
	 The University of Auckland News	 �

art

Gretchen Albrecht’s breakthrough into complete abstraction coincided with a move 
to bushy Titirangi in the 1972-73. 

From the collection

As the sun went down over the Waitakere Ranges, she watched intense oranges and pinks brewing up 
in the sky from her kitchen window, and was inspired to work on a sunsetascope scale. 

A gutsy chorus of bright acrylic tints floats on raw, unprimed canvas in Atmospheric Painting 1973, 
the demarcation of horizon between sky and land lost in the waves of heady colour. Horizontal bands 
of heliotrope, emerald green, topaz and cerulean blue saturate the canvas, referring obliquely to local 
landscape rather than literally representing it.

Suffused colour used in this way has a sensual appeal, but also projects a spatial ambiguity. Instead of 
her painting being a window onto the world, ordered by linear perspective, Albrecht makes it impossible 
to attach a specific depth of field or distance to the painted shapes. Rather than concealing the two-
dimensionality of her canvas by building up layers of paint on top of it, she emphasises the flatness of its 
surface plane, staining the canvas with paint so that the texture of the tabby weave is left visible. 

Albrecht pioneered this type of lyrical abstraction in New Zealand, where the predominant focus 
is on process and repetitive compositional strategies. Pursuing the forms and concepts of abstraction 
ultimately led her away from the rectangular pictorial format into geometrically shaped canvases 
– ovals and hemispheres. 

A 1963 DipFA (Hons) graduate of the Elam School of Fine Arts, Albrecht became a Distinguished 
Alumna of The University of Auckland in 1999, and was made a Companion of the New Zealand Order 
of Merit for services to painting the following year.

Atmospheric Painting is currently on show in the foyer of the Gus Fisher Gallery with eight other works 
by Gretchen Albrecht from The University of Auckland Art Collection. This display has been organised 
to coincide with the launch of the Holloway Press publication Journey to Portugal, Poems by Michele 
Leggott, Images by Gretchen Albrecht on Wednesday 21 February at 5.30pm. 

									         Linda Tyler

An early “golden era” of Māori enterprise in coastal shipping and flour milling ended in 1856. Late last year, on the 150th 
anniversary of this event, the first comprehensive study of these Māori-dominated industries in the 1840s and 1850s 
was published. 

Chiefs of Industry

The book, Chiefs of Industry, published by 
Auckland University Press, was written by Dr 
Hazel etrie from the Mira Szászy Research 
Centre for Māori and Pacific Economic 
Development in the Business School.

While it is known Māori were entrepreneurial 
leaders in these industries, their activities were 
never fully understood because few official 
records were kept.

Hazel set about changing this by compiling 
a history from a social perspective, using her 
Te Reo reading ability to scour 19th century 
correspondence and newspapers written in 
Māori, as well as missionary journals, official 
correspondence and other English language 
material.

She found Māori chiefs demonstrated sharp 
business acumen, and were keen to take 
advantage of new economic opportunities 
brought by Pakeha, in line with the chiefs' role of 
ensuring the welfare of their people.

“A pattern emerged that made economic 
sense. Tribes on the east coast bought trading 
ships to transport wheat, those on the west 
coast and inland bought flour mills to process 
wheat. Coastal shipping was the main transport 
at the time and wheat was the staple food of the 
Pakeha, so they were both sensible industries to 
focus on,” says Hazel.

“We now know that Māori chiefs considered 
their investments and outgoings against income, 
they shunned unnecessary middlemen, learned 
how to negotiate favourable terms, developed 
proven marketing techniques and initiated quality 
control,” she adds.

The management of commercial enterprises 
followed customary patterns, with profits 

distributed on the basis of need, but those who 
worked hardest tended to receive more.

“This seemed to work well,” Dr Petrie says. 
“Government, missionaries, and settlers were 
intent on destroying this communal work ethic, 
not appreciating that it was a very efficient use of 
resources.”

The end of the Australian gold rush, 

competition from Australian and Chilean 
wheat growers, and the introduction of 
steamships signalled the end of this little-known 
era of Māori enterprise. Ships were lost and 
flourmills burned during the wars of the 1860s, 
which were followed by confiscation of wheat-
growing lands in the Waikato, Tauranga, Taranaki, 
and Opotiki. 
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