From the collection
When Mäori-Chinese artist Buck Nin died aged
only 54, the high-ranked turnout of representatives
from many tribes, along with a who’s who of the
contemporary Mäori art movement, was
testament to the larger-than-life presence Nin had
established in the community. Renowned as an
artist, entrepreneur and teacher, he was not only
among the first generation of Mäori artists to
make their mark in the Western world of
contemporary art; he actively nurtured the talent
of many more who followed.
An early influence on Nin was Selwyn Wilson, who
taught him at Northland College in Kaikohe. In
1951, Wilson was the first Māori to graduate from
the University’s Elam School of Fine Arts and no
doubt he influenced the already talented Nin, Dux of
Northland College in 1960, to follow in his footsteps.
Moving to Auckland, Nin spent many nights
discussing art, politics and land issues at De Brett’s
Hotel, which had become the haunt of a radical
group that included Selwyn Muru, Darcy Nicholas,
Don Selwyn and Hone Tuwhare. While studying at
Elam, he encountered Senior Lecturer Robert Ellis,
whose abstracted paintings of swirling urban road
networks left a noticeable impression on him.
Nin completed his studies at Canterbury in 1965
and soon after found himself at the helm of the first
curated exhibition of Māori art in a mainstream
institution – New Zealand Māori Culture and the
Contemporary Scene at Canterbury Museum in
1966, later touring to Wellington, Australia, Western
Samoa, Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and Japan.
Nin’s teaching career began at Bay of Islands
College in 1967 and continued at Church College of
New Zealand in Hamilton, where he worked on and
off for 20 years, interspersed with an energetic

exhibiting career and further studies in the USA,
completing a PhD in Administration Arts and
Management in 1981 and then helping Rongo
Wetere establish Te Wananga o Aotearoa.
As well as his direct influence as teacher to such
artists as Kura Te Waru Rewiri, Nin was part of a
first generation of Māori artists who moved to the
city and forged a bridge between the traditions of
Māori art they had grown up with, and a new
means of expression that engaged the technologies
and issues of the day. While some considered Māori
culture a dying form, Nin was busy creating a new,
distinctive New Zealand art from the marriage of
two cultures.
An important experience for Nin was the period
from 1976-1977 when he and his students helped
restore the historic Rongopai marae near Gisborne,
renowned for its characteristic mixture of postcolonial motifs and painted designs. Nin responded
with his Triptych series, totalling 20 panels of
metaphysical landscapes, seething with fluorescent
renditions of traditional motifs, layered like the
carvings on a canoe prow and thrusting through the
land.
Rangitoto, the work Nin was commissioned by
Pat Hanly to produce for the then new Commerce C
building at The University of Auckland, clearly
follows in this tradition with its weaving of ancestral
roots that energise and anchor Auckland’s hilly,
volcanic terrain, much like the rocks he had to
continually remove from his parents’ Northland
market garden.
Andrew Clifford
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Buck Nin (1942-1996)
Rangitoto, 1984
Acrylic on hardboard, 2030 x 2250
The University of Auckland Art Collection

Exciting year for MEDEMS
New Zealand is perhaps not the first spot that
comes to mind when one thinks of medieval
manuscripts.
And yet, well over 200 items are catalogued in
the 1989 volume, Medieval and Renaissance
Manuscripts in New Zealand Collections. Donated
in large part by late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century book collectors, notably Governor
Sir George Grey (1812-98), these works reside
mostly in institutional collections — many of them in
the Auckland City Library — offering a precious
resource to scholars of the Middle Ages.
The MEDEMS (Medieval and Early Modern
Studies) Centre at The University of Auckland is
working to make this national heritage more widely
known to New Zealanders as well as scholars
overseas.
MEDEMS participates in a research cluster
affiliated with the University of Melbourne and coordinated by Emeritus Professor Margaret Manion,
currently curator of the State Library of Victoria’s
manuscript exhibition.
As well as New Zealand and Australia, members
of the cluster belong to academic institutions
throughout the UK and while there is an emphasis
on manuscript illumination, its research is strongly

interdisciplinary and, produced by members of
departments of English, History, Art History,
Palaeography, Codicology, Liturgical Studies and
Textual Criticism.

From the Missal of Charles de Neufchâtel (Auckland
City Libraries, Med. MSS G.138-9). Reproduced by
kind permission of Special Collections, Auckland City
Libraries.

As for the MEDEMS Centre’s own program,
2008 is proving to be an exciting year with visits
from two internationally recognised experts in
medieval manuscripts. Jeffrey Hamburger, Kuno
Francke Professor of German Art and Culture,
Department of History of Art and Architecture,

Sackler Museum, Harvard University, will present
two public lectures on 4 and 5 June. The first,
entitled “Representations of reading-reading
representations: The female reader from the
Hedwig Codex to Châtillon’s Léopoldine au Livre
d’Heures,” will take place from 4-6pm in Room
426, Arts 1 (14A Symonds Street), and the second,
“The art of seeing the invisible: Art and mysticism
in the Middle Ages,” will be held 4-5pm in
Architecture Lecture Room 5 (26 Symonds Street).
On 10 June James H. Marrow, Professor
Emeritus of Art History, Princeton, will present a
lecture 4-6pm, in Arts 1, Room 426, entitled “Reinventing the book in the Late Middle Ages:
Flamboyant design in Netherlandish illuminated
manuscripts of the 15th and 16th centuries”.
The centre continues to draw upon the resources
available in Auckland and throughout New
Zealand and Australia by offering BA Honours and
MA programmes. Three scholarships for $600
each are awarded competitively to students
enrolling in these programmess. Deadline for the
2009 school year is 30 November.
Senior Lecturer Tracy Adams (European
Languages and Literature).
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