
Visual Arts 90913 Sample 2 – Merit High 
 

 

Artist: Colin McCahon 
 
Title: Urewera Mural 
 
Date: 1975 
 
Medium: acrylic on canvas 
 
Size: 98 x 214 inches 
 

 
Analysis 
Background 
This painting was stolen by a Tuhoe activist in the 1990s to protest against the government stealing 
land and not returning it.  The painting was given back to a rich lady who had to go to south 
Auckland and get it out of the trunk of a car. 
The activist called it “just another f***ing colonial painting” (1) 
Born 1918 died 1987 lived in Grey Lynn Auckland 
He worked with Doris Lusk and Toss Woollaston 
Colin McCahon was offered a Knighthood but he told them to stuff off. 
 
Influences 
Influenced by Pablo Picasso for using words in a picture – McCahon said he saw a sign writer 
putting words on a window and that’s where he got his idea 
Influenced by Cezanne. 
 
Colour / Tone 
This is a very dark picture 
It is set in the middle of Urewera National Part which is untouched by man mostly. 
The strongest light part is the big T in the middle which stands for Tuhoe or a waterfall or could be 
the light of God 
 
Technique 
Painting is applied with brushes 
The techniques are conventional. 
This is even more simplified that Six Days in Nelson and Canterbury because it’s a later work. 
The hills are almost just lines and he uses Words to say who the important people are. 
The words also stand out as light things against the dark background. 
Bigger letters are used for more important people and places. (2) 
 
Composition  
The hills create space using perspective 
The picture is balanced with the big T in the middle and hills and words on the left and right 
This is a really big painting so its called a mural like wall paintings but this is on canvas 
 
Meaning  
This painting is about how Maori are connected to the land and about how Tuhoe are connected to 
the Ureweras.  The artist wrote all the names of the important people in different sizes to show how 
important each one was. 
 
Some people don’t like the fact that a Pakeha artist did a painting about Maori.  They think that only 
Maori people should be able to do paintings about Maori.  McCahon didn’t do too many Maori 
paintings and mainly stuck to environmental and religious stuff which doesn’t make waves. (3) 
 
 

Student 2: High Merit 



 

 

Artist: Robin Kahukiwa 
‘No contemporary Maori artist’s imagery is more publicly 
accessible or immediately familiar to New Zealanders than 
that of Robyn Kahukiwa’ – Jonathan Mane-Wheoki (4) 
 
Robin grew up in Australia in a very European way – when 
she came back to New Zealand she discovered her Maori 
roots and wanted to use European techniques to promote 
Maori ideas. She also was a strong supporter of women’s 
rights and thought that some Maori customs aren’t very nice 
to women.  (5) 
Title: Hine-titama 
Date: 1984 
Medium: oil on hardboard 
Size: 118 x 118 cm 

The story 
My mother was formed from Papatuanuku by the hands of Tane. I was formed in the womb of my mother 
when Tane entered her, combining both male and female elements. But I did not know at first that Tane was 
my father. I was their firstborn, named Hine-titama, being the Dawn, and being therefore the daughter who 
bound earthly night to earthly day. I later became the wife of Tane, not knowing that he was my father, and we 
parented several daughters. 
One day I asked Tane who my father was. He would not answer me directly saying only, "Put your question to 
the posts of the house." lt was then that I knew that Tane, my husband, was also my father. I was bone of his 
bone and yet I was wife to him. I was angry and shamed because of this, and decided that I could not 
continue either to be wife to Tane or earthly mother to our children 
So I left the world of light, telling Tane not to follow me. I told him to remain with our children and to care for 
them in the world of light. " I will go on to the dark world," I said, "where I will welcome our children when their 
earthly life is ended. I will go in order to prepare an after life for them, where once again I can be a loving 
mother. I will be known from now on as Hine-nui-te-Po. (6) 
 
Colour 
Very naturalistic colours for the landscape and the skin 
The skeleton and body are mainly red black and white which are traditional Moari colours from 
Kowhaiwhai – this means the painting has strong Maori and Pakeha features in it. 
Technique 
It is smooth blending and accurate drawing which are Pakeha techniques 
The story is a Moari story 
Kahukiwa wanted to use Pakeha techniques to promote Maori ideas and stories – this picture was 
made to be an illustration in a book about Maori mythology.  
She uses different techniques to create different effects like blending or dabbing the paint. 
Form  
Tone is uses to create space and form in the body 
Perspective is use to create space 
Overlapping is used to create space with things in the distance being behind things in the front. 
Scale is used to create space with the hills being smaller in the background 
Composition  
 It’s a very symmetrical and has lots of details in it that all mean different things. 
The main object is in the centre 
Geometry is used to arrange objects. 
Meaning  
The picture is about Maori ancestry 
Trying to combine Maori imagery and stories with European techniques 
I think the tiki inside her is supposed to be Tane who is her father and her husband – when she 
found this out she became ashamed and hid underground. 
Context  
This is an illustration for a book 
 
  


