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Thank you for inviting me to open this exhibition. 

 

Over 300 years ago, Sir Isaac Newton wrote in a letter to a colleague, “If I 

have been able to see a little further than others, it’s because I was standing 

on the shoulders of giants”.  His own shoulders now have many footprints.  

The Maungatautari project has its own original giant – David Wallace.  Eight 

years ago, he started the whole crazy, wonderful thing.  It’s a long climb up 

to David’s shoulders – and on the way up you might have to stand on his 
toes, poke your finger in his eye, or pull his hair a bit.  But he still stands tall 

– and if he likes the cut of your jib, he’ll probably give you a leg up. 

 

Sometimes it’s a really long climb, when David is standing on Juliette’s 

shoulders – but the view from up there is great.  Normal people just plant a 
kowhai tree in their garden for birds (which is excellent) – but shortly after 

the dawn of this millennium, these guys looked at each other and said, “let’s 

restore a mountain”. 

 
Last time I was up there, sitting comfortably on David’s head, I looked 10 

years into the future and saw myself on the mountain.  I was 73-years-old, 

in a Rod Millar volunteer work party.  We were sitting down in the bush 

having lunch – surrounded by kokako, saddleback, robins, hihi, kaka, 

kakariki and many others.  A robin was picking up our crumbs.  It was an 

overcast day in late summer, and we could hear a couple of male kakapo 

booming at each other (they’re normally nocturnal as you know, but they can 

boom a bit on dull days as well).  I saw a smile on my face, and on all the 
other faces there. 

 

Kakapo booming is not like the acoustic heavy-artillery, body-slamming 

music of boy-racers.  You can hear kakapo booms about 4 kilometres away – 

but even close by, they have a rather soft subtle quality.  But they still seem 
to go right through you, insidiously, like ultrasound.  You feel them in your 

bones, and in your soul – I think they somehow rearrange the synapses in 

your brain, or alter your DNA.  After you’ve heard them for the first time, 

you aren’t quite the same afterwards.  People clearly remember the most 
important things in their lives – like their wedding, the birth of their kids, or 

Elvis dying.  I remember my first wild kakapo call like it was yesterday.  The 

hair on the back of my neck stood up. 
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I’d once helped provide palliative care for the last old captive male kakapo at 

Mt Bruce in the 1960s – but this particular wild calling bird was the first of 

several we found in 1974 in Fiordland, after they’d actually been declared 

‘functionally extinct’ by some wildlife managers.  I was with Don Merton (and 

the view from his shoulders was pretty good as well).  In less than 10 years 

from now, we will have breeding kakapo on Maungatautari – no argument! 

 
But this evening is about art, as well as Maungatautari.  Humans have the 

unique ability to create art – and to appreciate art – in the abstract.  

Elephants, cats and gorillas can be encouraged to daub paint, and 

bowerbirds can make bowers – but those are either displacement or 

functional activities; they are not the creation and appreciation of art for its 

own sake (or so we think).  Honeybees design and build incredibly beautiful 

structures for storing their food and raising their young – but in over 30 

years of beekeeping I don’t think I’ve ever seen them standing back with 
self-satisfied smiles, just appreciating what they’ve done.   

 

Much of the art that we create is about nature – and New Zealanders have 

been creating such stuff for several centuries, for as long as we’ve been 

here.  Nature is a major theme in Maori carvings, weavings and rock 
drawings; and Charles Heaphy risked his life to paint wonderful depictions of 

early colonial New Zealand and its wild hinterlands.  More recently, Rita 

Angus, Colin McCahon and Toss Woollaston have painted stark and powerful 

landscapes, and Raymond Harris-Ching has created wonderfully detailed 
paintings of birds just going about their everyday lives.   

 

The history of art goes back some tens of thousands of years, and recent 

evidence actually suggests well over 100,000 years.  The animals in some 

early cave paintings almost leap off the wall at you!  Their power and life 

force is very skilfully portrayed – and many are simply astonishing art.  One 

can only imagine their original glory.  It’s interesting that the humans 

depicted in those paintings are often not much more than stick figures, in a 
stampede of wonderfully illustrated giant animals.  Perhaps they knew their 

rightful place in the natural world at that time, a bit more than we do today.  

But little did they know, that their evolutionary and technological over-

achievement would then lead to the demise of many of those same 

magnificent animals – a pattern that would be repeated wherever humans 
went, and indeed finally in this country of ours only 800 years ago. 

 

We put huge value on some of the art we have created.  The Mona Lisa.  

Monet’s water garden series.  I don’t know if anyone has ever put a value on 
the Taj Mahal, the Sistine Chapel, or the Eiffel Tower – I guess because you 

can’t easily buy them and take them away, and their context and history are 

part of their value anyway.  That’s important; their context is part of their 

value. 
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What if the curators of the Mona Lisa decided that her maintenance costs 

were just too great – and they were just going to have to let her be chewed 

by rats, and crumble from the attacks of mould?  The outcry would be 

enormous!  Money would flood in to save her.  But what if a colony of very 

rare, endangered, large and beautiful snails – and their whole unique 

ecosystem on a single remote Nelson hilltop – were threatened by a mining 

operation?  That piece of work had been created by many millions of years of 
‘Evolution’.  The Mona Lisa can theoretically be painted again – but that 

entire ancient and complex community of interacting life-forms will be lost 

forever.  And in fact it is.  Some of the snails are living in suspended 

animation in ice-cream containers in a shed – but the rich tapestry which 

was their unique little patch of habitat, has gone forever.  They no longer 

have any natural context – they are refugees from a holocaust with nowhere 

to go.  Mona Lisa’s smile has been excised from her face, and perhaps saved 

for a while in a throwaway plastic bowl – but the rest of the painting has 
been irretrievably lost.  Her disembodied enigmatic smile is now somewhat 

forced. 

 

The United Nations declared 2010 to be the International Year of Biodiversity 

– as a celebration of life on earth, and to promote the value of biodiversity to 
humanity.   Right now in Nagoya Japan, the tenth Convention on Biological 

Diversity is being held.  The first was in Rio in 1992, and any teenagers in 

this room probably weren’t even born then.  Very little has been achieved 

since then – those meetings have been mostly talkfests.  The current 
delegation from New Zealand apparently includes a 3-metre-long kakapo 

made of steel, and perhaps that can eloquently convey some urgency to the 

discussions. 

 

More than 600 New Zealand species – which are listed as either ‘acutely’ or 

‘chronically’ threatened – are not currently subject to any specific 

management for their recovery.  There are no recovery plans for them!  And 

that’s only the species that we know about.  Many more have their threat 
rating listed as ‘insufficient data, status unknown’.  And many others have 

not yet even been described and named – or even discovered – we may 

never know anything about them, before they are lost.  That’s a lot of 

biodiversity we have yet to lose - and it probably will happen.  We are 

currently embarking on the sixth of a series of great extinction events in the 
history of life on earth.  The last of those was 65 million years ago, when a 

10-kilometre-wide asteroid smashed into the Mexican coast – and the fallout 

from that catastrophic event caused the global extinction of dinosaurs and 

the rise of mammals, including eventually humans.  And we are now causing 
this one!  The extinction rate of species is now several orders of magnitude 

greater than the evolution of new ones, and that is obviously disastrous by 

any system of accounting.  Ecological bankruptcy will not be a good place to 

be. 
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Some people and agencies in New Zealand are of course doing good work to 

save and restore some biodiversity.  But I find it strange that natural 

creations are often not valued as much as human ones.  Many endangered 

species and their habitats are being fatally chewed by rats (and other such 

human impositions on this country’s wildlife) – but the outcry is relatively 

faint, and the rescue-money is scarce.  Our own Maungatautari project is a 

ray of hope in a rather dark national and global landscape.  This mountain 
will provide a reintroduction site for many more endangered species – and it 

will become a much more completely restored forest ecosystem – than 

anywhere else in this country, and perhaps even on this planet.  That’s not 

just a sales pitch, or marketing hype – it’s a fact.  It needs to be recognised 

and funded as the mind-boggling natural masterpiece that it will surely 

become. 

 

I’m not dismissing human art, but it obviously shouldn’t be used as a 
surrogate for natural creations – except where it now has to be, such as in 

those ancient cave paintings.  In them, you can still glimpse the soul of the 

artists, and of the animals they portray – which has to be the essence of 

such art.  Nature should, and obviously does, inspire art in that way – and 

we need it to continue to do so.  We are surrounded by great examples of 
that here, as your open wallets will soon demonstrate. 

 

Imagine this.  You have just experienced a magnificent sunrise on 

Maungatautari.  The day has now arrived in full – and you walk back down, 
with kereru heavy in the canopy above. Two take flight... and soar, now free 

in their element (think of a Don Binney or a Rachel Olsen painting). You 

pause to wonder at the great muscular trees, and at the exquisite fragility of 

the small brave plants clinging to their massive trunks (think of a Raymond 

Harris-Ching or a Rei Hamon painting; or a Phil Brown photo). This forest has 

a natural order and harmony, with unknowable dynamic complexity – its 

balance ever shifting. You feel its rhythm, its pulse… its mystery (think of a 

Phil Dadson musical creation). This mountain Maungatautari is a revitalised 
remnant oasis, in an ecologically cleansed and too-green land. A post-

apocalyptic flower is re-emerging in Flanders Fields; this is the Maungatautari 

Ecological Island restoration project.  You return to the world of human 

artifice, and exotic overload – but the song of the forest will call you back. 

 
I commend the organisers of this event, and I’d like to especially thank the 

artists for their generosity.  This is a great way of raising money for the 

Maungatautari project – and at the same time drawing attention to our 

endangered species, and showcasing New Zealand art.  I have great pleasure 
in declaring the exhibition open.  Thank you. 

 

 

Chris Smuts-Kennedy 

29 October 2010. 


