
MERCEDES VICENTE: I remember having a 
conversation with Tina Barton last year in New 
Plymouth. She was fascinated by Christopher 
Perkins’ painting of Mount Taranaki, titled 
Taranaki (1931), and had come to New Plymouth 
looking for the actual place depicted in the 
painting. She was conceiving the idea of bringing 
together this historical painting with your work, 
you being from Taranaki and having spent most of 
your life there. You have been photographing the 
mountain and its social and political context over 
the years. So how does the exhibition The Live 
Feed: Fiona Clark’s ‘Egmontiana’ come about? 

FIONA CLARK: The show really took shape 
when I saw the space allocated to me in the 
Gallery; it was like a shed. I live in an ex-dairy 
factory very much like the one in the Perkins 
painting. The gallery space was so dark and had 
no windows, so we painted it butter yellow…

The idea of the shed really started from  
this painting. It is interesting that Perkins, aside 
from painting the mountain, did an interesting 
series of drawings of workers labouring on 
the roads. He was only here for five years, in 
the 1930s, but he was sketching and painting 
workers and labourers, so different from painting 
academics, professors of such and such, and 
family portraits. 

Not having windows, we used the end wall 
of the gallery for the live feed – my live-stream 
video of the mounga – to fill the whole space 
and act like a window in a home. It really is a 
picture window. It does feel like you are walking 
into someone’s lounge when you walk in. You are 
faced with that view. 

As for the collections, they are all mine. 
There is only one borrowed work, which is from 
the exhibition 111 Views of Mount Egmont held 
at Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in 1971, a work 
by Bill Yaxley titled Egmont from 1970. Yaxley is 
an Australian painter, a friend of John Maynard 
[the Gallery’s first director] who invited him 
to New Plymouth. Yaxley came and stayed at 
Dorothy Lange’s during that time. He painted the 
Urenui marae and the Lange farm’s view of the 
mountain. I knew that the former secretary of the 
Gallery, Clare Wrathall, had Yaxley’s painting so I 
asked her and she loaned it. Malcolm Ross, who 
worked at the Gallery too, had actually owned 
it and left it with Clare. Malcolm lived there for 
around three months, with and near the Perkins 
view. Malcolm, an extraordinary artist, was in the 
Sculpture department at Elam and I had met him 
at the Govett before I went to Elam. Anyway, he 
came to the Govett to work as a technician, and 
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one of the reasons to come was because he was 
pretty obsessed with the mountain and inspired 
the show 111 Views of Mount Egmont. So there 
were all these connections with a whole group 
of people that were at the time obsessed with 
the Perkins painting, the view of the mountain, 
Malcolm, Yaxley, the Lange’s view, and I talked to 
Tina about these stories.

MV: Tell me about the layout of the exhibition.
FC: Yaxley’s painting is separate as you walk 

in the corner [west wall, left from entry]. On  
the south wall, there are my photos of the Kuia 
[from the Wai 6 – Nga Whaea series of 1982],  
and a kete (basket) hanging up, which was woven 

Above: Installation view of the north wall of The Live Feed – Fiona Clark’s 
‘Egmontiana’, Adam Art Gallery Te Pataka Toi, Victoria University of Wellington

Below: Installation view featuring W.E. (Bill) Yaxley (b.1943), Egmont, 1970, carved 
wooden desk lid, PVA and pigment, Collection of Clare Wrathall. This was item 
111 in 111 Views of Mount Egmont exhibition, Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New 
Plymouth, 1972



Installation view of the west wall, The Live Feed – Fiona Clark’s ‘Egmontiana’, 
including kete, woven by Karen Clark (who is from Turanganui-a-Kiwa and is 
currently living in Tikorangi) with harakeke from Fiona Clark’s garden. The pattern 
is based on a design by Te Auripo (Maggie) Tamati-Wharehoka of Parihaka, 
Taranaki (Patikitiki whakapapa) based on Te Mounga Taranaki, 2019

by my neighbour Karen Clark with harakeke  
(flax) from my garden. Then you come to the 
Yaxley, the connections with the Lange family, 
Malcolm Ross, and the Govett. Everything else 
is from my own archive; things that people have 
given me. The live feed in the north wall and the 
Kuia face each other, the photograph of Werenia 
Te Tatau o Te Po Papakura with the mountain 
behind her. Everything is on a sequence, so there 
is a relationship I could easily build in the room. 

MV: Could you expand on your pairing of the 
live feed and the Kuia photographic portraits in 
the opposite south wall?

FC: The mountain faces the images – they 
face each other. It is a passive view… many 
people do not go and walk over or tramp on the 
mountain… It is an ancestral and living entity. 
The placement of the view of the web camera 
has not changed in 14 years, only the imagery 
and the time changes. The woman’s karanga 
(calling) to the mountain is to a living entity… to 
their ancestor and through their genealogy. Their 
karanga, where I now live, is as female to female 
– other areas regard the mountain as male.

MV: What about the other walls?
FC: The west wall is filled with sort of the 

paraphernalia of the branding that the mountain 
has generated and then on the opposite wall (east 
wall) is the commentary that is the underlying of 
that, which is the conversation about the politics 
of the land, all the protest souvenirs items: the 
Moth Ball, the Waitangi hearings, etcetera. And 
I took some new photographs and printed some 
new works about the Mycoplasma Bovis [Farm 
556, Mycoplasma Bovis site, Taranaki 2018], 
the outbreak of the cattle disease, which went 
totally under the radar. Someone had brought 
some contaminated semen into New Zealand 
and infected the cattle. There has been a  
payout of $135.4 million (as of 8th March) in 
compensation as people had to slaughter all 
their herds. The outbreak in Inglewood occurred 
within the view of the mountain, and I could 
not believe that people would not know about 
Mycoplasma Bovis.

MV: When was this?
FC: Around 2016, when I heard from a 

neighbour. I am a stakeholder because it’s 
near the land where my farm and the live web 
camera view is in Inglewood and I asked to be 
a stakeholder. They quarantined, cleared the 
farm, so there has been no cattle at the farm for 
some time. They had to kill all the cattle. This 
happened under the live feed view, so there is 
a section in the east wall with all the statistics 

and an image of the cattle before the slaughter 
happened and my cow photographic portraits 
[Snowball, my cow with the herd at Inglewood, 
2006]. Weekly, the Ministry puts out a bulletin of 
things that are happening where they found the 
virus; a clipboard that changes weekly, and the 
Gallery does it and posts the new statistics about 
what has happened within the farm industry 
[Biosecurity New Zealand, Mycoplasma Bovis 
Eradication Programme Update, infographic 
prepared by the Ministry for Primary Industries]. 
I thought people would know but I suppose I live 
with it. The virus is now in the beef meat of New 
Zealand. The other statistics is about the oil and 
gas from the Climate Justice Taranaki, an online 
interactive website, to which I provide images. 
You can click on all the oil and gas sites, the 
whole province is red, and see all the resource 
consents, what the images look like. It is all on a 
screen and you can check it yourself: where they 
dump the waste, how much CO2 is coming out… It 
is a really interesting interactive little map, which 
seats in one part of the east wall. The end of the 
east wall is filled with coastal resources and 
there is an update on that too.

On the opposite wall, the Egmont Roses 
catalogue and all the butter papers are 
connected, and all the branding. So it is very 
simple. There is also a wool-knitted mountain. 
There is a group of women in Waitara that knit 
things like animals and put them in an old shop 
window. So I asked them to knit me the mountain 
and they told me they needed a pattern. I went 
to my old friend Margaret White with one of my 
photographs and she said: ‘I can make it!’ She 
knitted the mountain [Knitted Mounga, 2019] to 
the live feed view, also one of my favourite images, 



Views of the east (above) and north walls. The Mycoplasma Bovis bulletin is  
above centre.

Below: Installation view featuring Margaret White, Knitted Mounga, 2019,  
wool. This is based on a photograph produced by Fiona Clark from  
www.taranakivista.co.nz and was made as a collaboration for this exhibition.

which is on the other wall [View from the cowshed 
and web camera 2006]. The knitted mountain sits 
on a plinth, near the live feed to the left, next to 
all the branding. When you walk around and see 
all these depictions of the mountain, you realise 
that everybody’s is different.

MV: So the east wall seems to be a 
commentary about the corrosion of capitalism, 
the exploitation of land and its natural resources 
and the economic inequalities that produces, 
threatening the wellbeing of a community. Would 
you say that this sense of community comes 
here from unrest and political action? 

FC: Yes.
MV: You have been involved with many 

activist campaigns. The vitrine in front of the 
east wall contains ephemera such as tickets 
for the Moth Ball in 1985, posters and drawings 
from the de-Mobil-ise Mobil Campaign in early 
1980s, 1984 badges of Lesbians around the 
Mountain, 1980s postcards in protest to the oil 
and gas industries, to a more recent postcard 
of one your live feed images of the mountain 
when Mt Taranaki was designated a legal entity 
in 2018. The 1980s seem to be marked by your 
involvement in protest campaigns – the earliest 
object here is from 1979. How did you become 
involved in some of these activities? Do you see 
your artistic practice and activism as feeding 
one another or rather as separate activities? 

FC: Yes. I returned from Auckland at the 
end of 1975 to ‘participate’ and be active in the 
community I had chosen to live in. I was halted 
by a serious accident in 1977. I offered my skills 
to record and document in 1979. I also took 
initiative when I saw it… to take action… and to 
work with others creating merchandise and also 
organising political campaign events.

MV: In one of the vitrines your Certificate of 
Ascent to Mt. Egmont from January 1968 caught 
my eye…

FC: The certificate was signed by Ray 
Watemburg, who had also signed the aerial 
views photographs [Six aerial views of reefs with 
handwritten text by those involved in the 1980 
clean sea issue (1980)] that you showed at the 
Govett, with signatures of those involved in the 
clean sea issue claim. These photographs were 
presented as evidence in the Waitangi Tribunal 
claim. Then I realised, ‘Oh, it’s Ray!’ He must have 
been in his twenties guiding me on the mountain. 
He is almost 80 now. 

MV: It really is a very close community whose 
lives are so interlinked, and you have been part 
of it for much of your life.

FC: I think I was 13 when I got the certificate, 
but I did not know that Ray had signed the 
certificate until I pulled it for the show. The 
same, I did not know about the connection of Bill 
Yaxley with Malcolm Ross. I knew Malcolm had 
this painting, but did not know Bill stayed with 
Dorothy Lange and painted from the Lange’s farm 
his view of the mountain. This is what happens 
when people live in a small community; the same 
thread is running through. It was wonderful to 
find out this about Ray, who I still interact with 
on so many levels. He is a Kaumatua (elder) that I 
stay in touch with and the one who, if I ask, will go 
to the Govett for support and he is also involved 
in Friends of the Waitara River group.

MV: Why the title ‘Egmontiana’? 
FC: It came from the Govett 1971 exhibition. 

There was a review about this show that coined 
the term ‘Egmontiana’. This was the second 
exhibition of the Gallery, after the opening show 
by Leon Narbey’s Real Time. The review was by a 



local writer and he conveyed the memory I have of 
that exhibition. Things like the raspberry cordial, 
the Best Western brand, in a glass case. This is 
what Malcolm Ross proposed, objects in glass 
cases, it was very different. He put the bowling 
club pictures that he framed, next to a Toss 
Woollaston painting! I remember it really clearly. 
I asked Paul Hartigan and he could not remember 
it. I went to the Council to do some research and 
there I found the review, some photographs of 
the Egmont Drainage Board truck being dropped 
in the lower floor gallery, of the cordial bottle 
placed in a glass case… how unusual to see the 
pictures of the bowling club next to a well-known 
painter. The title of the review was ‘Egmontiana’. 
People don’t often refer to the mountain as  
Mt Egmont anymore and because that name  
has been changed now officially. I wasn’t so  
keen but then Tina said, ‘Why not!’ and I checked 
with other people locally and everyone thought  
it was fantastic.

MV: It is interesting to see that the club’s 
name is Taranaki Alpine Club, but the certificate 
addressed the mountain as Mt Egmont. When 
was the name officially changed?

FC: Only recently. [It was officially changed 
in 1985.] In 1971 the Govett organised that show 
because it was the 50th anniversary of the 
Egmont Park Board, which administered the 
Egmont National Park and it was then that the 
Maori name, Taranaki, started to appear with 
Maori Trust Board becoming involved. 

MV: Do you think the use of the word 
‘Egmontiana’ in 1971 was meant to be political? 
This is the beginning of the ‘Maori Renaissance’. 
Would you say this would have been in support of 
the prevalence of the settler’s name, reflecting 
perhaps a sense of nostalgia for an era that was 
coming to an end?

FC: My take about the review of 111 Views 
of Mt Egmont and then calling it ‘Egmontiana’ 
was more about the fever for the mountain. 
Underneath all that, there is a given, that just 
because you live here, you control everything; it 
is like a disease. Also, because the Gallery was so 
full of objects. But I think that the way this show 
was presented was very political: dropping the 
drainage board truck into the gallery, exhibiting 
the Best Western raspberry cordial bottle, not 
just as objects but placing them in a different 
way. And the whole idea about ownership and 
what it represents for some people. This was 
John Maynard and Malcolm Ross’ idea for the 
exhibition, but they left and Bob Ballard took 
over and did not change anything. I wanted to 

use it, but was really hesitant, and then I thought 
that people needed to realise the claim of the 
mountain and what this actually represents. 
As a historical exhibition, Perkins, the way it 
was shown, is like a precious art work; the way 
it was framed with this metal frame jutting out 
from the wall and around it as if it was within a 
metal fence. Anyway, the politics of it is for me 
about carrying on with the conversation about 
the ownership of it and then using that word sort 
of loosely, as the fever, like a disease that people 
had. I mean, you are either in or you are out. You 
are born in Taranaki, and you don’t say “The naki”, 
which people do. It is part of the disease, the way 
people pronounce the name represents where 
you stand in Taranaki and where you are from, 
and it’s about te reo (language). Some people 
thought I should not have done it. I think I can own 
it, I am connected to the Govett, and the show 
was quite significant, and very significant to me. 
Even though Paul Hartigan doesn’t remember 
a thing. ‘Really, you can’t remember?’ But he 
doesn’t have the disease; he lives in Auckland.

Installation view of east wall with detail (below) showing contents of the vitrine 
containing political material from Fiona Clark’s collection



MV: Would you say this was an important 
show for you, being a teenager perhaps 
considering studying to become an artist, but 
also for the Gallery itself, which was quite 
remarkable for New Plymouth. You might not 
have had the tools to critically understand the 
forward-thinking elements of the exhibition at 
the time, but in retrospect, there seems to be 
a great alignment with your sensibilities as an 
artist, as indeed it is reflected in your current 
display at the Adam, presenting too in equal 
grounds traditional media such painting with 
online, crafts and popular objects… 

FC: When you go back to the opening show 
in 1970 at the Govett, Leon Narbey came to 
Inglewood because he was a placement to a 
teacher. John Maynard arranged this for him, 
to do some teaching. I went to the opening and 
was amazed. So I realised this is what I am going 
to do, I was going to go to Elam. After Leon’s 
opening show came 111 Views and to run a live 
feed web camera and the wool knitted mountain 
seem totally appropriate.

MV: But is the use of ‘Egmontiana’ a 
provocation, a way not to stand by it, but point 
to it?

FC: I thought it would be very difficult to 
engage with the politics of the mountain with a 
very simple title. It can challenge people as well.

MV: This ‘branding’ of the mountain reveals 
the fever or disease you talk about. The mountain 
is a shared icon, a subject of pride and identity for 
the community. It is the printed motif in domestic 
objects (bottles, cups and saucers, teaspoons, 
trays) and in the branding of companies and 
products. Images of the mountain also appear 
painted in canvas, drawings and watercolours 
and in surfaces of recycled items and natural 
objects like stones, woodcuts, etc. Your collection 
represents the communities’ perspectives of the 
mountain, their depictions of it and the domestic 
objects they like to live with. Does this section 
stand for a sense of community that is classless 
and egalitarian, bound by a shared identity with 
the mountain? 

FC: The branding for me indicates a sense 
of ownership and community… However, I do not 
think it is classless and egalitarian, it is highly 
charged politically… It is also like the mountain 
herself, currently dormant and inactive… just 
resting. 

MV: How did you do the selection? 
FC: It was quite hard to do it. How I actually 

did it was: I have heaps of materials and objects, 
so I took photographs of everything and made an 

inventory of my collection. I had over two hundred 
works, china cups and saucers, teaspoons, and 
so on; then I started to select them. It was quite 
difficult. It was like a military exercise, and then 
cutting it down, sending it to Tina. Having them 
digitally was so useful; it allowed me to look at all 
the objects I had in my own archive. I did the same 
with the images, and made another inventory. 
But it was different from my way of working as 
a photographer, where you do a body of work, 
and then you make a selection from what you 
have photographed. Also, because it was from 
my own collection. It drew on my ‘community 
activism practice’. I have a personal attachment 
to these objects and had to sort out what were 
the relationships for each object. I had to select 
the Kuia photographs, and then the Yaxley came 
in, and then finding the certificate and thinking, 
‘Well, what else is in there?’ So I headed to 

Above: Installation view with Fiona Clark’s certificate awarded 25 January 1968  
of her Ascent of Mt Egmont, printed paper. 

Below: Detail of Fiona Clark’s photograph of the installation documentation in 
the New Plymouth District Council archives of 111 Views of Mount Egmont, the 
exhibition staged at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in 1972, courtesy of the artist



Two views of the west wall

Wellington with all my stuff and my laptop with 
the inventories, and we just assembled there.

MV: What sort of information accompanies 
this exhibition, about the provenance of these 
objects, your motivations in collecting them, 
their relationships, etcetera, and about the 
political content and usage at court hearings of 
some of your photographs?

FC: I made an inventory where I label them 
all, date them and indicate where they are from, 
where they belong to and who made them. There 
is a full handout. 

MV: When did you start to actively collect 
things about Mt Taranaki and why were you 
drawn to certain objects?

FC: When I was very young a photographer 
came to take a photograph of the mountain from 
the farm, it was actually where the webcam is 
now. And I still have the publication, Photo News, 
August 1962, where it was published. I didn’t 
include it in the exhibition. My mother was so 
proud. 

MV: How come you did not include it in the 
show? 

FC: I could have but I just felt it was my 
special image and didn’t want to include 
everything. My father built a new cowshed 
when my grandmother died and put it facing 
the best view to the mountain. So the mountain 
was always part of our lives. I know where I was 
conceived, where my placenta is buried. It was 
very near the spot – it is that particular view, the 
very symmetrical view. I used to dream when I 
was a kid that it would blow up, and we would dig 
a hole, like a hobbit house, to cover ourselves and 
to take shelter. I grew up with it. The mountain 
was significant because i t was geologically 
interesting. It had stories. It had an entity. It was 
far more powerful than you as a human. This was 
a significant object to be living nearby, it controls 
everything. And the neighbours were Maori and 
they had stories about the mountain, and if I 
would be with them they had a different view of 
the mountain, it was their view. My upbringing 
meant that I knew about the mountain, but I also 
wanted to leave as soon as I could.

MV: But when did you start to collect these 
objects?

FC: When I was very young. I still have the 
1962 Photo News issue, and then I started to 
collect Photo News and became very obsessed 
about collecting the whole series. People always 
give you things if you are interested or discard 
them. The monogram from my school blazer was 
the mountain, so I wore the mountain everyday as 

well. I kept my blazer. I wasn’t always so obsessed 
but things seem to find me. I came across bottles, 
once I went to a neighbour’s garden and there it 
was a bottle with the mountain on it, really old. I 
was probably 14 when I got this bottle, which is in 
the exhibition.

MV: In your collection value is defined by 
the provenance of the items, countering the 
notion of a collection as an elitist and profitable 
activity. Value comes from the relationships that 
these objects establish within the community – 
between Yaxley, John Maynard, Dorothea Lange/
Lange’s family, Malcolm Ross, Clare Wrathall 
and Ray Watemburg, revealing how items pass 
on hands between members of the community, 
or serve to establish links based on alliances 
and common interests/duties. It’s a community 
‘ground up’ approach to collecting. Maori 
and Pakeha perspectives also seem to come 
together. Would you like to comment on this? 

FC: Definitely ground up and full of 
provenance… also full of an alliance in the view 
of the mountain as being an entity and more than 
a geologic landform.

MV: Have you ever bought things on the 
Internet?

https://www.adamartgallery.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Fiona-Clark_gallery-guide_A5.pdf


FC: I rarely buy on the Internet. I did buy the 
1971 issue of the stamp [designed by M.V. Askew] 
through a stamp collector. I prefer to know the 
provenance of the objects. It is usually through 
junk shops, or I just come across stuff by chance, 
people often give me items.

They all have provenance, this is why I have 
them. When I thought of exhibiting the live feed, 
there is a guy – Derek Andrews that climbs 
the mountain everyday – if he can – and has 
collected objects he has found on the mountain. 
I talked with Derek about what he collects. He is 
part of the Taranaki Alpine Club. He has a room 
in his house dedicated to his collection, and 
he labels every object. I really wanted to show 
Derek’s collection. This is an exhibition I would 
have liked to do: to have the live feed and Derek’s 
items. This is another show… It fascinates me 
that every object he finds he catalogues. I left 
a bottle from my collection with a note in at the 
mountain for Derek to find and to communicate 
with me. 

MV: There is a printed webcam still image 
that you produced when Mt Taranaki became 
a legal entity in 2018. The image marks this 
moment. Would you say it is an homage to this 
moment? 

FC: Yes… my way of issuing a ‘souvenir’. 
MV: What do you think is the significance of 

this for you and for the community in general and 
for Maori? What do you think are the implications 
of this? How has it been received locally?

FC: It was a very significant moment and to 
create a new layer over the land here by giving the 
mountain legal entity. Many people still refer to 
the mountain as Egmont. One of the main roads 
you travel to the mountain is still Egmont Road, 
you travel through Egmont Village to Egmont 
National Park visitors centre and Department of 
Conservation still call it Egmont National Park. 

Fiona Clark received a Diploma in Fine Arts 
(Hons) from Elam School of Fine Arts, University 
of Auckland, in 1975, focusing on performance 
and sculpture, though photography became 
her favoured medium. She has developed her 
practice from this time, undertaking in-depth, 
long term photographic projects documenting 
specific social groups including transgender, gay 
and lesbian communities, body builders, AIDS 
sufferers, and local Maori. Significant projects 
she has undertaken include Kai Moana Local 
Politics (1979/81); Body Building (1982); He Taura 
Tangata (1986); Living with AIDS (1989); The Other 
Half (1997), and Go Girl (2002). Her work was 
included in, but subsequently removed from 
the first survey of contemporary photography, 
The Active Eye, organised and toured by the 
Manawatu Art Gallery in 1975-6, a problematic 
act of censorship in response to public outcry 

at her photographs’ subject matter. Since then, 
her works have been included in exhibitions at 
public galleries including Govett- Brewster Art 
Gallery, New Plymouth; Dowse Art Museum, 
Lower Hutt; Manawatu Art Gallery, Palmerston 
North; Sarjeant Gallery, Whanganui; National Art 
Gallery, Wellington; City Gallery, Wellington, and 
other spaces such as Real Pictures; Photoforum 
Gallery; Raven Row, London; Artspace, Auckland, 
and Michael Lett, Auckland. Clark lives and 
works in Tikorangi, where she presents her work 
in a gallery she has created in a part of the old 
dairy factory she owns and where she maintains 
and develops her extensive archives. She is 
represented by Michael Lett, Auckland. 
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show is available here. 
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