Making conservation enclosures at a Whanganui 
preservation wānanga. Below: A preservation assessment with 
Ani Pahuru-Huriwai at Uepōhatu marae, Tairāwhiti. 

DEALING WITH DAMAGE 

The Auckland floods, then Cyclone 
Gabrielle may have impacted precious 
personal papers and photographs. What 
should be done with these? The NPO, 
with support from the Library’s online 
editor, was able to get our information 
out relatively quickly after the recent 
events, and we continue to develop those 
resources on our website. 

Recovery for wet, muddy items: Either air-
dry or, if you can’t do that, freeze.  Almost 
more damaging than the water is the mould 
that will take hold within 48 hours. Freezing 
buys you time to deal with the item later, 
and in more manageable numbers.  

No water or power: Do the best that you 
can with absorbent towels, and finding 
a spot somewhere that is the least damp, 
giving space to lay out your treasures. 
Document the damage, both for insurance 
purposes and for that time when you might 
be ready to tell the story about the event.

Time to reflect: Post-disaster will also be 
the time for individuals to reflect on what 
they might do differently in the future – 
where and how they might store whānau 
treasures. It might be that they no longer 
want to keep the items. They can make 
that decision in the future, when things 
have settled, and they have had time and 
rest. If items are in the freezer or air-dried, 
there is a choice - to keep or not to keep.

ATL OUTREACH

and stepping back to have an overview to identify the 
key preservation issues and which ones the NPO and 
the ATL are best placed to support.

Maori feature prominently among the NPO clientele. 
Why is this, and what sort of mahi does this involve? 
Because I have established relationships, because it was 
why I was sent away to train as a conservator by the 
CCAC, because there is a need. Jody Wyllie, former  
Oral History Adviser, Māori  and then the Takawaenga-
a-rohe, saw the need for preservation advice and 
information to support whānau and hapū to continue to 
care for their taonga. Iwi organisations are increasingly 
interested in using the resources they gathered in the 
claims processes to be used for different purposes – to 
enrich their own communities through exhibitions, 
research spaces, and online hubs. These are all works 
in progress. Sometimes the relationship bubbles away 
with frequent contact; sometimes it is put on the back 
burner – sometimes for years. In fact, just this year I am 
starting mahi with an iwi organisation that I last had 
contact with 10 years ago.

What’s the best thing about being the NPO Field 
conservator? Community. Every community I work 
with is interested in preserving their stories. I enjoy 
listening to their stories; I enjoy seeing the physical 
item come to life when it is alongside a descendant. 
I used to say “Preservation is access.” I tend now to 
say “Access is preservation” – that’s what engagement 
reveals each time I work with community.
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The hard slog of hunting through Papers Past 
looking for articles about women architects (or, 
often, ‘girl architects’ or ‘lady architects’ as 

they were called) turned up an incredible gem for my 
recent book Making Space: A History of New Zealand 
Women in Architecture. In the period 1900 to 1950, 
which is where I started my project, there were dozens 
of newspaper articles about women architects in New 
Zealand newspapers – mostly syndicated articles 
from overseas. There were also, however, a number of 
fascinating New Zealand-written articles urging women 
to take on the work of designing buildings and urban 
environments. They said it was necessary for women to 
design houses, in particular, to aid their fellow women, 
who did all the housework in badly-designed homes that 
made their work more difficult and unsafe.

‘A KITCHEN PLANNED BY A WOMAN’

One of these articles appeared in an early edition of the 
Ladies Mirror magazine in 1923. The article, entitled ‘A 
Kitchen Planned by a Woman’, accompanied by plans 
and photos, opens with a challenge to male architects:

It has been said that architects will never build 
really convenient houses until they include in their 
training six months’ duty as a housemaid. With only 
a superficial knowledge of housework it is difficult for 
a mere man to know what is wanted, and even if he is 
given a list he is apt to put labour-saving contrivances 
in the least convenient places.

The article (opposite) extolled the virtues of a house 
Florence Field had designed in Nelson a few years 

earlier and gives us a rare insight into the work of a 
woman-designed space of this era, particularly its 
kitchen, which was designed to reduce ‘the drudgery 
of housework to a minimum’. 

Florence’s kitchen accords with the most modern 
kitchen design trends of the 1920s, including the 
deletion of the three separate food preparation 
spaces – kitchen, scullery and pantry – which had 
been so prevalent in New Zealand villas prior to 
this. Instead, all tasks were performed in a single 
room. Functionality, ergonomics and hygiene were all 
carefully considered. Work surfaces were designed for 
easy cleaning and, with the height of women in mind, 
even the toes and knees of those standing or sitting 
while working were considered. It was also designed to 
reduce the amount of walking required, and a lift was 
installed to carry breakfast trays to bedrooms upstairs.

When I first found the article in the Ladies Mirror, 
I didn’t know anything about Florence. I was then 
fortunate to find her name in the records of the NZ 
Institute of Architects, at Victoria University, which 
listed her employers. She was also recorded as taking 
the Institute’s new exams, introduced to professionalise 
the training of architects. In fact, she was one of the 
first to successfully complete these exams in 1920. 

Crucially, her home address was also in these 
records. Her old address had been crossed out and 
replaced with ‘The Rocks, Nelson’. No further street 
address or number was listed; back then only a vague 
address was enough for the postman to find you.  

Historical research, especially about women, involves lucky breaks, coincidences, pulling 
together thousands of fragments – and New Zealand’s famous six degrees of separation,  
says architectural historian Elizabeth Cox 

THE HOUSE THAT FLORENCE BUILT
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Florence Field, born in 1883, was the 
daughter of Thomas Field, MP for 
Nelson (1914-1919), and the house was 
designed for him. Field seems to have 
begun her architectural career when she 
was around 30 years old, working for 
two years with Nelson architect Arthur 
Griffin, probably from 1913 to 1915. 
Griffin had a long architectural career in 
Nelson; Florence was his employee when 
he completed one of his best-known 
projects, the Nelson Church steps. 

During the First World War, she worked 
in Wellington for the notable architect 
Frederick de Jersey Clere. Clere 
designed hundreds of churches and 
many other buildings, and was one of the 
best-known architects in the country 
at the time. After the war, Florence 
returned to Nelson and turned her 
attention to designing her family home 
and supervising its construction.

Above: ‘A Kitchen Planned by A Woman’, Ladies Mirror, 1 Nov 1923 (Papers Past). 
Top: A panorama of The Rocks, designed by Florence Field. The sleeping porches 
are on the end of the house closest to the photographer, on the first floor. Photograph 
by Robert Percy Moore, dated c.1923-1928. Ref Pan-0167-F ATL
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stone can be seen in the interior as well as exterior, 
complemented by brick window-frames, chimneys, 
paths and archways. 

Little is known about Florence’s architectural career 
after she designed The Rocks. Traces of her life in 
Nelson can be found in Papers Past. She became the 
honorary architect for the Nelson Plunket Society, 
the leader of an active troop of Girl Guides and a 
swimming instructor. A 1932 article noted she was 
returning to Nelson after living in England for a 
number of years. The Rocks was sold by the family 
in 1935, and Florence died in 1967. 

Yet further coincidences occurred. A friend of mine 
is writing a book about Florence’s brother, Arthur 

Nelson Field, whose anti-Semitic books became 
famous around the world in the 1930s. He was able 
to provide me with details about her family. The 
granddaughter of the family who now owns the house 
was a young woman studying architecture at Victoria 
University. She kindly located the architectural plans 
and photographs of Florence which are still preserved 
in the house, and agreed to take photos of the house 
for me. Her family in turn put me in contact with a 
relation of Florence’s, who gave me permission to use 
her images in my book. 

All of these different sources and happy chances were 
required to come together to find out as much as I did 
about this one person. This puzzle-piecing was replicated 
many other times in the book, and one of the great 
pleasures of working on it was the many emails from my 
fellow authors, sharing their own remarkable discoveries 
of women working in the architectural profession. As 
always, this research was greatly augmented by the 
amazing staff at the Alexander Turnbull and National 
Libraries who helped locate images and other information. 

Elizabeth Cox is a 
Wellington historian 
specialising in  
architectural and 
women’s history, and is  
a senior historian at 
Manatū Taonga Ministry 
for Culture and Heritage. 
Making Space was 
published by MUP,  
with the assistance of  
Architecture+Women NZ. 

Rocks Road in Nelson is the road that travels along 
the coast from the city towards Tahunanui Beach, and 
‘The Rocks’ was a name for the area. But without a 
street name and number, I found the house difficult 
to find. Eventually I found a striking panorama in the 
Alexander Turnbull Library collection entitled ‘House 
named The Rocks, Nelson’, taken by Robert Moore 
in the 1920s (previous page). The combination of the 
remarkable clarity of Moore’s photo and its digitisation 
by the Library means you can get close enough to 
see the tiniest details. In fact, the Library has a large 
collection of Moore’s beautiful panoramas in its 
collection. It was immediately clear that I had found 
Florence’s house. I could see the spaces shown in the 
plan in the Ladies Mirror, including the ‘sleeping 
porches’, which were often built in 1920s New Zealand 
houses, due to the belief that it was beneficial to 
sleep in the open air. I fervently hoped the house had 
survived the century since it was built. I had found 
very few examples of early women-designed buildings 
that had endured. 

The panorama gave an indication of the house’s location, 
as the iconic little Fifeshire Rock can be seen out to sea. 
I hunted around Google maps, trying to use the island 
to line up where the house might be, but concluded it 
must have been demolished. I then sent the photo to the 
one person I knew in Nelson – conservation architect 
Ian Bowman. “Oh, I can see that house right now, out 
my window,” he said. It turns out it was roughly where 
I thought it must be, but somehow I had missed it. The 
house still stands on the hill above Rocks Road. The 
house is built of stone, an unusual building material 
in Nelson, with a low-pitched Marseille tile roof. The 

Left: One of Frederick de Jersey Clere’s projects during the 
time Florence Field worked for him was a large new garage and 
workshop in Palmerston North. She is credited as the ‘delineator’ 
or illustrator of this image, which was published in the Evening 
Post, 2 June 1917. (Papers Past) 

ATL RESEARCH
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Right: Portrait of Janet 
Fraser, c.1923. Crown 
Studios (Wellington).  
Ref: PAColl-6304-51 ATL

PIONEERING 
PARTNERSHIPS

I am grateful to the Friends 
for the 2023 grant which I 

will use to research a woman 
whose political activism and 

partnerships helped set the scene 
for women in politics today. Janet Fraser (1883-1945) 
was the wife and political partner of Peter Fraser–Prime 
Minister from 1940 to 1949. A political feminist of the 
first post-suffrage generation, Janet and her socialist 
women friends joined community groups, stood for local 
government and encouraged Labour women to stand for 
Parliament, all while supporting their husbands’ work. 
She was one of the first women JPs, and a member of 
the Wellington Hospital Board. She welcomed Eleanor 
Roosevelt to New Zealand and helped organise the 
immigration of Polish refugee children. 

Much has been written about Peter Fraser, but little 
about Janet. Both Scottish immigrants, they met in 
Auckland before moving to Wellington and marrying 
in 1919. They formed a dynamic partnership as found-
ing members of the Labour Party in 1916, and worked 
together during the influenza epidemic and at local 
government level. After the election of the first Labour 
Government in 1935, Janet continued to provide poli-
cy advice and practical support to her husband. I have 
been fascinated by Janet Fraser since the 1990s when 
I wrote her short entry in the Dictionary of New Zea-
land Biography. Since then, digitisation and donations 
have meant increased material has become available 
at the Turnbull Library. Although my main aim is a 
publication suitable for the new Aotearoa history school 
curriculum, there are 
also other potential  
audiences and formats.

Hilary Stace is a 
Wellington historian, 
researcher and former 
librarian. In 2019 she 
published a biography 
of J.B. Munro, long-time 
director of the IHC. 

INDIGENOUS ENVOY: Witi Ihimaera
The Friends are delighted to announce that this year’s 
Founder Lecture, to be held on 21 June 2023, features 
the acclaimed writer, anthologist and librettist Witi 
Ihimaera (above). His topic will be ‘The Māori writer 
as New Zealand practitioner and indigenous artisan’.

Witi Ihimaera became New Zealand’s first Māori 
novelist with the publication of Tangi in 1973. The book 
won the Wattie Book of the Year award in 1974 and is 
being celebrated this year with a newly written edition. 

Ihimaera’s career has had a national and international 
compass, not only as a writer but also as a diplomat 
and academic. He is travelling immediately after the 
lecture to Sweden, Finland and Germany where his 
book The Whale Rider is the “Big Read” at Gutenberg 
University. Later in the year he visits the USA, to guest 
star at a Congress of Children’s Literature where The 
Whale Rider is again the focus, and Canada where his 
films are the subject of an Ihimaera Retrospective at 
the Presence Autochtone Film Festival, Montreal. He 
closes out his anniversary year with a month-long tour 
of France, where four of his books are published, and 
an appearance at the Tahiti Writers Festival. 

A hardworking author, his publications this year 
include Tangi and two major anthologies as editor: A 
Kind of Shelter (with co-editor Michelle Elvy) and the 
two-volume anthology of recent Māori fiction and non-
fiction, Nga Kupu Wero and Te Awa o Kupu (with co-
editors Vaughan Rapatahana and Kiri Piahana Wong). 

The Founder Lecture is our premium event each year. 
Attendance in person is limited (RSVP essential) but 
it will also be offered by Zoom.

FOTL EVENT

Ph
ot

o:
 A

nd
i C

ro
w

n

GRANT RECIPIENT



14

In August 2022, the Alexander Turnbull Library 
purchased a typed manuscript of Keri Hulme’s 
novel the bone people, at auction. This was the first 

novel from Aotearoa New Zealand – and first debut 
novel – to win the Booker Prize (1985). Subsequently 
translated into more than nine languages, the bone 
people still enjoys a high profile internationally. 

Keri Hulme (Ngāi Tahu, Kāti Māmoe), who died on 
27 December 2021, had been unable to find a publisher 
for this work. It was eventually first published in 1984 
by Spiral, a series of collectives initially formed to 
produce a women’s literary and arts journal. Author 

and poet Alice Walker wrote 
to Spiral in 1985 praising 

t h e  “a m a z i n g l y, 
wondrously, great” 

book, indicating 
that she would 
have been keen 
to publish a US 
edition. According 

to Spiral,  Ker i 
preferred the title of 

her novel written in 
lower case, because “it 

signifies something coming 
before and something afterwards”.

The novel started life as a short story 
called Simon Peter’s Shell, and took 
12 years to write. The novel has a 
uniquely intricate internal structure, 
and Keri noted in her preface to the 
first edition: “To those used to one 
standard, this book may offer a taste 
passing strange, like the original 
mouthful of kina roe. Persist. Kina 
can become a favourite food.” 

There are multiple drafts of the 
bone people. In a letter to Richard 
Hlavac in November 1986, Keri 
described the manuscript purchased 
by the Library as “the revised 
penultimate version,” given to her 

family. It is typed, and contains many annotations in 
Keri’s own hand. Marian Evans, a member of the Spiral 
collective that published the bone people, with Irihapeti 
Ramsden and Miriama Evans, helped Library staff with 
their research on the manuscript and the novel’s history. 
With Marian’s help, staff were able to identify differences 
between the manuscript and the published novel, giving 
insights into Keri’s writing process. Two later versions of 
the manuscript, one with the publishers’ annotations and 
printing marks, reside at The Macmillan Brown Library.
The newly acquired manuscript sits alongside other 
recent acquisitions relating to Keri Hulme. In 2022, 
the family of Keri’s British pen friend Ann Humphries 
donated four letters written by Keri between 1964 and 
1967. Spiral has deposited its papers and other material 
with the Library. 

The novel continues to strike a chord with readers. 
Author and playwright Josiah Morgan (Kāi Tahu, 
Ngāti Maniapoto) praised the bone people, at the 
recent Samesame but Different LGBTQIA+ Writers 
and Readers Festival. The acquisition paves the way for 
researchers to do their own investigations, comparing 
the manuscript with the novel and other drafts. 

A welcome home
A manuscript of iconic Aotearoa novel the bone 
people has taken up residence at the Library, 
opening up new possibilities for researchers. 
By Paul Diamond and Seán McMahon

NEW ACQUISITION

In 2022, Spiral published Keri Hulme: Our 
Kuru Pounamu, a celebration of Keri’s life 
and work. The eBook, available online on 
the National Library website, is a collection 
of memories from fellow writers, whanau 
and people who worked with Keri. Keri 
Hulme: Our Kuru Pounamu has links to many 
resources, including recordings of Keri 
reading from the bone people, available on 
the Radio NZ website. Read more about 
Spiral at www.nzhistory.govt.nz.

Top: Marian Evans, with Seán McMahon, Curator Manuscripts, at left, and Paul Diamond, Curator Māori.  
Above left: A page from the manuscript of the bone people, showing annotations by Keri Hulme. Ref: MS-Papers-12800-2
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RESTORATION

With help 
from our 
FRIENDS 
A very special painting is  
receiving the kid glove  
treatment, thanks to the 
Friends. Amy Cosgrove  
& Jennifer Cauchi report

I sabella Turnbull, born in Wellington in 1858, was 
the sister of Alexander Turnbull and the eldest 
child of Walter and Alexandrina Turnbull. Her 

portrait was painted by John A. Horsburgh who also 
painted her parents in 1880. Unfortunately, the overall 
condition of the painting is currently poor. It came into 
the Library’s care, as part of the Turnbull bequest, with 
several tears in the canvas as well as deformations, dirt, 
and mould across the surface. The paint layer shows 
losses, cracking, and the surface deposits create a grey 
appearance. The work is sitting in a plain ‘storage’ 
frame which does not reference the period or the 
aesthetic of the artist. Put simply, Isabella needs work. 

“The treatment will involve removing the canvas 
from its frame and stretcher, stabilising and cleaning 
its surface and then repairing the tears ‘thread-by-
thread’,” says Jennifer Cauchi, Senior Conservator. 
“This is carried out under a microscope and involves 
securing and bridging threads in the canvas, millimetre 
by millimetre.” The painting will then be re-stretched 
onto the stretcher, and have additional consolidation 
and cleaning carried out. Finally, areas of paint loss 
will be filled and textured, and the work will then be 
revarnished and placed in a period-appropriate frame.

This type of treatment requires the skills of a highly 
experienced professional paintings conservator. It 
demands judgement, dexterity, and a discerning eye 
to ensure that the work is made stable, physically, 
as well as returned to an appearance that allows us 
to appreciate the skills and intent of the artist. The 
work will be undertaken by an external specialist 
conservator and will likely take around three months. 

Isabella’s portrait is the latest painting to benefit from 
the Paintings in Perpetuity programme, a Turnbull 
Endowment Trust campaign in which donors make 
contributions to accelerate remedial treatments to 

The Turnbull Endowment Trust’s Paintings 
in Perpetuity is a programme to help with 
the restoration of the Library’s collection of 
paintings. It raises donations to pay for the 
restoration of significant artworks, including 
that of Isabella Turnbull. Sometimes the costs 
include frame treatments and glazing.

The Turnbull painting has been included with 
the generous support of the Friends of the 
Turnbull Library, which has donated the full 
funding of $16,700 plus GST. The Trust and 
the Friends greatly look forward to seeing 
the finished artwork when it is returned from 
the conservator, and informing members of 
opportunities to view the painting.

Neil Plimmer manages the Paintings in Perpetuity 
programme.

enable artworks to go on public display. In Isabella’s 
case, the Friends of the Turnbull Library stepped 
forward to fund the work. This follows an initiative 10 
years ago to unite portraits of Isabella’s parents and 
display them in the Library reading rooms – made 
possible by help from the Friends. 

“Paintings are kept safe and stable when they come 
into our care but are not typically ‘restored’,” says 
Chris Szekely, Turnbull Chief Librarian. “So we 
are very grateful to the Friends for their continued 
generosity. Indeed, we thank all of the donors who 
have made this type of remedial work possible. It 
makes a tremendous difference.” 

Amy Cosgrove is Conservation and Logistics Leader, 
Collection Care, at the Library. Jennifer Cauchi is 
Senior Conservator, also at the Library.

Jennifer Cauchi with the portrait.
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EXHIBITION

A CHILD OF THE SUN
Katherine Mansfield’s last year 

Read more about this 
year’s Centenary events  

at KM23.co.nz

A silk shawl, gifted to the famed writer, will once again see the light of 
day thanks to the Library’s conservation efforts. By Dr Fiona Oliver

I want to be all that I am capable of 
becoming so that I may be – (and here I have stopped 
and waited and waited and it’s no good – there’s 
only one phrase that will do) a child of the sun.  
– Katherine Mansfield

When Katherine Mansfield ecstatically 
proclaimed in her notebook that she wanted 
to be ‘a child of sun’, the tuberculosis 

that would kill her less than a year later was already 
we l l  a dva n c e d . 
She knew she was 
dying but resisted 
t h e  k n owle d ge. 
Instead, through her 
reading of Eastern 
my s t i c i s m ,  s h e 
experienced a radical 
transformation that 
had her imagining 
new ways to work and 
live. This spiritual path, 
for a while, eclipsed even 
her need to write, feeding her 
broken body with the promise of a 
new mode of creativity. 

Later this year, the centenary of her death, an 
exhibition is proposed in the National Library 
gallery to celebrate the last year of her life, and 
her legacy. It would include original manuscripts of 
the stories, letters and journal entries she wrote during 
this time, as well as some of the objects that surround 
her death, such as items she gifted to others in her will. 

One of these is a Chinese shawl, given to Mansfield by 
Lady Ottoline Morrell as a Christmas present in 1917, 
and bequeathed to the artist Anne Estelle Rice, who had 
painted a striking portrait of her friend. A voluptuous 
two metres square, made of silk and hand-embroidered 
with birds and flowers, it covered her coffin as it was 
lowered into the ground. 

The shawl was retrieved from Fontainebleau, France, 
where she was buried, and has since come to join 

other objects once treasured by the writer, now in the 
Turnbull’s collections. 

Remedial conservation work is needed to treat the 
shawl, which is showing signs of age. Stabilising the 
deterioration of silk is a complex undertaking, as is 
detangling the fringe, which has become brittle with 
time. If this work can be done, it will mean that this 
important and beautiful object will be displayed to the 
public for the first time. 

If Mansfield had 
lived beyond her 34 
years, what might 
she have achieved? 
Until the end, she 
lived in a state of 
constant movement, 
seeking a cure for 
her disease. In those 

last months, staying 
at Gurdjieff’s Institute 

for  t he  Ha r mon ious 
D eve lo p m ent  o f  Ma n 

in Fontainebleau, her spirit 
reached for the cosmic vision of 

eternity she’d glimpsed in the fevered 
fluctuations of her mind. She found it in 

death – and if not in new work, then in the 
legacy of what she had already achieved. 

The exhibition, which is yet to be confirmed, is one of 
a number of events being held worldwide to mark the 
centenary of Mansfield’s death. 

Dr Fiona Oliver is 
Exhibition Advisor at 
the National Library 
of NZ.

Above: ‘My lovely gay 
shawl’ – Katherine 
Mansfield’s shawl.  
ATL D-014-007
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The Music Hire Service of the National 
Library of New Zealand has been supplying 
performance mater ials for choirs and 

orchestras, ranging from school and community 
groups to professional organisations, for over 30 
years. Aside from providing the bread and butter of 
the classical repertoire, the Library is in a unique 
position to provide facsimiles of New Zealand 
compositions, with relevant permissions, from the 
Alexander Turnbull’s manuscript collections. It is 
also the official provider of Douglas Lilburn material. 
It is fantastic to see organisations requesting rarely 
performed New Zealand works, such as happened 
in 2022 when the Auckland Chamber Orchestra 
requested Dorothy Freed’s Suite for String Orchestra, 
and St Matthew’s Chamber Orchestra requested 
Ronald Tremain’s Symphony for Strings. 

These two works – both in three movements, for 
string orchestra, and dating to 1960 – offer ample 
avenues for comparison, showing the individual 
compositional concerns of their composers. They 
also reflect different stylistic trends of the period, 
internationally and in New Zealand. Both showcase 
contrapuntal craft, with the weaving interplay of 
voices the primary texture throughout. 

LET THE  
MUSIC PLAY 
Glen Downie, from the Library’s Music Hire 
Team, shares the subtle pleasures of his job. 

Left: A page from the Suite for String Orchestra by 
Dorothy Freed. New Zealand Composer Collection. Radio 
New Zealand. Ref: MSY-2287

Dorothy Freed’s suite begins slowly with a two-part 
counterpoint in the lower strings, flourishing into 
the full string complement. In this work, triadic 
harmony is reinforced by the voices and explored 
in a modal fashion. It is reminiscent of early-mid 
Douglas Lilburn, who was a teacher she held in high 
regard, with influences in turn from his teacher Ralph 
Vaughan Williams, although the piece very much 
reflects Dorothy’s own voice. Her work abounds 
with folkloric flair – reel and jig-like sections appear 
throughout – but underpinning the work is her lush 
lyricism and song-like qualities. 

Unlike Dorothy Freed, Ronald Tremain’s piece 
uses the intervallic structure of the motif to guide 
the harmony, using the initial intervals and the 

stacking of fifths, to build new harmonic 
colours. This way of writing recalls composers 
such as Béla Bartók, whose use of intervals as 
building blocks for a piece over triadic chord 
progressions represents an avant-garde trend 
of the time, and a conscious attempt towards a 
new, modern, and international language. This 
trend also snuck into popular culture, as in the 
similarly dissonant string music pervading 
Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho, also of 1960. 

It is great to see these historic New Zealand 
works having renewed interest, especially in a 
live concert setting, as living, relevant artworks. 
It’s also a pleasure for us at the music hire team 
to make these performances possible. 

ATL MUSIC
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CONSERVATION

RE-HOMING COLENSO’S PLANTS
An interesting collection recently came across my bench. What followed was slow and careful 
work to treat and store this for posterity. By Laura Van Echten

Items 91-147-4/07 and 91-147-4/08 arrived in the 
Library in the early 1990s – two folders of dried, 
botanical specimens, purportedly “collected by 

[William] Colenso on one of his trips across the 
Ruahine Ranges”. They were stored inside folded 
pieces of paper contemporary with the specimens, 
with their scientific names written in iron gall ink 
across the front. At some point during their time in the 
stores, they were identified as needing a more thorough 
assessment and possible rehousing, as our usual four-
flap folders (intended for paper-based manuscripts) 
were not up to the job of protecting the fragile plants.

Luckily for us, Te Papa also houses botanical specimens, 
with over 300,000 examples in their collection so, to 
make sure we were following best practice, Jennifer 
Cauchi, Senior Conservator, and I took a trip to look 
at their Herbarium. We met Bridget Hatton, Collection 
Manager Botany and were able to see exactly how 
dried botanical specimens are handled and preserved 
in a large collection, giving us a basis to adapt their 
procedures to fit our standard enclosures. 

COLENSO’S LIFE OF COLLECTING  
William Colenso was an early European 
missionary from England who arrived 
at Paihia in 1834 to run the Church 
Missionary Society’s printing press. He 
is responsible for some of the earliest 
Maori printing in New Zealand, including 
the Maori translation of the Treaty of 
Waitangi. Colenso developed his love for 
natural history and botany while in the 
Bay of Islands, and through visits from 
professional naturalists including Charles 
Darwin in 1835. Colenso’s early life as 
a missionary led to extensive travels 
across the North Island, which offered 
opportunities to botanise along the way. 
Over 1,000 of his botanical specimens 
now reside at Te Papa. (Read more at Te 
Ara – the Encyclopedia of NZ).
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CONSERVATION

Before treatment started, we recorded 
the condition and description of each 
individual item in our collection 
management system, along with 
pre-t reatment images.  This 
documentation stays with the 
items’ records, so researchers and 
future conservators can consult 
them if needed. 

The plan was to remove the specimens 
from their original enclosures and 
attach them to archival card, using thin 
strips of linen tape. This technique restricts 
the movement of the plants in storage 
and allows easy handling. Thin tape 
strips are discreetly adhered to the 
card, not the plant. All original 
enclosures will be housed with 
the mounted specimen inside 
archival paper envelopes, inside 
the original four-flap folders. 

Along with rehousing, treatment 
started with simple dry cleaning of 
the envelopes, removing impurities and 
possible sources of future deterioration. Many 
of the particles removed were spores that had 
fallen off the specimens over time. These 
were swept up into archival plastic bags 
and kept with the specimens in case 
they could be of scientific interest in 
the future. Many of the envelopes 
were further treated by flattening 
folded corners and repairing tears, 
using Japanese tissue, and wheat 
starch paste. 

The work I have done rehousing the 
specimens has generated a lot of interest 
during tours of our lab. We plan to digitise 
both folders so these specimens can be accessible 
to people all over the world. 

Laura Van Echten is a Conservation 
Technician in the Collection Care 
Team at the Alexander  
Turnbull Library.

Carefully untangling the 
fragile bundle.

Attaching a specimen 
using linen tape. 

This bundle of specimens 
was likely gathered in the 
mid-20th century and 
added to the collection. 

Laying out the individual 
specimens in preparation 
for rehousing.  
Photos: Llewelyn Jones
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COLLECTIONS MILESTONE

We HEAR you
Listening, right where you are
The Library holds a vast collection of fascinating oral histories telling the stories of our nation. 
Sarah Walker explains how accessing these just got a whole lot easier. 

The Alexander Turnbull Library holds around 
10,000 oral histories, capturing our views, 
experiences, and memories, and together 

forming an impressive historical record. Following 
COVID lockdowns, and with climate-related 
disruptions on the horizon, we have seen a collective 
eyebrow raised at the old model of onsite access 
– particularly in relation to digital collections. 
Researchers very reasonably ask: do I really need to 
come all the way to Wellington to listen to a digital 
recording? Isn’t there a way to hear it where I am? 
In the past, the answer was: maybe yes, maybe no. 
However, as we head into the future, the answer 
increasingly will be yes. 

THE VIRTUAL READING ROOM

The Library ran a virtual reading room pilot a couple 
of years ago to test technical aspects and figure out 
ways to enable controlled remote access to digitised 
sound material, where conditions permitted. The 
requirement was to provide digital sound files in a 
secure web browser which prevented them from being 
downloaded to a computer. We then needed to double-
check interview access conditions by consulting the 
Recording Agreements and/or Deeds of Gift. 

Donors and/or copyright holders were contacted and 
notified that their recordings had been requested to listen 
online. Contact information was updated in 
the process, and donor responses to the idea 
of providing controlled online access for 
researchers were consistently positive.

The pilot helped us understand the necessary 
steps to provide offsite access, both in technical 
and procedural terms – and we gained enough 
knowledge to soft launch a service.

HOW DOES OFFSITE ACCESS WORK?

First, researchers identify oral history 
interviews on our online catalogue. Next, 
they contact us with a listening request. 
After checking the access permissions 

for the interview, we then send them the terms and 
conditions form. The most important part of the form 
is the agreement not to download or share access to the 
recording in any way. Once all processes are complete, 
researchers are then provided with a username and 
password to access the digital file for a finite period, 
usually one month. 

HOW DOES THE FUTURE LOOK?

Over the next couple of years, nearly all the Library’s 
10,000 oral histories will be in digital form: either 
because they have been preserved through digitisation, 
or because they were recorded digitally in the first place. 

Mindful of donor conditions, we can’t automatically 
guarantee that all requests will be met. And there may 
be some delays if a requested item is in the preservation 
queue. Nevertheless, we welcome enquiries. We’d love 
to be able to help New Zealanders connect with the 
riches of oral history recordings wherever they happen 
to be. This is surely an example of the power of “an 
idea whose time has come.”

Sarah Walker is Research Librarian Oral History at the 
Alexander Turnbull Library.

Below: Thousands of oral history cassettes are held in 
environmentally-controlled conditions in the National Library 
building in Wellington.
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JOIN Friends of the Turnbull Library	
As a member of the Friends, you have the satisfaction of 
knowing that you are supporting a wonderful national 
institution serving the needs of both the general public 
and scholars working in historical, literary, cultural and 
genealogical studies. You get all our regular publications, 
including Off the Record and Turnbull Library Record. 
Our newsletters keep you informed with full details of our 
public programme of talks held in Wellington at the National 
Library, and in Auckland at the Takapuna Public Library. 
Membership enquiries to turnbullfriends@gmail.com.  

Your subscription helps us

•7 to safeguard the Library’s precious collections 
•7 to encourage the development of new knowledge  
  7about New Zealand’s culture and heritage 
• and to support the amazing work of the Alexander  
7  Turnbull Library now and in the future.

HELP US TO CELEBRATE TURNBULL’S  
GENEROUS LEGACY

We welcome donations to support our annual Research 
Grants and to assist additional projects including our ongoing 
involvement in the Auckland Writers Festival. Bequests and 
substantial financial donations are always invested to protect 
the capital and provide ongoing income, used to aid the 
Library’s work of collecting, preserving and improving the 
dissemination of knowledge of New Zealand’s heritage. This 
support is essential in our drive to foster the creation of new 
knowledge. Contact us at turnbullfriends@gmail.com for 
more information.

TITIRO KI MURI KIA WHAKATIKA A MUA 
LOOK TO THE PAST TO PROCEED INTO THE FUTURE

OUR PUBLIC TALKS ARE AVAILABLE 
ONLINE VIA ZOOM

Ever since the Friends were first established in 1939, the 
committee has invited writers to come and talk about their 
research and the books that have emerged from that process. 
It is still one of our most important activities, and these 
monthly events are usually attended by about 1000 people 
during the year – and now, up to another 1000 on Zoom. 

Thanks to the expertise of the Turnbull Library’s Outreach 
Services, we are regularly able to offer our monthly programme 
of public talks on Zoom as well as in person at the beautiful 
National Library auditorium in Thorndon, Wellington. We 
consider this a major step forward in our efforts to supply 
benefits to our national membership! Wherever you live across 
the motu, you can now join us online. Our Public Events 
programme can be found on our website, with the link for 
Zoom posted about a week before each event.

Be sure not to miss out on a talk by joining us as a 
member of the Friends and giving us your email address. Then 
we can send you a reminder with details early each month, 
so you can put it in your calendar. Our speakers present an 
incredibly diverse selection of topics, demonstrating the huge 
depth and variety in the Turnbull collections from which they 
have drawn for their presentation. Turnbull materials (books, 
manuscripts, maps, photographs, newspapers, ephemera) 
are regularly used in academic research, but also in many 
popular books and novels. 

As an example, the session that is being sponsored by the 
Friends at this year’s Auckland Writers Festival (AWF) 
features two writers who have already come to talk to us 
about the books they have researched at the Turnbull. This 
year’s AWF event, ‘Writing Past Wrongs’, will be a free 
session in the Waitākere Room at the Aotea Centre on 
Saturday 20 May at 4.00pm. The two speakers are Paul 
Diamond, author of Downfall: The destruction of Charles 
Mackay; and Paddy Richardson, author of By the Green of 
the Spring. Note also that many other speakers at this year’s 
AWF have previously appeared in our public programme, 
including Dame Gaylene Preston (who presented the 2021 
Founder Lecture), Joanne Drayton, Jock Phillips ONZM, 
and Redmer Yska.

Speakers at Friends-sponsored sessions at previous AWF 
events have included Sarah Gaitanos in 2019, Brent Coutts 
in 2021, and Lucy Mackintosh presenting the Michael King 
Lecture in 2022.

We are still working hard towards being able to present 
occasional public events in Auckland. As soon as we finalise 
details, it will be publicised on our website and by email to 
our Auckland members. Copies of this magazine, Off The 
Record, are distributed at the Auckland Writers Festival.

JOIN THE FRIENDS

ISSN 1173-1222.

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORIES 
For the financial year, April 2023 – March 2024

Individual (non-waged)			   $ 35 
Individual (waged)			   $ 40 
Double or family membership		  $ 55 
Universities & libraries (NZ)		  $ 65 
Overseas individual 			   $ 55 
Overseas institutions			   $ 80 
Corporate membership		                $150 
Donation*

* Donations are eligible for tax refund as FoTL is a 
registered charitable organisation CC22660.	

Pay by online internet banking to BNZ 020534-
00436700-000 (with your NAME in ‘particulars’ and 
either RENEW or NEW in ‘reference’). If you are 
a new member, please email your contact details to 
turnbullfriends@gmail.com. 
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Dutch-born New Zealand photographer Anna 
Jacoba (Ans) Westra CNZM died at her home in 
Tirohanga, Wellington, in February 2023. A pioneer 
of documentary photography in New Zealand, she is 
well known for her depictions of Māori, including her 
controversial series Washday at the Pa. 

{Suite} director David Alsop established the {Suite} 
living Westra museum, which is dedicated to 
celebrating the artist’s lifetime of work and images. 
“[Ans Westra’s] documentation of Māori is the most 
comprehensive visual record of the culture ever, and 
it’s unlikely ever to be repeated,” he says. In 2007, Ans 
Westra was made an Arts Foundation Icon, an honour 
bestowed on selected New Zealand artists in recognition 
of their extraordinary lifetime achievements.

The National Library of New Zealand collaborated 
with {Suite}, from 2014 to 2017, to digitise Ans’ 
extensive archive of negatives. This can be found on 
the National Library’s website. 
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