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I see film as a part of the whakapapa of Maori storytelling. We come from a
tradition where stories, legends, aspects of our mythological past are a normal
part of the stories we hear on the marae, as much as newspapers, radio, television
— all these aspects of modern storytelling — are themselves descended from the
storytellers of yore ... So in more modern times when we think of film and the
layers of film, the development of film over recent decades, our film is at a new
stage of development.

Tainui Stephens, Hautoa Ma!, 2016



Abstract

This thesis presents a detailed analysis of the work of the producer in the screen industry,
centring on the producer in the Indigenous screen production ecology of Aotearoa New
Zealand. The theoretical underpinning of this study is Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s
systems model of creativity, which frames creative practice as the product of three
interconnected features: the ‘individual’ who creates new work, the existing body of
knowledge or ‘domain’ within which they practise, and the network of experts or ‘field’
who recognise the value of the new work. This approach provides a framework for
analysing the work of the producer, locating it within its surrounding social and cultural

contexts.

Drawing on interviews, archival research, autoethnography and a case study, the thesis
presents a detailed history of the emergence of Maori filmmaking from the beginning of
the 20th Century to the present day. It then focuses on the practice of a specific group of
feature film producers to establish how their own personal histories, philosophies and
experiences have shaped the work they do. Finally, it develops a case study of a feature
documentary to reveal, through the author’s personal experience, the producer’s decision-
making process and how that is shaped by both internal and external creative and

industrial forces.

The thesis as a whole follows a media production studies approach and, through this,
offers a comprehensive understanding — historical, social, creative, industrial — of how
Maori filmmaking has developed and the importance of the individual producer within
this development. In doing so, the thesis offers an Indigenous revision of Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model of creativity, connecting the elements of the
individual, the domain and the field through the holistic framework of te ao Maori, the

Maori worldview.
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Glossary: Te Reo Maori (the Maori language)

Maori words and phrases are generally translated into English immediately following their first
appearance in the text. It is also usual now to identify Maori by their tribal affiliations and efforts
are made to do so in this text by naming tribal affiliations immediately after the first use of a

person’s name.

Maori is an official language of Aotearoa New Zealand and many of the Maori words in this text
are now frequently or commonly used in New Zealand English. However, for ease of reading,
especially for international readers, all Maori words have been italicised, except for the terms
‘Maori’ and ‘Pakeha’ and names of organisations. Italicisation within quotes is as in the original.

hapii

iwi

kai

karakia
kaumatua
kaupapa
koha
kohanga reo

korero

koretake

kura kaupapa
mana

mana motuhake
manaaki
manaakitanga

marae

matauranga
mauri
moko

ngakau

kinship group, clan, subtribe

extended kinship group, tribe, nation

food, meal

(v) recite a prayer, say grace; (n) prayer, incantation

elder, person of status within the whanau

policy, proposal, theme, agenda, issue, initiative

gift, donation

preschool operating under Maori principles, in Maori language

(v) to tell, speak; (n) speech, narrative, news, discussion, information

useless, ineffective

school operating under Maori principles, in Maori language
prestige, influence, spiritual power

autonomy, self-determination, sovereignty

to support, take care of

hospitality, kindness, showing respect and care for others
community buildings including the meeting-house, dining-hall and
marae datea or sacred space in front of the meeting-house; the marae is
a symbol of tribal identity

knowledge

life force, essence

Maori tattooing designs on the face or body

heart
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papakainga
puna

rangatira
rangatiratanga
rautaki

rohe

taha Maori
tangata

tangata whenua
tangi

taonga

te ao Maori

te reo/te reo Maori
tika

tikanga
tohunga

tiurangawaewae

wairua
waka

wananga

whakaaro
whakapaha
whakapapa
whakataukt
whanau
whanaungatanga

whenua

original home, home base, village

spring (of water)

chief

sovereignty, chieftainship

strategy

district, territory

Maori identity or descent

person

people of the land: Indigenous people of Aotearoa NZ
to cry, mourn

treasure, something prized

the Maori world; the Maori worldview

the Maori language

correct, fair, just

correct procedure, custom, rule, protocol
skilled person, chosen expert, priest, healer

place where one has rights of residence and belonging through
whakapapa

spirit, soul
canoe, vehicle

(v) to meet and discuss; (n) tertiary institution, university for Maori

opinion, understanding

to express regret, apologise

genealogy, lineage, descent

proverb

extended family; people united in a common enterprise
relationship, kinship

land, country

Sources consulted for this glossary are Barlow (1994), Moorfield (2005), and Walker (2004).
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Terminology

Aotearoa New
Zealand

Maori

Pasifika

Pakeha

Indigenous

non-Indigenous /
non-Maori

screen / film

producer

New Zealand
Film
Commission

Aotearoa was originally the name used by Maori for the North Island only;
it is now becoming popular as the name of the whole country, either as
Aotearoa or Aotearoa New Zealand. Aotearoa New Zealand and Aotearoa
NZ are used interchangeably in this thesis.

Indigenous person of Aotearoa NZ; mdori also means usual, original,
common and at the time of first contact with Europeans was used as a way
to differentiate between the Indigenous and the arriving foreigners.

A contentious but commonly-used term for people of Pacific Island origin,
including those from Samoa, Tonga, Cook Islands, Niue, Tokelau, Tuvalu
and other small states, born in or now living in Aotearoa NZ.

New Zealander of European descent generally originating from the United
Kingdom, specifically white New Zealanders; other non-Maori are usually
referred to by the name of their country of origin or descent.

The use of Indigenous in the text implies the wider Indigenous world,
including Indigenous other than or as well as Maori.

The use of non-Indigenous implies an international focus; non-Maori
refers to all who are not Maori in Aotearoa NZ, including for example
Chinese New Zealanders who are neither Maori nor Pakeha.

Technological convergence means that divisions such as film and
television, until recently taken for granted, are now being reassessed with
the rise of streaming services and home cinemas. The New Zealand Film
Commission (NZFC) now uses the words ‘screen’ and ‘film’ to mean “for
the most part ... shorts, feature films and series drama” (NZFC, 2021b).
While the focus of this thesis is the work of the film producer, i.e., work
produced for first release in cinema, the text uses the terms ‘screen’ and
‘film’ interchangeably, and where appropriate ranges beyond cinema to
include television production.

There are many types of producer, including the executive producer, the
co-producer, the associate producer and the line producer. The person who
is called the ‘producer’ (with no qualifier) is the person who actually
produces the film or television/online programme.

The Film Commission was established in 1978 to invest in and promote
films and filmmakers from Aotearoa NZ. Its further purpose now is to
promote the country as a destination for international production
companies. Its budget for 2018/2019 was $26 million.! Additionally, it
administers the Screen Production Grant which supports local and
international high-end productions with a budget for 2018/2019 of $38
million (NZFC, 2021b).

! Dollar amounts quoted in the thesis are New Zealand dollars unless otherwise stated.
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Te Mangai Paho

New Zealand On
Air

Te Mangai Paho (TMP) was established in 1993 to promote Maori
language and culture by funding programmes for radio and television. It
supports the making of content across television, radio, music and online
media, as well as investing in films to support their local broadcast. Its
budget for 2018/2019 was $60 million (TMP, 2019).

NZ On Air (NZOA) was established in 1989 to support the making of
content for television, radio, music and online media. It invests in films to
support their local broadcast. It also supports platforms and services such
as disability media access, specialist radio stations including Radio New
Zealand, and online content hubs such as the children’s online channel
HEIHEI. Its budget for 2018/2019 was $146 million (NZOA, 2019).
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Introduction

Introduction

I am a drama and documentary producer, with more than twenty-five years’ experience
in the screen industry in Aotearoa New Zealand. My practice focusses on screenwork
that tells Indigenous stories? to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous audiences. I share
with many other Indigenous filmmakers a sense that we are starting to achieve a real mass
in terms of the body of Indigenous cinema work now being produced worldwide as the
rising number of Indigenous films being released year on year shows (Mitchell, 2018;
Vivarelli, 2021). As an Indigenous film producer who is both a practitioner and a
researcher, I have formed the view that the way Indigenous, in my case Maori, creative
voices operate within the business and creative environment of local and international
screen productions is territory that is under-researched as yet (see section 1.4, below).
Additionally, as a producer (as opposed to a director, for example), I observe that there is
very little research about the nature of my own specific craft. Filmmakers are daily
negotiating their cultural identities in their work (J. T. Caldwell, 2008) as they address
matters of what screenwork is, how it communicates, how the audience receives it, how
it contributes to or reflects the surrounding or another culture, and so on. In this thesis,
therefore, I am bringing into the space of research the questions and explorations that
have been part of my everyday creative practice, in order to examine and critique my own
experience as a film producer within its specific cultural context. My aim is to contribute
new knowledge to the understanding of the work of the film producer within a media

production context that has hitherto been little explored.

Hesmondhalgh (2013) makes the point that “[t]he cultural industries and the texts they
produce (are) complex, ambivalent and contested” (p. 5) and my own experience as a
screen producer has been one of immersion in a practice that is highly complex, realised
through processes that are rigorously structured yet open to change at any moment, and
affected by external influences over which the practitioner sometimes has little control.
Explaining this practice in theoretical terms calls for a conceptual framework which
allows for ambiguity and subjectivity and which can encompass a process which spans
both the creation of a cultural object and its reception in the market place. The search for
such a framework has led me to the work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and his systems
model of creativity. This model is one among a number of analytical approaches that

have emerged since the late 20" Century, which are predicated on the understanding of

2. Indigenous stories in this context means stories originated by Indigenous people. They may or may not use traditional
knowledge; they may or may not conform to what non-Indigenous people consider to be ‘Indigenous’.

1



Introduction

creativity as a socio-cultural phenomenon. It is built around the interaction of three
essential elements: a domain, an individual and a field, where the domain is the cultural
structure or existing body of knowledge; the individual is the person who produces a
variation within that body of knowledge (in essence, creates something new); and the
field is the social structure or ‘network of experts’ who recognise value in the new and
enable its absorption into the domain (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1996, 1999, 2014a). This
approach provides a framework for unravelling the complex interplay between individual

creatives and the social and cultural contexts within which they operate.

To apply Csikszentmihalyi’s model to my own practice, I first explore the cultural context
of my work, which is Maori film production, to establish the historical, social and political
foundations of this ‘domain’ and to explicate the present-day conditions within which my
practice is conducted. I then place my own understanding of the role of the producer and
its context in concert with the voices of a group of my peers, experienced Maori film
producers, in order to examine how our different life experiences and career development
pathways influence the work we do and thus evaluate the place of the ‘individual’ in the
systems model. Finally, I discuss a case study of a feature documentary I produced in
order to bring into focus the many and varied decision-makers who influence the
achievement of a particular film; in this way, I am able to assess the influence of the
network of experts or ‘field” which is the third element in the systems model of creativity.

This process is driven by three research questions:

1. What constitutes the screen production context for this research?
2. What are the key influences on the screen producer’s decision-making process?
3. How does the screen producer exercise her creative authority to achieve an

intended outcome?

Csikszentmihalyi’s approach, like that found in other similar work, shifts the focus from
the individual to that individual’s interplay with their socio-cultural milieu in promoting
an understanding of creativity as a process of interaction. It is applicable in my research
because it provides a framework to explain how a group of creative workers collectively
produce an artefact which is perceived by others who can make an informed judgment as
having value, and also because it enables me to focus on the contribution of one of the

individuals in that group, the producer.



Introduction

The origins of the thesis

My drive to delve into my own work is predicated on answering a question which has
greeted me throughout my working life. When asked what I do, and variously answering
“I’m a film producer”, “I’m a screen producer” or “I produce films and television”, there
is always surprise and interest. It is after all not a common occupation. But as night
follows day, the question eventually comes: “What does a producer actually do?”.> This
question is also not surprising because the work of the film or television producer is most
often invisible to the public. Producers are rarely stars, unlike actors and directors. It is
often very hard for a producer to explain what she does because the role is a generalist
one, requiring a rather esoteric mix of skills. The head of Channel 4 in the UK, Jeremy
Isaacs, once described producer David Rose as having “an eye for a situation, a nose for
a script, and a mind of his own to make the critical judgement” (as cited in Spicer &

McKenna, 2012, p. 2). It is hard to come up with a more elegant description of the role.

‘An eye for a situation’ implies the ability to seek out or recognise an opportunity. For
the screen producer, an opportunity can come in the guise of a script, a potential
collaborator, a potential investor or a potential audience. ‘A nose for a script’ means the
expertise to recognise and then acquire the rights to a particular story, whether it has been
actually written as a script or is still in its undeveloped stage as perhaps a book, a
newspaper article, or still nascent as an idea in someone’s head. The ability to make ‘the
critical judgement’ implies the skill to evaluate both people and ideas and know how to
bring the two together productively, as well as provide the leadership that enables
collaborators to give of their best in often trying circumstances. Additionally crucial is
an understanding of the potential audience, who they might be and what will draw them
to which screen. This implies knowledge of what the market might be and how it can be
accessed. Finally, none of this is possible without money, often a great deal of money,
and knowing where and how to access money is fundamental to the work of any screen

producer.

The term ‘producer’ has different meanings in the research literature across various
disciplines, but the definition that applies in this research reflects screen industry practice
—, that is, the producer is the person who is legally and financially responsible for a

particular screenwork. In terms of feature films, this means the producer is the person

3. This is clearly a perennial question. At the Producers at the Table webinar (29/11-3/12/21), the first question was
“How do you describe what a producer does?” New York indie producer Lizzie Shapiro gave the best answer: “It’s
the producer’s job to protect the film” (Film Independent, 2021).

3
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who is ultimately answerable for all aspects of the production, including its creative
achievement (Ryan et al., 2014). Producers tend to fall outside the conventional
hierarchical structures of the screen industry (Cameron et al., 2010), which is to say from
a research point of view that they sit somewhere between top-down analyses of the film
and television industries which focus on organisational or industry structures, and
bottom-up approaches which focus on labour. Many producers work for large companies,
particularly in the United States and Europe. However, in the screen production ecology
of small countries like Aotearoa NZ,* many producers are sole operators, who work from
project to project as members of the precariat along with the crew and cast members they

employ.

In my career, I have produced for large companies as well as the very small company that
I co-own with my husband. I have produced many, many hours of television drama
(1987-2004) and produced or executive produced a range of feature films, drama and
documentary (1991-ongoing). I have worked in a variety of executive roles for funding
bodies. Additionally, I have served on industry boards and as an adjudicator, mentor and
advisor in a variety of industry situations (see Appendix F). My career reflects the
distinctive nature of film production in this country, where the interweaving between
Indigenous (Maori) and settler (Pakeha) communities and ideas is much more pronounced
than in many other post-colonial societies.” This underpins all discussion in this thesis

and is reflected in the conclusions drawn.

Framing my identity as the researcher

I am Maori and I am also Pakeha, and this has made for a life of practice and research
conducted in a “complicated, challenging and interesting space” as Maori scholar Linda
Tuhiwai Smith (2012, p. ix) describes the intersection of Maori and Pakeha worlds. To
paraphrase Homi Bhabha (1994), the engagements of cultural difference in this space are
often simultaneously conflictual and consensual. Thus, those of us who grow up white
in Aotearoa NZ knowing we are not just white but also brown live, to varying degrees,
conflicted lives. The era in which we grow informs this complexity. I came of age

through the 1970s when Maori activism was rearing its head alongside youth activism

4. Aotearoa NZ is a small country in theoretical terms in the discussion of cinema (for example, Hjorte & Petrie, 2007).
It is also small in industrial terms: in 2020, 92% of the businesses in the industry turned over less than $500,000 (Screen
Sector Strategy Facilitation Group, 2020).

5. This characterisation elides the other cultures whose members also contribute to screen production in Aotearoa New
Zealand, including Pasifika and Asian creatives.
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and the demand for a fairer share of social wellbeing for women. At the age of fifteen,
my speech in the annual school competition was titled 7e Atatu Hou (The New Dawn)
and discussed the emerging Maori activism of the time. It was probably quite simplistic
but for the early 1970s, it was unusual at our small school in our small town. It was
doubly unusual because my sisters and I were assumed to be Pakeha and with our white
skin we questioned none of our privileged situation. My Pakeha-educated mother who
also passed as white came from a generation many of whom kept their Maori world
private, so though I was quietly proud of my heritage, it only surfaced in my life when I
was on holiday with my maternal grandparents several hours away from our home town.
I continued to travel through life as a Pakeha but over time, my Ngati Porou® heritage
began to find expression in my work, through such elements as ensuring Maori protocols
were properly observed on shooting locations, promoting the work of Maori actors and
developing Maori elements in television drama scripts. However, it was not until I had
spent an extended period living in Australia and been shocked by the racism in that
society that I began to see it was time for me to commit more fully to telling Maori screen
stories. Once I returned to Aotearoa NZ with my family, I sought opportunities to work
with Maori collaborators and, as a result, over time I have been able to position myself

within both landscapes, Maori and Pakeha.

Thus I bring to my work a Western worldview because that is how my habitus’ originated,
but that habitus has been overlaid through my life by a progressively stronger
understanding of the Maori worldview and of my own heritage. I am descended from
both Ngati Porou and Pakeha, and share Tess Moeke-Maxwell’s view of the concept of
‘hybridity’ as liberating (Grennell, 2014) reflecting Bhabha’s (1994) conception of the
hybrid cultural identity as a “split-space of enunciation ... based not on the ... diversity
of cultures, but on the inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity” (p. 56). The
subject of Maori-Pakeha hybridity has been problematised in Aotearoa NZ because of
Maori suspicion of hybridisation as a continuation of the colonial project and also because
of the demands of government-sanctioned biculturalism, which would seem to mitigate
against the actual complexities of lives lived in ambiguity of definition (Bell, 2004;
Moeke-Maxwell, 2006; Webber, 2006). 1 have in earlier research explored the

contradictions in Indigenous representation that arise as a result of Maori-Pakeha

6. Ngati Porou is my iwi on my mother’s side; on my father’s side, my heritage is a mixture of English and Irish.

7. This concept, developed by Pierre Bourdieu, refers to the ongoing process by which we form ourselves, incorporating
our personal and social history, how we apply that history in the everyday, and how that history informs our future
actions and the choices we make.
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hybridity (Milligan, 2014a). However, my focus in this thesis is not on representation in
media, but rather on how media are made. I have become progressively more grounded
in my life, not just through age and experience, but through the conscious decision to
bring together both sides of my heritage in my work, an experience which mirrors Moeke-
Maxwell’s discussion of hybridity as freeing the subject from “a sense of unbelonging,
dislocation and alienation, and (of) a partial participation and location within the
culture(s) of origin” (as cited in Grennell, 2014, p. 56). This sense of working from a
new space — Bhabha’s (1994) Third Space — is reflected in a comment from one of my
interviewees, the very experienced screen producer, director and social commentator

Tainui Stephens:

I'm very aware of what new fusion we are creating. New
definitions. New ways of working that involve the best of the
Madori and Pakeha, tikanga or whatever works. (Stephens,
interview, 2018)

The discussion of Indigenous filmmakers working from a new space has been traversed
by others, notably Faye Ginsberg (2005) on Australian Indigenous filmmaking, Glynn
and Tyson (2007) on Maori television drama, and Hokowhitu (2013) on Maori
filmmaking. Hokowhitu points to an Indigenous media that “moves beyond the identity
production at the interstitial space of the politics of recognition to signify the importance
of shifting the camera away from those biopolitical subjectivities that are recognizable”
(p. 116) towards Indigenous subjects with less obvious identifying elements. How Maori
filmmakers negotiate this shift is reflected in this thesis (see sections 3.5, 4.5 and 4.6,

below).

Stories are the paths we follow through our individual and collective lives in our search
for meaning. We use them to educate our children in the ways of the world, in the moral
codes of our societies, and in the possibilities lying dormant in their own spirits. Stories
connect us to our ancestors and to our descendants yet to be conceived, and a society that
restricts who gets to tell their stories to the wider world through media such as film and
television is a society with a crippled imaginary. This was the world I grew up in, where
the only Maori faces I can remember seeing on screen as a child were the Howard
Morrison Quartet.® To be part of a world where a strong Indigenous production

community has been established and Maori screen storytellers now have the opportunity

8. This quartet of Maori singers was extremely popular during the 1950s and early 1960s.
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to carve the image meeting houses’ of the nation is a privilege that I do not take for
granted. Equally, the opportunity to research this world of Maori filmmaking is
something I have approached with care. My hybrid identity influences my research and
in this thesis I am using a theoretical framework that has emerged from Western
scholarship (see Chapter 1, below) while the context is Indigenous. The question has
been therefore how to, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) puts it, get the story right and tell

1t well.

Smith is here pointing to the need to ensure any research is tika, a Maori concept which
translates as “to be correct, true, upright, right, fair, accurate, appropriate” (Moorfield,
2022). Given this, it is important to clarify that at the beginning of my research I
considered whether it would be appropriate for me to use a kaupapa Maori research
framework. This framework, which grounds research in te ao Madori (the Maori
worldview), emerged from the revitalisation of Maori political, cultural and linguistic
aspirations which began in the 1970s (see section 2.3, below) and is now widely used in
Maori research, including research into Maori filmmaking (Barnes, 2018; Mercier, 2010).
Kaupapa Mdori theory is in essence emancipatory, in that it centralises matters of self-
determination (Ford, 2013; Pipi et al., 2004; L. T. Smith, 2012), addressing historical and
current power imbalances and framing the research within Maori structural concepts
(Ford, 2013, L. T. Smith, 2012). This emancipatory intention and structural framing are
not applied in this thesis, but I do address some matters central to the kaupapa Maori
approach, for instance the historical power imbalances that have affected the development
of Maori filmmaking (Chapters 2 and 3). For this reason, my approach, while grounded
in Western theory, additionally applies a Maori lens to the work because it is informed
by my own knowledge and sense of the principles of te ao Mdaori. 1apply these principles
in much the same way as I apply them in my filmmaking practice, which is appropriate
given that this research centres on that practice. What this means is that I seek to observe
Ngahuia Te Awekotuku’s set of guidelines for researchers, as discussed in L. T. Smith

(2012, p. 124):

e Aroha ki te tangata (respect for people)
e  Kanohi kitea (working face to face)

e  Titiro, whakarongo, korero (look, listen, then speak)

9. This phrasing references Barry Barclay’s (2003a) discussion of Maori filmmaking (see sections 2.5 and 2.6, below).
7
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®  Manaaki ki te tangata (be generous)
e  Kia tupato (be cautious)
o  Kaua e takahia te mana o te tangata (respect the mana of others)

e  Kia mahaki (don’t flaunt your knowledge)

These guidelines sit well with me as they outline a way of working aligning with
filmmaker Barry Barclay’s concept of the ‘communications marae’, a place where all are
welcome but the work done therein observes correct protocol, or in other words is tika.
Put simply, they can be seen as a requirement to behave morally and ethically, which
from my perspective as a researcher requires consideration of the moral values informing
the media production I am researching. This approach goes some way to answering
concerns raised by cultural scholar David Hesmondhalgh (2015) and echoed by media
scholars David Lee and Anna Zoellner (2019) in their discussions of the ‘challenge of
normativity’, that is, the need for ethics and values to be brought to the centre of studies
exploring the relationship between culture, economy and the media. My research
approach is informed by the question of ethics and values in the media production I am
here researching and the theoretical framework I use (see sections 1.5 and 1.6, below) is

central to enabling this.

The absence of the producer in the literature

In 1982, film critic and writer David Thomson published a trenchant article mourning the
quality of most films coming out of the Hollywood of his day, in particular criticising the
imbalance between the budgets of many films and their disastrous performance at the box
office. He attributed this largely to the influence of auteur theory and its resulting
elevation of the director as the sole and central creative force in filmmaking, and made a
strong call for the role of the producer to be re-evaluated, noting “It is a disaster that the
theory and practice of production have so wilfully been avoided in American film studies
... Minor directors have books written about them and yet the great producers are
ignored” (p. 39). Thomson’s call for attention to be paid to the producer fell on rather
deaf ears at that time, and it was not until 2014 that a collection of research essays,
described by its editors as the first volume specifically devoted to the subject, was
published (Beyond the Bottom Line: The Producer in Film and Television Studies, Spicer
et al., 2014a). In this volume, Audun Engelstad and Jo Sondre Moseng (2014) go so far
as to say: “The cult of the director, particularly in relation to European cinema, has meant

that academic attempts to analyse and discuss other types of talent involved in filmmaking
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have been virtually non-existent” (p. 45). This is something of an exaggeration, as, in the
intervening years since Thomson’s commentary, the rapid growth in the discipline of
media studies, with its offshoots media industries studies and production studies, has
resulted in discussion of the contributions made by a range of collaborators in the
production of cinema and television. ! Nevertheless, Engelstad’s and Moseng’s
statement, and indeed Spicer et al.’s book as a whole, do underline the relative paucity of

scholarship on the work of the producer to date.

Given the enduring influence of auteur theory and the resulting focus on the director in
the public arena as well as in research, it is useful to take a moment to consider it. The
doctrine grew out of the work of young French film critics, several of whom, including
Francois Truffaut and Jean-Luc Goddard, went on to direct and became known as the
nouvelle vague or New Wave. Writing in the journal Cahiers du Cinema, they sought to
spotlight the work of a range of Hollywood directors, maintaining that despite working
within a studio system, the personalities of these directors were revealed through their
films (Corrigan & White, 2009; Grant, 2008; Hanet, 1997; Petrie, 1991). They drew a
distinction between the journeyman director and the artist, and in a sense projected onto
certain Hollywood directors the achievement of creative vision that was apparent in the
work of European directors like Roberto Rossellini and Ingmar Bergman. The
subsequently much-contested concept of the director as the sole author with regard to any
and all films has proven tenacious, and it is only in recent times that the work of writers
and producers has re-emerged for the press and particularly the public as worthy of
attention, for instance with the public acclaim in this age of Netflix for the showrunner
(writer-producer) in dramatic television. The origin of the title ‘auteur theory’ is a
mistranslation by critic Andrew Sarris, who brought the idea to attention in the US in the
1960s; the English mislays the political implications of the original French ‘/a politique
des auteurs’. Sarris misfired because he inflated the concept into a theory rather than
using it as a critical tool as writers in Cahiers and in the English journal Movie had
(Corrigan & White, 2009; Petrie, 1991). His writings were critiqued at the time, for
example by Pauline Kael (1971) in her discussion of Citizen Kane and its writer Herman

Mankiewicz, and in the world of scholarship now, while some directors are deservedly

10. A range of instances from the many examples: Petrie (2007) on the art of the New Zealand cinematographer;
Ballinger (2004) on cinematographers in the US and Europe; Crittenden (2016) on the art of the film editor; Murch
(2001) on his own editing practice; LoBrutto (1992) on production designers; Harper (2009) on the marriage of sound
and music in visual media; and Booth (2008) on making film music in Bollywood.
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discussed as visionaries, there is as noted a growing appreciation of the contributions of

all key contributors to the making of a film.

Given this background, it is not entirely surprising that scholarly consideration of the
producer has been notably absent, but the elevation of the director is only one aspect of
this discussion. Spicer et al. (2014b) quote Michael Balcon, the producer who ran Ealing
Studios in its heyday, describing himself as “the creative man and the trustee of the
moneybags” (p. 10) and this marriage of art and commerce, a twin focus which the
working producer takes for granted, has proven to be a core problematic in academic
consideration. By titling their volume Beyond the Bottom Line, Spicer et al. (2014a) are
referencing the historical view propounded by the traditional film studies approach of the
producer as a suspect figure, one whose philosophy is solely expedient, dictated only by
concern for the bottom line, and representing “an unwelcome reminder of film’s
showground origins, its lack of cultural capital” (Spicer, 2004, p. 34). This perception of
vulgarity is grounded not just in the commercial origins of cinema, but also in the larger-
than-life personas that producers like Samuel Goldwyn and David Selznick evinced in
the zenith of Hollywood’s studio period, a stereotype maintained to the present day
(though arguably starting to be broken) by the likes of Harvey Weinstein.!! In his analysis
of cinema screenplay development in the UK, Lyle (2015) views the problem of the art—
commerce dichotomy as arising from a lack of industry knowledge among researchers.
He presents examples of mistaken assumptions in research that I suggest would be
familiar to all working screen producers and, with reference to his own focus on the
development process, he explores the role of the producer as creative leader, commenting
that the “creative contribution of producers ... is often overlooked” (p. 231) particularly

when it comes to the process of conception of a film.

The work of the producer has evolved as modes of production have changed; it is
practised in varying ways depending on the historical, industrial or social conditions, and
this underlines the need to anchor study of the role in specific and relevant contexts.
Spicer (2004) points, for instance, to the differences between the Hollywood modes of
production discussed by Janet Staiger in Bordwell et al. (1985) and Rachel Low’s (1985)

discussion of the British production context. This importance of contextual specificity is

11. In New Zealand, perhaps the three best-known film producers outside the industry have been John O’Shea, John
Barnett and Peter Jackson, all of them with a larger-than-life aura, which could be read as an awareness of the
importance of showmanship in attracting press attention and therefore reaching audiences.
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reflected in more recent discussions of the producer’s role in, for instance, Hong Kong
(Chan, 2010), Germany (von Rimscha, 2011), the UK (Porter, 2012), Norway (Engelstad
& Moseng, 2014), Australia (Ryan et al., 2014), Denmark (Redvall, 2016) and the Czech
Republic (Szczepanik, 2018). The framing of the producer’s role within a national
cinema is just one possible context, and the various essays in Spicer et al. (2014a) discuss
the work of the producer within a range of contexts: historical, theoretical, industrial,
national, and transnational. Notably, none of the researchers mentioned here addresses
the Indigenous context which is the focus of this study and this is an omission that this

present research project is designed to rectify.

Overview of the thesis: Chapter summary

The term ‘creative producer’ is widely used in the production industry to underline what
many producers consider to be axiomatic: that their work requires creative insight as
much as it requires business acumen, and producers tend to spread along a continuum,
with few whose talents lie solely in the financial sphere and few whose creativity is
wholly unmoored from an ability to raise investment, oversee a budget and successfully
deliver the film to the marketplace (Bloore, 2013; Pardo, 2010). This research explores
all the elements that make up the practice of the creative producer within a contextual
particularity which shapes the research and the practice together. The shape of this thesis
as a whole is designed to shine light on the varying facets that contribute to this work,
separating out the individual elements of the overall creative system before bringing them

together in the conclusion.

Chapter 1 lays the groundwork for this exploration by reviewing the literature which
pertains to the subject, framing the discussion within the relevant area of cultural studies
before moving on to the specific area of screen production to identify the research gap
that I am addressing. The chapter then discusses in detail the elements of
Csikszentmilahyi’s systems model of creativity — the domain, the individual and the field
— and the methods used in this research. This chapter thus sets up the body of the thesis,
which is shaped around the three elements of the systems model as they pertain to the

work of the Maori film producer.

Chapters 2 and 3 explore the domain of Maori filmmaking to answer the research
question: What constitutes the screen production context for this research? As this
research has progressed, it has become clear to me that there are substantial gaps in the
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written history of Maori filmmaking, particularly in the modern era since the 1970s. My
own participation in screen production since the 1980s, while much of it was in the
mainstream, means that I am well informed about the period, and my personal friendship
and working relationship with some of the key figures through this period to the present
day gives me a perspective that enables me to write authoritatively about this time. These
two chapters therefore trace Maori filmmaking from its origins to the present day,
bringing to the discussion an understanding of the broad range of influences on it.
Chapter 2 covers development through the 20% Century, including the changing nature of
the political and social worlds within which this filmmaking has developed; the
foundational importance of key individuals and their practice; the struggle by many
filmmakers against political and institutional headwinds; and the place of mainstream
producers and policy makers in enabling and constraining Maori creative progress.
Chapter 3 continues this exploration, tracing developments through the 215 Century and
providing a detailed discussion of the changes in both domestic and international

Indigenous filmmaking opportunities and achievement.

Chapter 4 addresses the position of the individual within the systems model of creativity
to answer the research question: What are the key influences on the screen producer’s
decision-making process? Every project brings together a different group of artists and
craftspeople who work as one for the duration of the film before scattering and
recombining in different groups as they move on to the next film. For the period of
production, the workers feel like a family, even if sometimes a very dysfunctional family.
Over the period of my working life, I have belonged to many such families and
overarching all is the larger family of Indigenous filmmakers, both local and international.
In this chapter, I bring into play the voices of a number of Maori producers who illustrate
the diversity of origins and intentions in the larger landscape we all share. These
producers are all industry colleagues of mine and, at the time I interviewed them for this
research (late 2018/early 2019), they were among the most experienced Maori film
producers in Aotearoa NZ. Discussion in this chapter traverses how we all came to be
producers and the joys and pains of the craft. Specifically, it explores aspects of practice
particular to Indigenous creatives including commitments beyond the immediate work
that come from the obligation of being a storyteller for those who lack voice, and the
opportunities afforded through this to contribute to the growth of wellbeing of the

community. Notably, it discusses the range of hopes that minority producers share,
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including the desire to move beyond the burden of representation some feel they continue

to struggle under.

Chapter 5 explores the field or ‘network of experts’ in the systems model to answer the
final research question: How does the screen producer exercise her creative authority to
achieve an intended outcome? The exploration takes the form of a case study of a
documentary I produced, released in 2015, called The Price of Peace. I use the case study
to look at three specific aspects of the producer’s craft: raising finance, exercising
editorial judgment and taking the film to market. Through this, I detail the day-to-day
decision-making that the producer engages in to illuminate how creative authority is
exercised and how the producer responds to the requirements of the field. The field in
Maori filmmaking is complex: it includes many of those who constitute the field in
mainstream filmmaking in Aotearoa NZ, as well as a range of people or organisations
who bring specifically Indigenous influence to bear, both locally and internationally. The
development of this field is ongoing as the nature of Maori filmmaking changes with the
growth of opportunities, and the case study, while detailing a relatively low-budget
documentary, offers an examination of many of the key elements that now make up this

field.

The thesis is brought to a conclusion with a discussion of the findings in the research,
looking at the implications therein and drawing out the significance of this exploration of
my own practice and that of my peers, what this has to say about Maori filmmaking in
the present and what it may presage for the work of the Indigenous producer going
forward. Ilook again at Csikszentmihalyi’s original systems model of creativity, and the
theoretical structure underlying this enquiry, and I find that a revision is required to
adequately conceptualise the work of the Indigenous screen producer. In revising the
model, I consider the key dimensions of difference that set the Maori screen producer’s
creative practice apart from that of non-Maori or mainstream producers. The implications
of these differences then lead me to a new version of Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model,
reconceptualising it through te ao Maori or the Maori worldview. In this way I extend
Csikszentmihalyi’s model by incorporating the Western conceptualisation into a Maori
framework, and through the commonalities we share with our Indigenous cousins
internationally, I argue this version of the model could be applied beyond te ao Maori to
represent the creative practice of filmmakers from other Indigeneities (allowing for
adjustments to reflect their particular Indigeneity).

13
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My development of the model of the work of the Maori screen producer as a creative
system of practice, and by extension the work of the Indigenous producer as a creative
system of practice, offers new knowledge in rethinking a Western model from an
Indigenous perspective. Additionally, in the course of the research, I have developed a
visualisation of the documentary film value chain (see section 5.3 below): value chains
have been constructed for a variety of aspects of filmmaking but I have not found any
evidence of this thinking being applied to the production of documentaries and this is
further new knowledge produced in the course of writing this thesis. The thesis as a
whole offers a considerably more detailed history of Maori filmmaking than has hitherto
been available, with newly conceived illustrated timelines of Maori feature films (in
section 4.3, with an extended version in Appendix A). In taking a production studies
approach, I have produced an analysis which offers a holistic understanding — historical,
social, and industrial — of how Maori filmmaking reached its present moment. The world
of filmmaking is evolving very rapidly and I see this research as foundational for further

enquiry, and I make suggestions for such enquiry in the concluding chapter.
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Chapter 1: Mapping the theoretical terrain

CHAPTER 1: Mapping the theoretical terrain

1.1 Introduction

This chapter considers the scholarly and theoretical terrain in which this study is
conducted. To be precise, within the discipline of cultural studies, its intellectual home
is an offshoot of media industry studies which has emerged in the last fifteen years called
media production studies. In this literature review, therefore, I first provide an overview
of the territory germane to media industry studies and then discuss media production
studies, considering perspectives which influence my own research. Subsequently, I
discuss the literature pertaining to the Indigenous screen production landscape and make
the argument that this is where a gap in the current research into the work of the producer
exists. Finally, considering how to address this gap, I detail the methodological approach
I use to examine my own practice, which enables me to place that practice within its
historical, social and political context with the aim of contributing new knowledge, not
just to the field of media production studies but also to the field of Indigenous media

studies.

As a scholarly pathway for researching the making and meaning of media, media
production studies focuses on sites of media production as diverse and differentiated
communities. This enables the exploration of specific production practice, considered as
an intersection where political, cultural and economic forces meet. In other words, while
positioned within cultural studies, media production studies in fact functions within a
multidisciplinary framework, focusing its lens on those who produce media artefacts, or
in John Caldwell’s (2016) term, those who operate in the world of “slippery, shifting, and
unruly modes of production” (p. xviii). In doing this, production studies positions the
values and understandings that media workers draw from their own experience as the site
of meaning making. It has emerged from a background of media industry scholarship, a
research focus which itself inherits theoretical and methodological frameworks from

cultural, film and media studies (Macdonald, 2013; Schatz, 2014).

1.2 Media industry studies

Historical influences on media industry scholarship include the Frankfurt School with its
humanities-based approach in bringing to the fore questions about mass media industries
and texts, and research in social science exploring the effects of mass communication on
the public. The term ‘mass’ was foundational in much of the original theorising of media,

but has limited application in the present day and the current definition of ‘industry’ is
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far removed from its original Fordist connotations (Holt & Perren, 2009; Lotz, 2009).
The ‘industry’ in media industry studies is no longer an object for analysis that is bound,
for example, by national borders, or even by specific forms of media. This perspective
reflects work done by a number of key cultural and media theorists in the early 21
Century (J. T. Caldwell, 2008; Garnham, 2005; Hesmondhalgh, 2002; Jenkins, 2006) on
which scholars in media industry research have built (for example, Freeman, 2016;
Havens & Lotz, 2017; Havens et al., 2009; Mayer, 2011, 2016; Perren, 2013; Wasko &
Meehan, 2013). The work of these scholars has contributed to bringing media industry
studies to a position where it now applies a broad range of research perspectives to the

remarkably complex landscape in which the media industries in the present day operate.'?

The sheer variety of approaches to theorising the field of media industry studies can give
the researcher pause!? and it can be argued this reflects the diversity and range of elements
that need to be considered in any comprehensive discussion of the field (Freeman 2016;
Holt & Perren, 2009; Macdonald, 2013). As an example, the ‘Industrialization of
Culture’ framework proposed by Timothy Havens and Amanda Lotz (2012) posits three
levels of influence in the operation of media industries. The first is the mandate or goals
of a particular media organisation which may be, for example, commercial or non-
commercial, governmental or community-based, mainstream or alternative. The second
is the conditions of the larger media sector within which the organisation is operating:
this may include, for example, government regulation, technological developments, and
economic considerations. The third is the day-to-day practices within the organisation,
which will vary depending on the medium, the audience and so on. These levels sit within
the enclosing influence of the wider culture within which the organisation functions and
from which it draws its resources, and all levels contribute to the production of the
individual media text. Matthew Freeman (2016) focuses less on specific practice and
more on the “discourses communicated by media industry practitioners, and thus the ways
in which media practitioners narrativise the transformation of deep social structures into
clear sets of meanings and understandings about media industries” (p. 13). These
discourses for Freeman connote the ‘discursive context’ which he places together with

the ‘societal context’ and the ‘corporate context’ as “overlapping principles” (p. 13) for

12. Holt and Perren’s (2019) review of the preceding decade discusses a “stunning expansion” of research in the field
(p- 31).

13. Lotz (2009) notes the following: circuit of cultural production (du Gay), cultural economy (du Gay & Pryke),
creative industries (Hartley), cultural industries (Hesmondhalgh), critical industrial practices (Caldwell), critical media
industry studies (Havens et al.) (p. 28).
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the study of media industry practices. Freeman sees the ‘discursive context’ as not
necessarily concerning actual practice but I would argue that the study of a ‘discursive
context’ can only be fully informed if the practice underlying it is brought under the
microscope. This view is informed by my understanding of the complications and
contradictions inherent in the forms and sites of media practice I have experienced. For
example, to the outside eye there may appear little difference between the work of a drama
producer within a large television company and that of the producer of an independent
feature film: both do essentially the same job, yet the ‘meanings and understandings’ that
might be generated from the two different situations of practice would, from my
experience, be highly contradictory. My view thus resonates more with the style of
approach that Havens and Lotz bring to their framework and this has influenced my

choice of methodology (see sections 1.5 and 1.6, below).

For the experienced practitioner coming to theory, knowledge of one’s own practice is
deep and the task of theorising requires seeing past the boundaries of one’s own work to
ascertain what knowledge can be offered beyond a case study. Indeed, Horace Newcomb
(2009) maintains that “every media industry study is a case study” (p. 712) by which he
means to challenge the easy generalisation which can mask how varied each instance of
media production actually is: for example, the ‘commercial’ of one industry sector or one
country or one regulatory framework may not be the ‘commercial’ of another. The call
on the researcher, therefore, is to find the patterns and relationships that do exist and it
can be argued that this task is becoming more and more complex as the production of
media itself changes, growing at the same time both more fragmented and more
integrated. Both these processes, and this fragmentation and convergence, are
fundamentally altering the production landscape and research is complicated by the
increasing complexity of the relationships between the media-maker and the consumer as
well as between media workers and those for whom they work. Mark Deuze (2009), for
example, points to the very high levels of production work done by independent
contractors, often in different cities if not in different countries, with power relationships
diffused “in a complex web of mostly temporary connections, transient links (and) short-
lived joint ventures” (p. 418). John Hartley (2009) questions, in such a post-broadcast
era and with the rise of user-generated content, whether the term ‘industry’ is any longer
appropriate in the discussion of media, carrying as it does implications of ideology that
he considers outdated and/or irrelevant. These points are relevant when it comes to

discussing many of those who work in production, particularly in a field like filmmaking,
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in the small-country media ecology that pertains in Aotearoa New Zealand, where it is

not uncommon to hear those working in the film industry refer to it as a cottage industry.'*

There has been recognition by a number of scholars that the field of media industry
studies is in need of a more consolidated methodological approach (for example,
Freeman, 2016; Hesmondhalgh, 2015; Wasko & Meehan, 2013). However, they differ
about the way forward. Without wishing to revisit historical arguments between cultural
studies and political economy in detail, it is interesting to note how the inheritance of
those arguments plays through the discussion. Janet Wasko and Eileen Meehan (2013)
are critical of approaches which problematise, and in many ways reject, political economy
theory and methods, arguing that much of the literature on the political economy of media
in reality does engage in a much broader analysis than those they are critiquing allow.
They argue that identifying new approaches (as, for instance, Havens et al.’s ‘Critical
Media Industry Studies’) is simply unnecessary and reflective of a jaundiced view of
political economy prevalent in both academic and cultural policy areas. Thomas Schatz
(2014), on the other hand, expresses concern that the agency of the individual is not
considered enough in media industry studies and sees the political economy approach
outweighing attention to the creative and cultural aspects of the field. He places particular
focus on what authorship is and how it operates, and how the work of the author
(individual or collective) generates change or disrupts the industrial production of culture.
Caldwell (2013) also makes a forceful argument against overestimating the determining
role of industry and emphasises the need for humanities-based scholars to be engaged in
the research of media industries. Both recognise what Schatz (2014) characterises as
“aesthetic, humanistic and cultural concerns ... alongside issues of ownership, commerce

and control” (p. 39) and this approach is reflected in this present research.

1.3 Media production studies

It can be argued that research which has emerged in the last ten years or so has laid solid
foundations on which media production studies can progress (for example, Banks et al.,
2016a; Bloore, 2013; J. Caldwell, 2013; J. T. Caldwell, 2008; Herbert et al., 2020; Mayer,
2011; Mayer et al., 2009b; Paterson et al, 2016). John Caldwell, in his groundbreaking
study Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and

14. The outsize presence of Peter Jackson’s companies and productions, together with use of local crews and locations
in Aotearoa NZ by companies such as Amazon, masks the real scale and fragility of the local film industry as a whole
(see sections 4.5 and 4.6, below).
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Television (2008), called for an ‘integrated cultural-industrial method’ of analysis,
seeking “to find and articulate examples of critical theory embedded within the everyday
of workers’ experience” (p. 5). He articulated clearly what media-makers know
intrinsically in explicating how, within their processes of production, they employ critical
judgment and analyse their work as they work. In doing this, he paid close attention to
how media practitioners communicate among themselves and to others, and focused
strongly on how workers in what he called the “industrial food chain” (p. 3) self-theorise.
To a researcher like myself, coming from industry, his observations and subsequent
analyses resonate with my own experience.!> Caldwell’s research was conducted among
the film communities of Los Angeles but much of his discussion can be applied across
other screen production ecologies, though as he points out, screen production processes
“function on a microsocial level as local cultures and social communities in their own

right” (p. 2).

As indicated above, my own sense that studies of production should be grounded in the
specificities of a particular practice is based on my knowledge of how difficult it can be
for an outsider to access the inner workings of industry and how easily, therefore,
important elements influencing that practice can be overlooked or misunderstood. This
view is supported by Lee and Zoellner (2019) and by Banks et al. (2016b), who maintain
that research into the first-hand experience of media-makers enables “new insights into
otherwise opaque industrial processes” (p. xi), assisting better understanding of how
production communities connect with and are influenced by government policy,

economic constraints, industry structures, and so on.

What constitutes media production and where it takes place has changed remarkably over
the relatively short period since Caldwell published his foundational 2008 study. New
forms of media production such as social media and gaming have matured, industries
such as journalism and music have changed almost beyond recognition, and fundamental
changes are taking place in both the film and television industries. Underlying all this is
the rapid rate of technological change as the internet has radically altered the relationship
between producers and consumers by making both dependent on internet-enabled

products and platforms for “formatting, distributing, accessing, and sharing media

15. Two examples are his view that the industry distinction between ‘creatives’ above-the-line and ‘workers’ below-
the-line is “suspect” from a research point of view (J. T. Caldwell, 2008, p. 406n), and his commentary on the ease
with which industry executives understand the links between economic and aesthetic value, a linkage which, as noted
earlier, troubles many researchers (p. 234).
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content” (Deuze & Prenger, 2019, p. 13). Banks et al. (2016b) include magazine
production, comic books and promotional media as sites of production and this indicates
the breadth of perspective in scholarship now on what constitutes a media text, how that
text is shaped, what the influences of both the individual media producer and the political,
cultural and economic contexts within which she operates are, and how these micro and
macro foci can together illuminate the underlying meaning of media text and media
production. This research aims similarly to combine the micro foci of the production of
a specific text and the detail of the producer’s practice with the macro foci of the political,
cultural and economic context within which that practice takes place. That context is
Maori screen production and this chapter now considers the research within media

production studies that is applicable here.

1.4 The context of production studies in the Maori screen landscape

Spicer et al. (2014b) draw attention to the need to evaluate and understand the specificities
of individual producers’ practices and the contexts within which they are conducted as a
requisite for understanding national cinemas, and Meir (2014) acknowledges this point,
drawing attention to the significance of the producer to understanding “national and
transnational media ecologies” (p. 279). The Indigenous screen landscape is a
transnational media ecology that, as noted earlier, has begun to attract widespread
attention in the international industry and among international audiences (Mitchell, 