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FOREWORD

DR. MARK STOCKER

As its title implies, Anna Crighton’s English, Colonial, Modern and
Maori is much more than a case study or a storytelling history of the
Robert McDougall Art Gallery, which over its 70-year lifespan was the
leading art ingtitution of Christchurch, and a major cultural presence
within New Zealand. The book stems from the author’s PhD research at
the University of Otago, where | formerly worked. From the outset, as
Anna Crighton’s principal supervisor, | encouraged her to thematically
explore the gallery where, for over 10 years, she had been the registrar,
and where she literally knew all its ‘ins and ‘outs. Her institutional
knowledge was matched by a dedication to the rigours of archival research
and the pleasures of interviewing past directors, colleagues and art world
players. Added to this, Anna Crighton gave her study intellectual depth by
siting the McDougall within the wider museological discipline, looking at
the galery through selection and presentation culture ‘lenses’. This
methodology convincingly underpins the thesis. On the one hand, the
galery conforms to a ‘British World' model, but at the same time its
history and identity raise distinctive and fascinating cultural issues that are
very much those of Canterbury and of Aotearoa New Zealand. If there are
heroes in the piece, then they are the dedicated, cultured people of
Christchurch, while the chief villains (or at least philistines) are the
members of the Christchurch City Council.

The book is both readable, particularly when dealing with the
digtinctive ‘reigns of the gallery’s five directors, and admirably even-
handed. This applies whether the author addresses the (much berated)
conservatism of the gallery inits early years, or the (much heralded) recent
Maori cultural renaissance. The PhD examiners were unanimous in
acknowledging the significance and quality of Anna Crighton’s research,
and accordingly awarded the thesis adistinction. | believe that some of this
‘distinction’ deserves to be enjoyed by the academic community and a
wider public, and publication as a book will now make this possible.
English, Colonial, Modern and Maori: The Changing Faces of the Robert



XX Foreword

McDougall Art Gallery Christchurch, 1932-2002 is an invaluable
contribution to history, art history and museology locally, nationally and
internationally.

Dr Mark Stocker
Curator, Historical & International Art, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa

Tongarewa

June 2014



AUTHOR’SNOTE

The doctoral thesis from which this book stems was conceived in 2007
after | had left the Robert McDougall Art Gallery where | held the position
of administrator and registrar from 1983 to 2001.
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A reforming of the old The Art Gallery Committee was made in
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1BELAG Mi nutes, 24 June 1958.
2 AGC Minutes, 12 October 1960.



INTRODUCTION

The Robert McDougall Art Gallery in Christchurch, New Zealand
displayed several distinctive if not unique features during its 70-year
history. This book traces its development, considering such matters as the
role of the public art gallery, the criteria for the selection and presentation
of works, and the post-colonia tensions between transplanted imperial
notions of heritage and New Zealand's indigenous and autochthonous
heritages.

The public art galeries in New Zealand's other three main centres,
Auckland, Wellington and Dunedin, have published books that provide
sound overviews of their respective histories and collections. The
Auckland City Art Gallery published A Centennial History in 1988 and in
2011, Art Toi, an overview of key works in the collection into the 2000s;
Wellington published Art at Te Papa in 2009; while the Dunedin Public
Art Gallery has issued two milestone histories: Treasures of the Dunedin
Public Art Gallery in 1990, and Beloved in 2009. All these contain useful
information and quality reproductions of key works but offer little or no
insight into the attitudes, values and symbols associated with the selection
of art for their permanent collections or temporary exhibitions. Although
Te Papa is New Zealand's national public art gallery, its collections are
treated on the same basis as those of Auckland and Dunedin since, in its
previous incarnations, it long doubled as both a national and a Wellington
metropolitan gallery.

The lack of secondary source material — whether books, periodicals,
articles or previous theses — relating to the McDougall means that research
has relied extensively on primary sources. Interviews with former gallery
directors and staff have elicited considerable retrospective and unofficia
assessments of, and insights into, the culture from the 1970s to 2002.
Archival research into gallery records, newspaper reports and Christchurch
City Council minutes has revealed unofficial and official statements dating
back to the 1900s. But the need to verify that the gallery’s actions were in
accord with its words — and to cover historical gaps in the sources — has
required substantial further research, involving, for example, collating and
analysing the gallery’s acquisitions over its seven-decade history. It has
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necessitated searching catalogues, newspaper art reviews, gallery floor
plans and photographs, sketches or diagrams that show how the gallery
presented art worksto the public.

The book considers both the gallery’s selection culture — the values,
attitudes and symbols associated with its choice of art works — and its
presentation culture — how and why it displays art works to the public. For
example, a key change in the McDougall’s selection culture was the more
positive attitude shown to non-representational styles of art from the 1960s
and to Maori styles and practitioners of art from the 1980s. In terms of
presentation, there was, for instance, a move away from crimson walls and
gold frames to white walls and framel ess works.

The selection culture of the McDougall was marked by post-colonial
heritage tensions. The most obvious example from the 1930s until the late
1950s was the tension within the transplanted art culture. This escalated
into open conflict between adherents of modern and more traditiona art
when a public controversy erupted over the acquisition of a work of
abstract art. In the 1960s and 1970s, however, there was at least tacit
tension between the transplanted heritage and the indigenous and
autochthonous heritages — the latter term, meaning ‘ sprung from that land
itself’ in ancient Greek, refers to the heritage produced by a colony itself
during the colonial era or after it becomes an independent nation state. The
McDougall's apparent reluctance to exhibit or acquire indigenous and
autochthonous art works was highlighted by the more positive attitude not
only of other New Zealand public art galeries but also of Christchurch’s
other two public cultura ingtitutions, the Canterbury museum and the
public library.

Much less distinctive is the way in which the McDougall’ s presentation
culture was monopolised by the transplanted, Western heritage. There
were, for example, changing attitudes to styles of picture hanging. Even
the architectural design of the gallery followed a transplanted evolutionary
path: the first design of the McDougall imitated the European concept of
the galery as a temple of art; the design of its successor imitated the
Western concept of the gallery as awarehouse or department store of art.

The McDougall and its successor were municipal, not national,
museological institutions. Nor were they the municipal galleries of amajor
cultural or commercia centre, such as New York, Chicago, Toronto,
Quebec, Johannesburg, Sydney or even Auckland. For much of its history
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Christchurch was a substantial agricultural and pastoral service town with
a predictably provincial and practical civic culture. It was eminently
pragmatic about its need for an art gallery, which was mostly valued in a
pro forma way — as a matter of form — rather than as a result of a burning
cultural conviction, fervently championed by great and good city fathers.
There was, nonetheless, an inherent cultural belief that, if it claimed to be
an urban centre of some standing, Christchurch ought to have an art
galery — just like two other South Island cities, Dunedin and Nelson,
whose art galleries had been established in the late nineteenth century.

The civic authorities were, however, opposed to any lavish spending on
their public art gallery as a ‘temple of art’ and symbol of municipal pride.
Almost from the outset, an attitude of benign neglect prevailed towards the
galery's funding. This approach would have a major influence on the
McDougall’ s selection and presentation cultures throughout its history. On
the other hand, the city council valued the role of what would now be
termed a ‘public-private partnership’, which supported the galery's
activities and would compensate to some extent for the lack of public
funding. From the 1930s to the 1960s private benefactors and the city’s
small art community would have a major effect, directly and indirectly, on
the development of the selection culture inherited by later generations.

And then there was the dramatic influence, on both selection and
presentation, of key individuals, notably the gallery directors.

The Robert McDougall Gallery eventually become too small, too
cramped and too old-fashioned. It bore its share of criticism and
accusations of conservatism. But it acquired a remarkable collection of art
and built a fine reputation in the seven decades between its opening in
1932 and the final closing of its doorsin 2002. This book tellsits story.






