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SELLING 
MAORILAND
Images of Maori have been central to New Zealand as a tourist 

destination. A new book, Selling the Dream: The Art of Early 

New Zealand Tourism, brings together tourism posters and 

other publicity material that promoted New Zealand to the 

world up until the 1960s.  Published by Craig Potton 

Publishing, the book is 408 pages, in large format, high-end 

production and includes 11 commissioned essays and nearly 

1000 images.  Published below is the essay by Mark Derby, 

Selling Maoriland: The Central Role of Maori in Tourism 

Publicity.

D
iscovering that 20th-

century Maori did not 
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pungent waters, the main attraction was 

their medicinal properties, thought to be 

especially effective against skin diseases and 

rheumatism. A Dr Johnson, visiting the hot 

pools in 1847, was so impressed that he 

thought of living there, although he noted 

that the locals would not tolerate insults to 

their mana. ‘I would warn travellers against 

doing any act, however trifling, that 

outrages Native prejudices.’ Two years 

later, the same impression was gained by 

Auckland’s harbourmaster, David Rough. 

His Maori guides struck a hard bargain and 

refused to be treated as servants. ‘They 

consider themselves friends of the Pakeha, 

who is taken under their protection … and 

take care to show their feelings by the 

remarks they make of the most perfect 

equality.’

These proud and commercially astute 

people acquired great wealth from the 1850s 

onwards, when the Pink and White 

Terraces became an internationally 

renowned tourist destination. Their most 

famous guide, Sophia, accompanied Queen 

Victoria’s son Alfred on a highly publicised 

trip around the Terraces in 1870, when he 

delivered his mother’s thanks to Te Arawa 

for fighting on the government side in the 

recently concluded land wars.

‘Fast going to perdition’ Villages en 

route to the Terraces could also earn 

income by providing entertainment such 

as haka. All-male tour parties were often 

prepared to pay extra to see ‘indecencies’ 

added to the performance. By 1876 the price 
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feather cloaks and greenstone ornaments 

with food and its preparation was one of 

the strictest and most universally upheld 

taboos throughout Maoridom. The women 

photographed in such a setting may have 

agonised at  col laborat ing in  the 

presentation of such a travesty of their 

traditions, yet they appear to have been 

powerless to prevent it. Their role was 

confined to that of passively welcoming, 

timeless representatives of their race, yet 

detribalised and nameless and therefore as 

unlike authentically Maori modes of 

representation as possible. One Maori 

historian states bluntly, ‘I hate seeing 

photographs of Maori without their 

names.’

Guide Rangi Tourists who ventured 

beyond postcard views of Maoridom to be 

greeted by one of Rotorua’s professional 

guides gained a more rounded picture of 

indigenous life and custom. The great 19th-

century guide, Sophia, trained many 

younger women at Whakarewarewa in her 

profession, emphasising that it drew on the 

deepest Maori traditions of hospitality and 

courtesy to strangers. A dynasty of 

distinguished guides developed, as Maggie 

Papakura passed the torch to her daughter-

in-law Rangitiaria Dennan – Guide Rangi, 

as she was always known – whose career 

lasted from 1922 to 1965. She had a 

traditional carved house built by her 

grandfather, Tene Waitere, and would 

invite favoured visitors inside, finding that 

‘many of the overseas tourists were far 

more interested in the Maori than most 

pakehas realised. They asked more 

questions about the Maori way of life than 

about the geysers.’

As cruise ships and group tours 

powered a new tourist boom, the aging 

Guide Rangi grew more determined than 

ever to ‘show visitors the true worth of our 

race’. Unlike the hapless and anonymous 

figures in the publicity posters, she could 

do so while asserting her own cultural 

values, even to the most eminent of her 

clients. On one occasion the cosmetics 

queen Helena Rubinstein recognised 

commercial prospects in the soft volcanic 

clay of a stream bank and tried to slip some 

in her handbag. ‘How dare you do that? 

You just put it back!’ came an outraged cry, 

and the precious mud was replaced. Guide 

Rangi was similarly not intimidated by 

Eleanor Roosevelt, the wife of the US 

President. She farewelled the towering First 

Lady with a hongi, angering Americans in 

the deep South who objected to this gesture 

of inter-racial respect.

‘These happy isles’ New Zealand’s own 

race relations were internationally 

trumpeted as the finest in the world. This 

prevailing orthodoxy was repeated 

endlessly in tourist literature as a self-

evident truth and Guide Rangi was one of 

the few high-profile Maori willing to 

challenge it. ‘There is no racial problem in 

these happy isles,’ declared a cheery 

brochure from 1904, and much subsequent 

publicity reiterated that overseas tourists 

would witness no hint of a ‘Native 

problem’. In reality, as Guide Rangi was 

prepared to inform her clients, her people 

were routinely barred from hotels and 

other paying accommodation well into the 

1950s. ‘Many New Zealanders have been 

brought up to believe … that we are one 

country on earth where there is absolutely 

no colour barrier. This is just not true.’ 

Such blunt puncturing of a cherished 

national myth did not sit well with the 

Tourist Department, whose regulations 

explicitly forbade guides from discussing 

politics, race or religion in the course of 

their work. After many complaints the 

department threatened to revoke the 

licence of its most famous guide, and 

advised overseas offices to direct especially 

race-sensitive tourists, such as those from 

South Africa, elsewhere. Guide Rangi 

remained irrepressible throughout her 

career.

‘Tiki tours’ The publicity material of 

this period favoured stylised images of 

Maori, often plump and comical, and 

greater use of iconic symbols such as the 

hei-tiki. These representations of ancestral 

beings, traditionally carved in the form of 

greenstone pendants, have always held 

powerful spiritual associations for Maori 

but were treated by publicity designers as a 

tokenistic and versatile graphic device. The 

mysterious and evocative hei-tiki were 

often and mistakenly abbreviated to tiki, a 

term appropriated as the generic brand 

name for the increasingly popular low-cost 

‘tiki tours’ to a series of sights. These speedy 

excursions excluded even the minimal level 

of cultural input offered by the traditional 

tourist guides, and were promoted 

accordingly by imagery such as a 

pouwhenua (a life-sized carved wooden 

ancestral figure) festooned with straw hat, 

sunglasses and camera.

It is only since Maori themselves have 


