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Hands Up for Hands-On History

FROM THE HOD:
Shaping Our Students’ Futures
Last year the Division of Humanities launched a
new paper, HUMS301/401 Internship Practicum.
This paper enables humanities students to gain
professional experience at local hosting institutions through their BA studies in an academic
discipline of their choice. The Department of History and Art History embraced this new paper
wholeheartedly. In the second semester last year,
two students—Kate Tilson and Katherine Neville-Lamb—worked at the Dunedin Public Library
and Toitū: Otago Settlers Museum respectively.
You will find articles on their experience in this issue. In the first semester this year seven students
worked at various local institutions.
Students’ destinations are not limited to obvious
ones for history and art history interns such as libraries and art galleries. One of our latest interns,
Helen Baker, worked at the Otago Daily Times; she
produced a two-page feature article every month
for the Mix magazine in the weekend edition of
the Otago Daily Times. It is clear to me that Helen
quickly learnt, among many other things, how to
write in an attention-grabbing journalistic fashion.
Similarly, students who worked in the archives
learnt the theory of archive management, and
those who were based at the library equipped
themselves with a variety of digital skills. Internship opportunities develop students’ capabilities
further beyond the remit of our academic training, which focus on research, historical analysis
and academic writing.
We have formed partnerships with more than 15
local institutions. The latest additions include the
Department of Conservation, the Otago Art Society and—the Dunedin Police! We have been blessed by the good will of a number of contacts at our
partner institutions. Without their support, the internship programme could not be sustained, let
alone thrive. The Department is planning to expand the network of partnerships further in the
coming years.
Offering internship opportunities to our students
is only part of the new direction that our Department is taking now. We have been working on
enhancing students’ awareness of their career development. Of course, the university is no recruitment agency; however, our mission is obviously
not limited to producing academic historians,
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history teachers and archivists. A vast majority of
our graduates are pursuing flourishing careers
in diverse walks of life. We would like to see our
Department grow as an incubator of successful
young men and women, regardless of their future
professions.
That is why the Department has formed working
relationships with large government departments
such as MBIE and the Treasury. Their representatives have visited our Department to talk to students about their Graduate Programme and Internship opportunities. They are indeed keen on
recruiting our students. Meanwhile, the fourth
year dissertation course (HIST/ARTV490) is currently being reconfigured as the transition from
the ivory tower to the ‘real world’. Students get
not only systematic and comprehensive guidance
on research and communication skills but also tailor-made career development support from the
Human Resources Division and the Career Development Centre of the University.
I believe all these new initiatives and innovations
will build on the existing strengths of our students
in History and Art History. If you—our alumni—
would like to talk to our current students about
your careers, which they may not be familiar with,
I would welcome hearing from you.
Of course, our normal business—research and
teaching—is as lively as ever. Let me end by announcing a very important event we are planning
for this October. Professor Sir Richard J. Evans,
Regius Professor of Modern History, Emeritus,
University of Cambridge, will visit us to deliver
the Michael King Memorial Lecture. Sir Richard is
arguably one of the best-known historians in the
world today. His works on Nazi Germany and the
philosophy of history are a must-read for history
students. The recent film Denial depicts the Irving
Trial on the Holocaust denial, and Sir Richard was
a key witness in the trial (the British actor John
Sessions played the role of Professor Evans in the
film). Details of his visit will be announced later
this year. Keep an eye on our Facebook page and
the Department’s website, which will be revamped
soon.
Professor Takashi Shogimen
Head of Department

Graduate Profile: Erica Buxton BA
(Hons) in History and French, 2010
Manager, Finance Operations &
Support, Deloitte, London
I probably haven’t taken an obvious career path
for a history student. I graduated with a BA(Hons)
in History and French from Otago in 2010. At that
time I thought I might like to work in diplomacy so
I followed it with an MA in International Relations
from the Australian National University.
My first graduate job was at the New Zealand
Treasury, where I worked in the International and
Social Housing Transactions teams. At Treasury
there were lots of people from different education backgrounds so mine was not too unusual.
Other graduates had medieval literature, fine arts
and music degrees. At Treasury I started to learn
some of the skills I think are important
for any career: the ability to process
information quickly, and the ability to
communicate it well.

In the United Kingdom, it’s not uncommon to find
humanities students working in jobs that aren’t
a direct link to their degree background. I think
in New Zealand, we are less good about making
these options available to humanities students,
perhaps because we don’t have the history of valuing the humanities in the same way.
My advice to History students is to embrace the
flexibility your degree gives you as the background
for any number of careers, and to have confidence
in the communication and analysis skills you have
been taught. You will understand the value of
these skills over time!

In my current job this is just as - or arguably more - important. I work in London for Deloitte in government financial advisory. Serving clients, the ability
to communicate our work is key. My
History training gave me plenty of opportunity to practice professional written communication, as an important
output of my job today.
More generally, I think History gave me
early practice with sifting through and
processing a lot of information fast, part
of most modern workplaces. Reading
something and judging its importance
is a great skill that becomes more and
more important as you progress.
When I finished university I suddenly
wasn’t sure what path to take. I would
encourage new graduates to think
widely about potential jobs and to not
be put off by specific degree requirements on job adverts. In my experience
these have proved flexible if you can
prove interest and willing to learn.
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INTRODUCING THE INTERNSHIP
PRACTICUM IN HISTORY AND
ART HISTORY
The Division of Humanities has launched a new paper HUMS301/401 Internship Practicum. The paper is
designed to allow high-achieving students in humanities to gain work experience in the professional environment in the field that is relevant to the academic discipline they are majoring in. The Department of History
and Art History has formed partnerships with a number of local institutions including the Otago Museum, the
Hocken Library, the Archives New Zealand, the Dunedin Public Art Gallery and the Otago Daily Times. Before
the official launch of the new paper, in Semester Two, 2016, we had already admitted into the new course two
of our current students: Kate Tilson and Katherine Neville-Lamb.

HUMS401 at Toitu: Otago Settlers
Museum, Katherine Neville-Lamb
My internship was based at Toitū Otago Settlers
Museum where I helped plan an upcoming exhibition relating to World War One centenary commemorations. The internship involved creating an
exhibition brief, a document that lays out the core
concept of an exhibition, its target audience, and
the different display potentials.
The brief was for The Women’s War: Patriotism, Service and Dissent, an exhibition to be held October
2017. It marks the 100th anniversary of the Battle
of Passchendaele, remembered as New Zealand’s
worst military loss. While New Zealand men assisted the Belgians in battle, New Zealand women assisted the Belgian women and children. One such
group of women was the Otago and Southland
Women’s Patriotic Association (OSWPA). Toitū has,
in its archive, their records. Formed in 1914, the
women worked together to fundraise for the Belgian Relief Fund, New Zealand soldiers, and others. The Belgian Government created the Queen
Elisabeth Medal, which was presented to 31 New
Zealand women in honour of their efforts towards
fundraising for the Belgian Relief Fund. 25 were
from Dunedin, and eight were from the OSWPA. A
Belgian royal will visit next year to commemorate
the Battle and New Zealand’s contributions.
The exhibition brief that I completed outlines
three major pillars that the exhibition will centre
around: Patriotism, Service, and Dissent. First,
the patriotic activities based in Dunedin. This includes other groups in the region, for instance
Māori women and men from Moeraki, Puketeraki
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and Ōtākou raised money for the fund, primarily
by hosting concert parties, knitting, and hunting
mutton birds. Second, women who served overseas. This group includes the 130 nurses who
were trained in Dunedin and served overseas, two
female doctors, women in the Women’s Royal Air
Force, and women who accompanied their families on service and volunteered overseas. Third,
those who actively opposed the war. This includes
the mothers and wives of conscientious objectors,
and the Dunedin branch of the Women’s International League.
In addition to research, a key aspect of the internship was to learn about the museum process and
realities of the workplace. The staff, and Seán in
particular, were hospitable and generous towards

me throughout my internship. Some of my highlights were: the tour on my first day, which gave me
an appreciation and basic understanding of collection, registration, and the maintenance and preservation of artefacts; the time I spent with other staff
members, for instance Emma Knowles, the archivist, who explained about the process of archiving
– from conditions (humidity, pests), to equipment
used to view the archives, and the impact of human

interaction; and the regular staff meetings, which
gave me an appreciation of weekly happenings.
I leave Toitū with a clear path of how the exhibition
will most likely take shape, and I look forward to
seeing how it materialises later this year. I would
like to thank Seán Brosnahan, Michael Stevens,
Takashi Shogimen, and Claire Freeman for making
this internship possible.

HUMS301 at the Dunedin Public
Library, Kate Tilson
My third year at the University of Otago commenced
with an internship at Toitū Otago Settlers Museum.
There, I flexed my research and writing skills and
completed small biographies for some of the early
settlers displayed in the Smith Gallery, as well as
some of the Dunedin men who were killed in the
First World War, men whose names are recorded
in the museum’s Roll of Honour books. Impressed
by my experience at the museum, I eagerly took up
a second internship offered by the History and Art
History Department at the Dunedin City Library in
semester two of 2016. This internship arose out of a
new initiative launched by the Humanities Division
to allow arts students to experience the professional world. My work as an intern at the City Library
focused on contributing material to the library’s
website, Scattered Seeds. Funded by the Dunedin
Lebanese Community, Scattered Seeds serves as a
digital archive in which local history is shared and
preserved. Users can upload photographs, documents and other historical sources to the site. Before my internship the site had only recently gone
live and so, the selection of historical material was
limited. Since then it has blossomed and presents
photographs and records from groups such as the
Dunedin Lebanese Community to the Dunedin
Land Search and Rescue team.
The material I uploaded to Scattered Seeds related to Dunedin’s historic home, Olveston. Built in
1906, Olveston housed the Theomin family, who
travelled extensively and displayed their exotic,
opulent tastes in both the architecture and interior design of their home. During the semester,
I was lucky enough to receive a personal tour of
Olveston and as a student who is interested in local history, I enjoyed viewing the immaculately preserved Edwardian house, complete with a butler’s
pantry and billiard room, which showcases the
wealth that flowed into the city following Otago’s
gold rush. A family of merchants, the Theomins

immigrated to Dunedin in the late 1870s and soon
established the Dresden Piano Company. The
items I collected from Olveston largely comprised
of photographs of the Theomins, both formal and
candid. Some, for example, depict family portraits,
while others show the children at birthday parties
eating cake. I also retrieved early architectural designs of the house and business addresses sent to
the father of the household, David Theomin. My
semester, therefore, was spent moving between
Olveston and the library. I collected the items from
the house, and then returned to the library where
the digitisation process took place. This involved
using the library’s scanners, editing the images,
uploading them to Scattered Seeds and writing their
accompanying descriptions. As well as working on
uploading material to Scattered Seeds, I was also
shown the Heritage Collections during my time
at the library, where I looked over potential historical sources for my future Honours dissertation. Moreover, in between scanning, I worked on
transcribing newspapers for the Heritage team, a
process which required great attention to detail.
While I continue my studies in 2017, I feel grateful
that I have already put my skills to use in the workforce and experienced life outside of the student
realm. The internship was a welcome and interesting addition to my third year of study, and an
experience I would recommend to other students.
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Hands Up for Hands-On Otago in
History
Hands-On at Otago is designed to introduce, in a friendly and interactive environment, some of the activities
that researchers are involved in to high school students, thereby encouraging talented young New Zealanders
to consider further study as a step in their career pathway. The Department of History and Art History has
been annually taking part in Hands-On at Otago—and here are highlights of the 2017 Hands-On at Otago in
History.
Our budding historians were based at Toitū Otago
Settlers Museum, a fantastic venue to learn about
Dunedin’s history and culture, as well as museum
curatorship. The aim of the project was to plan
an exhibition to be displayed in 2066 showcasing
2016. The students had to think about problems
they may face with preservation, especially in an
increasingly digital age.
On the first day we had an introduction to how
broad the scope of history really is, and how objects – not just books! – play a large role in historical research. We also took a tour of the museum
with Toitū curators Seán Brosnahan and Peter
Read, who gave us insight into some of the issues
that they faced in curating exhibitions.
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Tuesday brought the bad weather with it, but we
weren’t deterred. Highlights included exploring
the museum before opening hours – giving an
exclusive experience – for a timeline scavenger
hunt. Bearing umbrellas and donning raincoats,
we headed out into the city for a walking tour with
Seán, learning about the many historic buildings
and the natural obstacles that both early settlers
and Māori faced in developing the city.
Entering back into the warmth of the museum, we
spent time with the conservator, Fiona McLaughlan, who discussed some of the issues faced
in preserving objects – such as plastic vs paper.
We finished the day with a tour of the collection

stores, which hold 95% of Toitū’s overall
collection.
On Wednesday we worked in groups
and planned our theoretical exhibition.
That day Sean also gave us a tour of Slice
of Life, an exhibition about the Dunedin
multi-disciplinary study. Seán talked
about the process of materialising an
exhibition, which was really interesting
and the students really enjoyed the experience.
Thursday was a full on day, Seán gave us
a tour of the archives where we saw the
paper based collection, including many
old texts. We had a tour of the central
library, which allowed us to get a feel
for the environment that many students
study in. While in the library we met Donald Kerr, the special collections librarian,
who showcased the Ōtākou Press Room
and gave us a ‘Hands On’ experience
printing our own Otago banner to take
home with us. Donald also gave us an
up-close experience with amazing historical manuscripts.
We ended the day with a scavenger hunt
and a ‘Meet the Professor’ quiz, which
gave us one-on-one time with several different staff members from within the department. We really enjoyed being able
to meet the professors and interact with
them.
The students were treated like VIP guests
at Toitū and given extra information about
the museum, allowed to climb on the sets
and get a real ‘Hands On’ experience with
some of the less fragile objects. A big thank
you to the staff at Toitū and all those involved with organising and contributing to
the Hands On History week!
Hands-On at Otago is offered again in 2018.
•
•
•
•
•

Hands-On at Otago 2018 is running from the 14th - 19th January 2018
It is open to students entering Year 12 or 13 in 2018
It costs $675 for accommodation, meals, tuition and social programme, transport to and from
Dunedin Airport or bus terminals.
Students need to cover the cost of getting to and from Dunedin.
There are lots of scholarships available, and students can try getting funding from their local
service clubs (Lions, Rotary) or school Board of Trustees.

For further information, please refer to the following link: http://www.otago.ac.nz/hands-on-atotago/index.html
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Where are they now? Notes on
former staff members
Gordon Parsonson had to have one leg amputated and is mainly now to be found in St Andrews
Presbyterian hospital, Easther Crescent, Dunedin.
His daughters make every effort to come down,
however, so that he sometimes returns to his old
home in Maori Hill. He also manages to organize
himself out to all Chamber Music Concerts, despite being confined to a wheel chair. He will be 97
in December this year. As one of his old students
said after visiting GSP, the loss of one leg only
seems to have increased his vitality and energy.
He busies himself transcribing the journals of Peter Milne, a figure who will need no introduction to
Gordon’s old students. When completed the transcriptions will be donated to the Hocken Collections. Gordon’s transcriptions were a vital part on
the Hocken’s Marsden Online Archive.

books and papers when we moved to a townhouse here in 2013, I value being near the local library and book shop. I can walk in local parks and
sports grounds and along the Silverstream. Local
people are welcoming and young and old talk to
us in shops and streets. Friends, colleagues and
family visit and we enjoy hearing their views and
successes. I have a number of activities: music
making at home and with a small group of singers,
much reading, corresponding with friends, some
Tai Chi, gentle walking and gardening, as well as
following current affairs via TV , my ipad and the
papers. Most of all I take delight in our sizeable,
multicultural and scattered family- their visits
and texting, email, Skype and Facetime all help to
keep in touch with a still expanding brood of eight
grandchildren and four plus great ones!’

Marjorie Maslen writes ‘After some 20 years we
have reached as it were the sixth stage of our retirement. We now live quietly in the rural township of Mosgiel. Since we shed over half of our

Since retiring, Ann Trotter has taken on a number of historical projects. Of the first, Mary Potter’s
Little Company of Mary: The New Zealand Experience 1914- 2002, pp. 228, Bridget Williams Books,
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Wellington 2003, Ann writes: ‘This commission was
an entirely new experience for me. I don’t think I
had met any nuns before I began this work. They
were aware they are a dying breed and wanted
their record published. They were all trained nurses and had hospitals in Christchurch, Wellington
and Hawera. There are now two sisters in Wellington and and five or six in Christchurch where the
order owns rest home and retirement properties.
This was an interesting exercise for me, involving
studying some good women who survived the upheavals to their way of life from the 1960s remarkably cheerfully. Ann has continued publishing on
the relations between New Zealand and Japan, on
Treaty-making and on the Tokyo war crimes trial.
Her most recent publication appeared this year:
‘Defending the Singapore Strategy’, Hankey’s Dominions Tour, 1934. in (ed.) Antony Best, Britain’s
Retreat from Empire in East Asia, 1905-1900, pp.
87-99, Routledge, London, 2017.
In 2016, Rob Rabel retired from his management
role as Pro Vice-Chancellor (International Engagement) after 10 years overseeing Victoria Universi-

ty of Wellington’s internationalisation strategies
and activities. Since then he has been enjoying
a ‘portfolio retirement’ as an Emeritus Professor
and Senior International Adviser at Victoria. As
well as teaching courses on New Zealand foreign
relations, he is a Professorial Fellow at Victoria’s
Centre of Strategic Studies and continues to serve
as National Vice-President of the New Zealand Institute of International Affairs. He is also currently
acting as Establishment Director for a new Centre
for Asia-Pacific Excellence for Southeast Asia, for
which Victoria is the lead university as part of a
consortium including the University of Otago.
The 1988 photo below shows some of those mentioned and some of our distinguished students!
We are sad to report that John Omer-Cooper’s
beloved wife, Shirley Omer-Cooper (known to
many students through her work as the University Accommodation Officer), passed away earlier
this year. Ralph Hayburn, we have heard, has returned to the United Kingdom. More news on former staff in the next Newsletter.

Front from left –Simon Taylor, Ann Trotter, Dot Page, John Omer-Cooper, Elizabeth Harrison
Middle row – Brenda Harwood, Jean-Marie O’Donnell, Susan Chivers, Sam Elworthy, Tom Higham, Mary Durham
Back row – Barbara Brookes (& Jesse Roth), Rob Rabel, Ralph Hayburn, Erik Olssen
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Staff Profile: Jane McCabe
Having completed a PhD in History at the University of Otago in 2014, Dr Jane McCabe is currently a
fixed-term Lecturer in the Department.
Jane, congratulations on the recent award of a Marsden
Fast-Start grant. Before we talk about that, could you
tell us a little bit about how you ended up teaching in
the Department of History and Art History at Otago?
I’ve actually had quite a winding path to where I
am today! I studied History at Otago in the early
1990s. I took a variety of subjects in my first year
but really loved History. I have very strong memories of my first couple of lectures with Tom Brooking – now a senior member of the Department
– and deciding that History was my thing. I completed my BA in 1995 and the plan was to work
and travel for a few years and then return to train
as a secondary teacher.
And that plan didn’t work out?
Not exactly! I worked in a few different jobs and
moved around New Zealand, before returning to
university in 2004. I was interested in fashion and
decided to take the Clothing and Textile Sciences
degree at Otago. The social history side of that
course worked in very well with my previous History study, and I went straight from there into working in museums and archives. I actually thought
this was going to be my career, until I went to India
in 2007.
What happened in India?
I was following up a lead in on a somewhat mysterious part of my family history. To make a long story
short, my grandmother was born on a tea plantation in India, to a British father and Indian mother.
She died in 1978 having never spoken about how
or why she ended up in New Zealand. When my
father showed me a photograph captioned ‘Kalimpong school’ in 2007, I followed this lead all the
way to India. I discovered that my grandmother
was part of a bigger scheme to resettle mixedrace plantation children in settler colonies. It was
amazing to be able to learn heaps about my family
story, but also to learn that she was part of something bigger! Over 100 young people came to New
Zealand via the same Presbyterian scheme that
my grandmother did.
And this Kalimpong scheme became the topic of your
PhD in History?
Yes it did – I turned up at Professor Tony BallanHISTORY AND ART HISTORY NEWSLETTER - July 2017

tyne’s office with my family file from Kalimpong
and he quickly recognised the potential of the
topic to tell us much about connections between
India and New Zealand. I first wrote a HIST490 dissertation about my family story. This was a really
wonderful experience and I was hooked on a return to academia from then on! I began the PhD in
2011 and completed it in 2014. For my research I
met and interviewed many other descendants of
the Kalimpong emigrants, and I continue to engage with this community. We’re actually having a
get-together in Wellington in July to celebrate the
launch of my book based on the thesis.
As one project comes to fruition, another begins! Tell us
about your Marsden project.
The new project looks at farming families and
inheritance. It’s a cross-cultural study, and like
my Kalimpong research I’ll be combining archival research with a community-centred approach. History becomes most meaningful for
me when I’m meeting and interviewing people
who are directly affected by the historical issues
I’m interested in. The project focuses on Taieri
and Hokianga – an interesting pairing! I chose
the Taieri because I grew up there and have
lots of connections among farming families;
and also because of the cultural diversity with
Chinese market gardeners. The Hokianga has a

very different story, especially regarding Maori
land ownership and farming, and I’m really looking forward to spending some time up there and
learning about the district.
Finally, Jane, how does your background and varied research contribute to your teaching? Which papers do
you teach?
I teach two papers on Indian history – HIST303
Modern India and HIST410 Colonial India. I have
also taught a migration paper in Summer School
called Moving Stories: Migration to New Zealand
in the Twentieth Century. In this paper I draw on
my Kalimpong research to think about migrant
perspectives and the challenges that non-British
communities have historically faced in moving
to New Zealand. I encourage students to engage
with their own family migration stories to make
it more meaningful – we all learn a lot through
this process! I also teach HIST106 East Meets
West: Encounters in Global History. For this paper I bring my experience of living in China, in the
vicinity of the historic ‘Silk Roads’, to what is already a fascinating paper – everything from the
Black Death to Marco Polo and Ghengis Khan.
The combination of teaching and research along
with continued travel and engagement with the
museum sector makes for a very stimulating
work life!

Recent PhDs in History
Jane Adams, PhD

Fertility Factors: Infertility, medicine and the law in New Zealand, 1950-2004
This study examined medico-legal responses to infertility (involuntary childlessness) in New Zealand
during a period dominated by dramatic scientific developments in assisted reproductive technologies,
particularly in vitro fertilisation (IVF). Infertility, once considered solely a ‘woman’s problem’ and by the
1950s, an issue for married heterosexual couples, assumed new understandings as a result of developments in IVF and donor conception. From a 1980s conception of a physical disease with psychosocial
dimensions, by the 1990s infertility was characterised as a disability. Official recognition of ‘social infertility’ emerged following developments in human rights law, which enabled lesbian and single women to
access clinic-based fertility treatment. Social workers helped navigate these new understandings which
posed significant challenges to the medical profession.

Katie Cooper, PhD

Hearth and Home: A History of the Rural Kitchen in New Zealand, 1840-1940
This research examines everyday patterns of life for rural Pākehā and Māori families in New Zealand
between 1840 and 1940, using the kitchen as a framing device to investigate the key processes by which
rural people produced, cooked, and shared food. The kitchen was the nexus of a web of social relations
that stretched across and connected distant places, but it was also a space in which intimate personal
relationships could be built and fostered. As such, it is the perfect vantage point from which to examine
the overarching structures of the rural economy and rural society while also capturing the diversity of
individual experiences.
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Postgraduate Journeys
Violeta Gilabert, PhD candidate in History
Postgraduates inhabit a strange kind of limbo between “student” and “lecturer.” From Honours level,
through to the higher reaches of Masters and PhD,
candidates begin variously shedding their undergraduate identities and taking on more professional
roles in the world of academia. This transition manifests differently in every case, and if anything is to
be gleaned from the various postgraduate journeys
documented here, there is no right way to undertake it! First-year doctoral candidate Claire Macindoe
has her sights set squarely on higher-level teaching.
While gathering data for her thesis on Radio Medicine in twentieth-century New Zealand, she works
as a tutor in the department to build her teaching
experience. Claire relishes the lively discussions that
emerge from the classroom, and guides her students in the arts of translating the twists and turns of
history into the written word. Fellow doctoral candidate Violeta is attending classes in te reo Māori, and
working as a research assistant in the hope of securing a graduate entry position in the New Zealand
Treasury. Initially, it wouldn’t seem that research on
migration from the counties of Cornwall and Devon to nineteenth-century Otago/Southland would
distinguish the resume of a prospective public servant, but a wide inventory of research and language
skills is crucial to formulating good policy. The form
and content of the journey always depends on the
end-goal—and having a clear-ish vision of what one
wants from postgraduate study is key to tackling the
challenge of getting there.
That being said, our thoughts are not, for the best
part, occupied by our future careers. Our careers
have in fact, already begun. The shift is a gradual
one: Beginning with fourth-year study (honours), the
amount of time one spends in the classroom takes a
dive. That which remains becomes more challenging,
still more engaging, and begins to involve biscuits
and hot beverages from the staff kitchen. Outside
the classroom, self-directed research is the order of
the day: A 20,000 word thesis must be researched
and written, and the pleasure of beating a jumble
of ideas and words into an eloquent and persuasive
dissertation is all yours. Discussions with academic
staff no longer revolve around scholarly articles and
books published by other academics, but your very
own, budding, piece of research. You are the author,
and your mentor advises, guides, and offers many
words of encouragement. On submission day, you
hand your freshly-bound dissertation over to the department and receive a chocolate fish, triumphant.
The thesis, in its many forms (20,000 words for honours, 50,000 for masters and 100,000 for PhDs) is
an almost constant feature of postgraduate study,
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but the scenery changes around it. For on-campus
masters and doctoral students, study takes on all
the trappings of professional academia. A sunny office-space is on offer, making inadequately hushed
library conversations—or the neighbouring flats’
enthusiasm for speed-metal—a thing of the past.
Fridges, toasters, microwaves, tea and coffee, desks,
computers, and bookshelves are supplied: behold
the fruits of thy labour! Monthly supervision meetings and quality office banter aside, you are flying
solo. Organising travel for research, submitting material for publication and conferences, researching
and writing your thesis—are yours to undertake
however you please. Schedules can fill up mighty
fast, and few of us can say we haven’t spent some
weeks chained to our desks, tapping the keyboard at
light-speed as a deadline looms. That being said, the
flexibility of a postgraduate career is one of its many
benefits. Some, like Inano (MA, mother of three)
and Violeta (step-mother of two) keep regular weekday hours and cordon off the weekends for family
time, while others supplement shorter weeks with
weekend trips to the office. Having two lovely black
labradors waiting on her, Pieta powers through her
Masters’ thesis—a biography of her ancestor, nineteenth-century Methodist minister Thomas Ferens—
almost entirely from home!
Perhaps one of the most rewarding aspects of postgraduate study at Otago is the incredibly robust
and supportive academic culture fostered by the
Department of History and Art History. Postgraduates are initiated with a weekly afternoon tea in the
sunlit humanities common-room. In the early days
of sharing social time with academic staff, one gets
the distinct impression that they are colleagues, but
also each others’ friends and keenest supporters.
As postgraduates we are drawn into this network of
support, and encouraged to make our own connections: reach out to a scholar working in on a similar
field, maintain friendships with those we meet at
conferences and academic functions, offer to look
over a colleagues’ work, or volunteer for organising
committees. Good-will and mutual support are valuable commodities in academia—but accruing them
hardly seems like work. Planning and organising a
conference, a high-school summer programme, or
reading and commenting on another’s thesis chapter are equal parts challenging, enlightening, and
humbling. Ultimately, the postgraduate experience
is incredibly diverse, and it is precisely this diversity
which makes it rewarding. One may look at being “in
limbo” as a statement of incompleteness—but the
space between student and professional is by no
means a vacuum.

