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melodrama The Piano in creating a piano-coffin littered with carved
wooden lilies, imagining the passing of the colonial order (The story ofa
New Zealand river, 2001), Similarly, Lisa Reihana's Digital marae photos
(2001-07l show a nostalgic attachment to colonial period photographs of
Maori dressed in Victorian garb and to often dark Maori myth, But, in both
cases, the Gothic styling is just icing on an otherwise right-on cake: the
antithesIs of the Gothic,

Shane Cotton, on the other hand, has had a deep engagement with
Gothic disorientation, and even titled a recent show 'Maori Gothic',7 Cotton,
who also went to art school in Christchurch, takes much from McCahon:
his work is literally and conceptually dark, folding past into present to affect
a prophetic voice, His paintings can be cryptic, morbid and menacing, They
are laden with death images, notably of mokomokai (the smoked Maori
heads which became grisly souvenirs in colonial times), Cotton runs
together found images in a speculativelexperimental fashion, playing on
rhymes and disjunctions between, for instance, contemporaneous
nineteenth-century Maori and European Christian images, replaying
'contact', His collisions operate like the infamous 'chance encounter of an
umbrella and a sewing machine on an operating table'. If surrealism
typically engages a personal psychosexual unconscious, Cotton's 'cultural
surrealism' is keyed to a collective historical-cultural one. But like
surrealism proper, it is less concerned with decoding unconscious
metaphors for their latent messages than with exploring their manifest
poetry and affect.

Cotton's inquiry is research-based, involved in historical retrieval. In this
regard, I was intrigued to discover that his favourite movie is Murnau's
Nosferatu (1922). based on Bram Stoker's Dracula (1897). Stoker's novel is
the classic Gothic tale of a battle of wills between the dead and the living,
the past and the modern, with a defunct aristocratic superstitious order
preying on the brave new world of rationality, science and technology. This
seems to be a possible subtext in Play, 2006, where Cotton brings
contemporary imagery of video-player button graphics into the orbit of
historical Maori imagery, as if these high-tech pointers might be operating
under its spell. Cotton's work opens up a dilemma about what it might be
to be Maori and modern.

The Gothic is a vague and rubbery category. When you go looking for
the GothiC, you can find It in anything dark, deadly or diseased. (Allan
Smith, for instance, put a Gothic spin on Luise Fong's chic abstractions
when he dubbed them 'toxic and tenebrous' and aligned them with Patricia
Cornwell's novels about a forensic pathologistB ) Critics will forge - and
have forged - different personal canons of New Zealand Gothic. These

might include, for instance, Peter Peryer's expressionistic Diana camera
photos from the 1970s, James Ross's geometric abstractions haunted by
Holbein's anamorphic skull, photographer Fiona Pardington's Victorian
pictorialism, Michael Stevenson's Bible-belt townscapes, Christine Webster's
kinky Black Carnival, Ann Shelton's 'haunted house' studies of deserted
asylums and murder sites, Francis Upritchard's folksy sculptures of Canopic
jars and faux Maori artefacts, Terry Urbahn's neo-pagan twig art, Peter
Robinson's chainscapes, and even Dane Mitchell engaging witches to curse
gallery spaces (although this is more likely a parody of the Gothic),

But the question remains: why is New Zealand home to the Gothic when it
is supposed to be such a nice place? Our country long fancied itself 'God's
Own' (a favourite phrase of turn-of-the-century prime minister Dick Seddon).
In the 1970s we imagined we alone would escape global nuclear devastation,
And we still promote the place as a natural wonderland, a tourist utopia,
'100% Pure', Similarly, low-lying Christchurch fancies itself to be the Garden
City and I understand they still go punting on the Avon, And yet, as if
discontent with this image, edgy Cantabrians are forever citing the Parker­
Hume murder (celebrated in Peter Jackson's 1994 film Heavenly Creatures),
their weird sects, immigrant bashing and creche child-abuse scandals. It may
be that Christchurch is a terribly dark place, but it doesn't have to be, because
the New Zealand Gothic sensibility is overdetermined, It is not simply about
recognising an actual dark history, as much as it may link itself to one, It is
also an escapist fantasy, developed in response to the fear that New Zealand
- particularly Christchurch - is benign. New Zealand Gothic flourishes as an
expression of who we are but also of who we don't want to be. We would-be
refugees from the 'half-gallon quarter-acre Pavlova paradise' are happier
imagining ourselves besieged by ancestral curses, sadistic nannies, mass­
murderers, iced-up paranoids and vampires, For all its supposed darkness
and disruption, the Gothic is fundamentally romantic and reassuring: it's a
mode of enjoyment, a way of taking pleasure. And that's why it will never be
part of a utopian bicultural solution. Because in preferring the Gothic, we
prefer the problem,
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