Using literature to promote global citizenship
Literature provides springboards for tapping international students’ funds of knowledge, introducing
features of New Zealand culture and encouraging intercultural exchange.
For example, the New Zealand poems The camphorwood chest (p.1), Gunner’s lament (p.4) and
We, who live in darkness (p.7) offer textual prompts for international and domestic students to share
cultural knowledge. The Camphorwood chest written by Chinese New Zealander Alison Wong
explores Chinese and Japanese themes. James K Baxter’s The gunner’s lament spotlights New
Zealand’s involvement in the Vietnam War and compares Vietnamese and Māori defence of their
land. Hone Tuwhare’s We, who live in darkness poetically introduces the Māori creation myth which
contains parallels with the Chinese creation myth. It also introduces power distance concepts and
layered expressions of oppression and the yearning for emancipation.

The camphorwood chest
Alison Wong
he dreams of a Japanese garden
a room with nothing but a chair
a vase of white lilies
a view of water
but my home is like a camphorwood chest
that Chinese mothers give their daughters
it is carved with the detail of living
a phoenix with wings raised for flight
a pine tree leaning forever in the wind
lotus flowers and chrysanthemums
clouds that could be leaves that could be clouds
from here I look out over water

Wong, A. (2006). Cup. Wellington: Steele Roberts.
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The camphorwood chest
Alison Wong

1. Content

(a)

What feelings does the imagery of the Japanese garden create?
Evidence:

(b)

What does the camphorwood chest represent in the poem?
Evidence:

(e)

What are four (i) cultural symbols in the text and (ii) their associated meaning?

2. Organisation

(a) How are the lines organised into stanzas?
Why?
(b) What is interesting about the line length?

3. Language

Identify two language devices
Language device one:

effect:
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Language device two:

effect:

4. Theme
Reflecting on content, organisation and language devices, write down the theme of the poem.
Discuss with your group.
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The gunner’s lament
James K Baxter
A Maori gunner lay dying
In a paddyfield north of Saigon,
And he said to his Pakeha cobber,
‘I reckon I’ve had it, man!
‘And if I could fly like a bird
To my old granny’s whare
A truck and a winch would never drag
Me back to the Army.
‘A coat and a cap and a well-paid job
Looked better than shovelling metal,
And they told me that Te Rauparaha
Would have fought in the Vietnam battle.
‘On my last leave the town swung around
Like a bucket full of eels.
The girls liked the uniform
And I liked the girls.
‘Like a bullock to the abattoirs
In the name of liberty
They flew me with a hangover
Across the Tasman Sea,
‘And what I found in Vietnam
Was mud and blood and fire,
With the Yanks and the Reds taking turns
At murdering the poor,
‘And I saw the reason for it
In a Viet Cong’s blazing eyes –
We fought for the crops of kumara
And they are fighting for rice.
‘So go and tell my sweetheart
To get another boy
Who’ll cuddle her and marry her
And laugh when the bugles blow,
‘And tell my youngest brother
He can have my shotgun
To fire at the ducks on the big lagoon,
But not to aim it at a man,
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‘And tell my granny to wear black
And to carry a willow leaf,
Because the kid she kept from the cold
Has eaten a dead man’s loaf,
‘And go and tell Keith Holyoake
Sitting in Wellington,
However long he scrubs his hands
He’ll never get them clean.’

Hunt, S. (2010). James K. Baxter poems: Selected and introduced by Sam Hunt. Auckland: Auckland University Press.

The Gunner’s Lament
James K Baxter

Glossary
gunner
lament:
Saigon:
Pakeha:
cobber:
whare:
bullock:
abattoir:
kumara:
bugle:
Keith Holyoake:
Te Rauparaha:

soldier who controls a powerful gun
a cry of sorrow
Ho Chi Minh City
European New Zealander
friend
Maori for house
castrated bull; bull whose testicles have been cut off
factory where animals are killed for meat
sweet potato (important food in traditional Maori culture)
musical instrument used in the army
New Zealand prime minister during the Vietnam War
famous chief in New Zealand history

1. The opening stanza sets the scene – a gunner dying in a paddy field north of Saigon.
What mood is expressed in the second stanza? What are his thoughts about
joining the army?

2. Stanza three: What was the reason the gunner joined the army?

3. How does the view of being a soldier in stanza five contrast to the feeling in stanza four?
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4. Stanza six: What is Baxter’s view of the necessity of the Vietnam War and the actions of
the United States and its allies (among them, New Zealand)? Does he attribute blame to
one side or the other?

5. Stanza seven: How does the poet make a connection between the Viet Cong and Māori?

6. Stanzas eight to eleven: The Maori gunner ‘signs off’ by relaying messages to his girlfriend,
youngest brother, granny (grandmother) and Keith Holyoake. How does the mood in the
final stanza differ from the previous three stanzas?

7. Discuss the organisation and shape of the poem. How does it progress?

8. What is the impact of the structure and shape of this poem?

9. Comment on Baxter’s imagery, particularly his use of simile. How does this powerfully convey
the theme of the poem?
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We, who live in darkness
Hone Tuwhare

It had been a long time of it
wriggling and squirming in the swamp of night
And what was time, anyway? Black intensities
of black on black on black feeding on itself?
Something immense? Immeasureless?
No more.
There just had to be a beginning somehow.
For on the top of reaching a slow rise suddenly
eyes I never knew I possessed were stung by it
forcing me to hide my face from the earth.
It was light, my brothers. Light.
A most beautiful sight infiltered past
the armpit hairs of the father. Why, I could
even see to count all the fingers of my hands
held out to it; see the stain – the clutch of
good earth on them.
But then he moved.
And darkness came down even more oppressively
it seemed and I drew back tense; angry.
Brothers, let us kill him – push him off.

This poem reflects the Māori creation myth which describes the children of Rangi (sky father)and Papa (earth
mother) breaking free of their parents.

Tuwhare, H. (1987). Mihi. Auckland: Penguin.
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We who live in darkness
Hone Tuwhare

Hone Tuwhare

Before reading:
Do people in your country believe that children should always obey their parents?
Do people in your country believe that children should become independent from their parents,
even if it causes the parents to feel unhappy?

Reading the poem:
1. Organisation
What is the mood in the first stanza, and how does it shift and change from stanza to
stanza?
Stanza one:
Evidence:
Stanza two:
Evidence:
Stanza three
Evidence:
Stanza four
Evidence:
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2. Lineation
Tuwhare uses irregular line length in each stanza. What might be one reason for this?

3. Language features
(i) What is interesting about the following words? Why are they used?
Immeasureless
infiltered
(ii) What is the effect of the repetition of the word black?
intensities
of black on black on black

3. Theme

push him off

At one level, the phrase ‘push him off’ final line represents the rebellion of the children of Papa
and Rangi. Are there other layers of meaning that can be interpreted in this line and in the poem as
a whole?
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