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1.  Abstract 

Stargazing in the wilds of New Zealand is a wondrous thing. The cool, clean air chills your 

lungs, the only sound is the quiet rustle of trees and lonely birds and the sky. The bedazzled 

night seems to move with glittering stars, with distant galaxies resting in a milky swirl. Those 

existential thoughts kick in as you stare: what does the future hold for New Zealand? Will this 

brilliantly starry night still be here in 10 years? What will it be in 100 years? Will we ever settle 

on those stars? 

Future pondering continue: maybe the world will become a cultural hotpot as in The Fifth 

Element (Besson, 1997). It could equally be a technological dystopia The Matrix (Wachowskis’, 

1999). Maybe all the cultures will form their own worlds, each diverse and wonderful, like those 

in the Star Wars franchise(1977-2019). These worlds linger in the mind, allowing thoughts to 

wander on how close it is to your own reality and your own world; but how often does science 

fiction capture the identity New Zealand? The genre has seen global popularity on television 

and film for decades, with award winning works such as Black Mirror (Brooker, 2011 -2019), 

Interstellar (Nolan, 2014) or District 9 (Blomkamp, N., 2009) showing just a few examples of the 

genre’s strength. Following this consideration the focus of the following research is: 

How can the science fiction film genre be used to explore cultural identities within New 
Zealand? 
 
New Zealand has a range of cultural identities, some old and some new.  These cultures 

possess a range of perspectives and attitudes, over time showing that New Zealand holds no 

single identity, but an abundance of identity. Often explored and represented in cinema, New 

Zealand cultural identity is something audiences celebrate, adding these characteristics to our 

cultural agenda (Petrie & Stuart, 2008). However, is this representation balanced or honest? 

Exploring New Zealand cultural identities would need to cover many perspectives, which 

is able to be covered in contemporary media using a webseries. These smaller episodes 

provide a way for stories to be told in an engaging and entertaining way, while simultaneously 

contributing to cultural discourse. 
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2. Methods 

The initial tools used to carry out the research were grounded theory and intertextual analysis, 

joined later by identity theory. The principles of grounded theory, outlined by Kathy Charmaz 

(2014), encourage a heuristic approach where the research has more freedom to pursue 

avenues of theory and data. For this reason a range of text mediums were used in the research: 

essays, novels, films & web-series. Based on the works of Glaser & Straus (1965, 1967), this 

method encourages a pragmatic and creative approach, lending itself well to a project with a 

creative output, in this case a web-series. The link between image and text is a key constant to 

the work of academic practice (Pink, S. 2014, p.125-149), which is especially true for the 

audio-visual nature screen arts. 

 

Key claims are drawn from texts, allowing them to be categorised for further, more directed 

analysis (see Appendix 1). Texts are reviewed following categorisation and unpacked with a 

clearer direction. This meant the research found its purpose and outcome over time; initially 

thoughts of landscape served as the key function, but upon further expansion of identity theory 

the research showed that perspectives on the matter were a much broader subject than that.  

 

2.1 Identity Theory 

The works of Hall (2012) and Smith (2011) support that the identity is an ever-changing, 

many-splendored thing; that the identity of what New Zealand is and represents may be 

different at every time for every person. The depth of context provided by identity theory made 

analysis of texts more critical, unpacking from different perspectives and potential outcomes. By 

combining identity theory with grounded theory the research took on a somewhat personified 

nature, as categories become more clearly linked they developed their own sense of identity. 

The nature of grounded theory means works of film, art, music may be included as reference 

texts, leading to categories taking on a synaesthetic nature. This lends itself directly to a 

creative output, where an audiovisual medium may use the research categories as narrative 

and stylistic metaphor. The categories developed in this research guided what these metaphors 

would be, so as noted in the literature review a few core concepts were followed: the triad of 
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science fiction; the five identifiers of New Zealand film; and the variety of perspectives gathered 

from identity theory.  

 

2.2 World Building through Grounded Theory 

 
Figure 1: Sam Neil in Sleeping Dogs (Donaldson, 1977) 

 
Grounded theory provided its flexibility when gathering data, which has clear showing in 

the output: a web-series proposal with the intention of exploring ideas in the same way. 

Grounded theory shows its strength in gathering from a wide range of mediums, an essay on 

the role of landscape in cinema shares it’s space with a Missy Elliot music video to form a 

unique perspective on the research question. This would lead to a core concept in the creative 

output of this project: research categories as world design. The series uses the data drawn from 

research to inform the world design and production processes for a practical output. For 

example, the work of Byrnes (2015) draws first data from the journals kept by Pakeha 

land-surveyors as they explored New Zealand. This thematic has been combined with narrative 

& character thematics of John Mulgan’s Man Alone (1939), an archetype used in other scifi, 

such as Stalker (Tarkovsky, 1979). This archetype follows a character as they retreat from their 

typical life, finding peace & sanctuary in isolation, exemplified in the New Zealand scifi film 

Sleeping Dogs (1977) as Sam Neil fights to be left alone in a dystopian revolution. Immediately 

the research has provided a basis of cultural identity, a narrative structure for screenwriting and 

visual & audio references. 
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3. Lit Review & Discussion 
The research found three key categories in the literature review: the origin and purpose of the 

science fiction genre; the identifying features of New Zealand cinema; and the history of science 

fiction cinema in New Zealand. 

3.1. Science Fiction 
The future is a grand thing to consider; the culmination of our past and present that leads us on 

into the unknown. In this sense the future is an age-old discourse, a chance for minds of the 

world to create visions of what may be, exploring the identity of ourselves and humanity. These 

stories found their way to film, television and now the internet; providing greater opportunity for 

diverse stories of the future to be shared. A key genre for these views has been Science Fiction 

(scifi).  

From the moment the genre existed it has been used to explore ideas of what makes us 

human, hypothesising scenarios in which science, technology and reason address the 

conscious thoughts of the audience. Understanding the history of this genre and texts within it 

opens up further critical analysis in how it can and has been used. Analysing these examples of 

scifi will show the genre’s ability to utilise philosophy as an exploration of existence and identity. 

Themes of humanism, race and feminism will be followed, picking up smaller philosophies along 

the way to build a generic self-construal (Smith, 2011, p. 250). As philosophy and society often 

have recurring themes it is important for these pieces of scifi to hold character, serving as a 

cultural identifier for its point in history. To represent these cultural identifiers requires creativity 

of the film makers, something which scifi shows evidence of throughout a range of cultures. 

 

Scifi Origins: Utility of the Vague 

The origin of science fiction is difficult to pinpoint, but Freedman (2013) notes the first use of the 

term can be dated back to pulp publications of Hugo Gernsback in the 1920s, where weekly 

low-quality serials told stories of science-gone-wrong. Freedman notes there are earlier texts 

that fit the generic signifiers, such as works of Mary Shelley and Jules Verne, but simply did not 

use the nonexistent term. Freedman goes on to include the example of Dante’s Inferno, due to 

the scientific rationale that at the time of publication could be seen as science fiction, which 
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leads to the bold claim that “It may even begin to appear that ultimately nearly all fiction - 

perhaps even including realism itself - will be found to be science fiction” (p. 34). Telotte (2001) 

supports this argument, as scifi can be seen as a genre that is flexible and accessible to writers 

and filmmakers because of its vagueness.. 

 

The vagueness of sci fi's generic definition has led to it becoming a generic slang, where a work 

may use the elements of science fiction on a base of drama, romance, horror etc. The elements 

of a genre are often seen in the practical conventions used to construct it, such as the 

cinematography or story elements that are used. In the film noir genre these elements could be 

seen in the high contrast lighting and chiaroscuro, setting the tone for tales of crime and 

betrayal; in the samurai film genre these elements could be seen in the use of authentic 

costume or the use of prop, where the katana take on a soulful symbolism. Film noir has French 

origin and samurai film has Japanese origin, with wildly different subjects, yet when the two are 

compared they may share several generic elements.  

 

Figure 2 : Reed’s The Third Man (1949) and Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai (1954). 

 

 

 

A script or idea for a film may be based on the key elements of a genre but absorb the styles 

and influences of others to create a work with more personality and identity. This is where scifi’s 

utility of vagueness steps in, using the three signifiers of science fiction. 
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The Triad of Science Fiction 

Telotte (2001) unpacks a range of generic signifiers found within scifi films (props, settings, 

costumes, characters) but finds that the broadness of the genre means these are not reliable 

signifiers for the generic slang. Instead scifi is best identified by a triad of signifiers: Science, 

Reason & Technology. 

 

Figure 3: A diagram of Telotte’s ‘Triad of Science Fiction’ (2001) 

 

If a generic work explores these three areas if can be seen as a work of scifi. Telotte 

summarises these three points: Science can be seen as the known laws of the universe; reason 

as the internal and external critical thought; and technology proposing ideas of progress (2001, 

pp. 140-197). 

 

The Triad in Metropolis 

The function of this triad is exemplified in one of the early examples of scifi film, Metropolis 

(1927) by Fritz Lang. The film was released in post-WWI Germany, exploring the societal fears 

of modernisation, key themes of classism between the working and ruling class, coupled with 

questions of humanism & identity (Telotte, 2001; Hall, 2012). Science has advanced industry 

through the sacrifices of lower-class workers, creating a world both utopian and dystopian. 
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Reason of class and identity is questioned as a group of scientists use advanced Technology 
to create robotic humanoid, with the appearance of a woman. Metropolis also uses an early 

example of a metaphorical tool used in the scifi genre: the cyborg. These cybernetic humans 

challenge the preconceived and socially sanctioned notions of gender identity (Telotte, pp. 

49-54), exampled in Metropolis by the role of Maria, who is romanticised and demonised. This 

shows that the triad of science, technology and reason can serve as both a categorical tool and 

a basis for analysing films of the genre. 

 

 

Figure 4: Stils showing the special effects of Metropolis (Lang, 1927) 

 

Science: The Effect of Special Effects.  

Metropolis featured amazing special effects for its time, using practical miniatures and mirrors, 

moving set-pieces and tricks of editing still used to this day. Telotte identifies the use of special 

effects as a key part of scifi film, suggesting that films of the genre attempt to outdo each other 

in terms of special effects. To exemplify this, we can compare the films Mad Max 2: The Road 

Warrior (Miller, 1981) compared with the ambitious Blade Runner (Scott, 1982), the films 
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separated by just a year. Mad Max 2 was made entirely practical, real cars belching smoke 

through the Australian outback bringing a gritty realism and visual spectacle. 

 

Figure 5: The dystopian outback of Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior (Miller, 1981) 

 

 Blade Runner also uses practical film techniques as special effects, such as matte paintings 

and miniatures, much like Metropolis, but also used computer controlled camera movements to 

create a breathing futuristic world. While both films use special effects in different ways to 

achieve different goals, it can be seen that as part of the scifi genre they make use of special 

effects for building a realistic world; worlds that have been able to be revisited in sequels made 

in the last 5 years; Mad Max: Fury Road (Miller, 2015) and Blade Runner 2049 (Villeneuve, 

2017).  
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This world building creates something relatable so that viewers may believe the potential 

possibility of this fictional reality, an idea Freedman regards as the ‘Cognition Effect’ (2013, p. 

35). Telotte supports this perspective, viewing special effects as a reflexive relationship to 

technology, each advancing the other, to create a film experience which will “collapse the limits 

between matter and mind” (2001, pp, 18-30). The cognition effect grounds the film in a sense of 

reality, however the use of special effects can use this to create a sense of magical wonder to 

the world created. Consider the early examples of film, where directors like Georges Méliès 

created fantastical scifi journeys in Le Voyage dans la Lune (1902). These special effects not 

only propose a world of advanced technology but encourage the creation of advanced 

technology. Telotte regards this pattern as an ‘oedipal cold war’ (p. 24), where films using 

current technology seek to outdo films using older technology, creating a contest of the visual. 

tool that can be applied in a variety of ways; showing cultural change; advances in technology; 

or simply adding visual spectacle to a film. 

 

 

Figure 6:Colourised Frames from Le Voyage dans la Lune (Méliès, 1902) 
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Reason: Philosophy in Science Fiction 

A key identifier of the genre, as shown in the triad, is reason: a vast sentiment, to fully 

understand everything it entails is like counting stars. Reason is a term left relatively vague, 

which serves to the creative purposes of scifi, as it accommodates wide philosophical views 

(Telotte, 2001, pp. 33-58). The aforementioned Metropolis (Lang, 1927) could be approached 

through the lenses of; feminism, humanism, modernism, gender, classism and socialism; it 

could cover a wide breadth of reason. A theme throughout these views and through thoughts of 

reason as a whole is that of: Identity. In his works on identity Stuart Hall claims that identity is 

“Not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, how we have 

been represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves” (2012, p.4). This 

statement claims that a sense of identity is developed through the history of a culture or society, 

a trait that can be seen reflected in many works of film, especially in scifi. Understanding New 

Zealand’s use of scifi as a cultural tool is key in forming a critical, creative work, providing 

subtext to the world and driving the narrative with a clearer function in mind. 

As the research explored texts reason can be seen to relate to critical thought; 

addressing the conscious mind with ideas to be mulled over, that causes the viewer to question 

a viewers reason (Telotte, 2001). This is mirrored in the range of philosophical views in scifi 

media, filling in allegorical pockets of society. Reason can be simplified as the question “Why?”, 

targeted at any matter of societal function or interaction. Reason can be seen in the neurosis of 

existentialism of Stalker (Tarkovsky, 1979), where flawed humans wander through unseen 

dangers, debating what it means to live in a troubled world. Reason could be the psychedelic 

evolution of humanity, as in 2001: A Space Odyssey (Kubrick, 1968). Reason could be racial 

inequality, addressed by Afrofuturism, a subgenre starting in the civil rights movement, striving 

for a golden future of equality, where works of Sun Ra, Nichelle Nichols and Missy Elliot have 

influenced society for the better (Ashrawi, 2017; Womack, 2013). Reason can be seen in the 

ideas of sex and gender, topics inherently involved in the history of scifi, with feminism serving 

as a key topic of discussion in both the representation and creation of works (Telotte, J., 2001, 

pp. 35-111). Through this we can see that reason is representative and inclusive, an element to 

embrace and explore in the output of a web-series. As questions of “why?” extend to everyone, 

regardless of race & gender, the scifi genre is able to be explored by writers & directors of 

varied background and perspective, which supports the use of a web-series output. Rather than 
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a singular writer/director offering a singular perspective, the world of the series should be 

opened to multiple creators, representing authentic cultural identities and addressing thoughts 

of identity and reason. 

 

 

Figure 7: Stills of the ethereal, emmaddening Zone in Tarkovsky’s Stalker (1979). 

 

Scifi on Television & Beyond 

Works of science fiction cross media platforms, from it’s serial beginnings, to film, television and 

even cartoons & animated works. Star Trek (1969-present); some have only been around a few 

years but have raised significant cultural issues, such as Black Mirror (2011-2019). These 

shows may have been as successful as they are by allowing a larger universe to be explored 

through episodic narratives, which shows the value of the format of a series to illustrate the 

grand themes often explored within the scifi genre. Booker (2013) examples a range of series, 

especially noting the boom of scifi tv series made during the 1990’s. These series with a larger 

universe, filled with it’s own science, reason & technology, can explore numerous allegories and 
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social metaphors, while simultaneously exploring pop-culture and the concept of ‘hipness’ . 1

possessing a more authentic identity.  

While cinema and television serves as a focus for the research, the genre also takes on other 

forms, with animated works often embracing the genre The visual elements of these films show 

the distinctions between historical and cultural influences; consider the slick dystopian action of 

the Japanese-made Akira (Otomo, 1988) compared against the vivid & experimental 

French-made Fantastic Planet (Laloux, 1973). As the webseries has not been restricted to a 

singular style it may possess animated influences, be it entire arcs or simple shorts, which can 

further represent artistic talents of New Zealand and expand our sense of cultural identity. 

 

Science fiction has come from vague origins, where its adaptability allowed filmmakers creative 

freedom and exploration. The practical and philosophical processes of the genre have been 

used as social discourse in film, animation, television and the more contemporary medium of 

webseries. The genre shows strength in exploring and identifying cultural identities while 

creating unique works of media, proving itself as an effective genre for social discourse. The 

data gathered from the range of scifi texts has informed the creative choices made in the 

creation of the webseries: script, world building, aesthetics & philosophies. 

3.2 The Identity of New Zealand Cinema 

 

Since the arrival of the celluloid, New Zealand has had a love for filmmaking, with a range of 

genre and style being used to create an expression of our country and people. This can be seen 

in the comedic vehicular-mayhem of Goodbye Pork Pie (Mune & Murphy, 1981), or the chillingly 

dramatic Once Were Warriors (Tamahori, 1994). A range of themes and styles have been used 

throughout the countries cinematic history, yet there is a distinctive feeling 

 

 

1 ‘Hipness’ can be seen as a contemporary pop culture reference, used to engage the audience, these 
could be social memes, music or cinematic works. This is something from reality, not a narrative invention 
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The 5 Identifiers of New Zealand Cinema 

A key text in the research of New Zealand cinema was Petrie & Stuart’s A Coming of Age 

(2008), providing a history of New Zealand cinematic history, with quantitative & qualitative data 

provided by a New Zealand viewing audience. Petrie & Stuart point out narrative themes found 

within New Zealand cinema, such as the concept of John Mulgan’s Man Alone (1939), an 

archetype in which an antihero escapes from the world into the freedom of solitude. While there 

were several narrative themes which could have been used as a quick guide for writing a script, 

it lacked analytical ‘thickness’ (Geertz, 1973). Petrie & Stuart (pp. 98-135) carried out an online 

survey, through which the New Zealand viewing public was able to vote on what characteristics 

are identifier in NZ cinema, providing the following: 

 

1. Landscape 

2. Distinct Cultures 

3. Authenticity 

4. Humor 

5. Offbeat Inventiveness. 

 

Landscape 

The most common identifier was that of landscape, not solely the beautiful wilds of New 

Zealand, but also the small towns and local sights. Familiar sights of mountains, farm lands, the 

local dairies and rugby fields engage New Zealand audiences, but for different reasons. 

As the most common identifier in New Zealand cinema this was researched immediately, 

returning interesting data regarding the use of landscape. The work of Byrnes (2015) shows that 

control of landscape was key for the colonisation of New Zealand, where the marketing and 

relabeling of land by European settlers controlled the identity of Aotearoa into becoming New 

Zealand. This is supported by Harper & Rayner (2010), who view the continued use of 

landscape in New Zealand media as displacement of indigenous Maori culture. They argue that 

for almost 5 decades the New Zealand landscape has been “aestheticized, indigenized and 

gendered, acculturated, digitized and internationalized as a key commercial and cultural 

resource...” (p. 57).  The landscape of New Zealand is a point of contention and discourse, in 

both its use in cinema and throughout the dual histories of the country. Perspective offered by 
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Harper & Rayner (2010, pp. 255-267), show the dual histories of landscape in the country, 

through which spiritual ties to indigineous Maori were conflicted with utilitarian colonial mindsets. 

In terms of both landscape and identity New Zealand and Aotearoa exist as a duality, favouring 

the Pakeha side more. With such conflicting perspectives and feelings towards the subject of 

landscape it makes sense for it to become a cinematic focus. A viewing audience being shown 

a perspective on the landscape will draw on their own ideologies around it, encouraging social 

discourse on landscape in Aotearoa. These audience perspectives will involve emotional and 

psychological attachments, built by their individual self-construal (Hall, 2012), so evoking 

sensory reactions (e.g. the lighting and music of a scene when depicting landscape) creates an 

engaging and vivid perspective. Works of New Zealand cinema which use the concept of 

‘landscape of the mind’, through which the cinematography and narrative are juxtaposed with 

the landscape, linking these thoughts of conflict together (Berberich, Campbell & Hudson, 2012 

p. 19). This treatment of landscape as emotion or psychology can be seen in the quiet mana  2

the wilderness holds in Whale Rider (Caro, 2003), or in the enigmatic atmosphere of Vigil 

(Ward, 1984).  This is supported by Conrich (2009) who suggests the maddening wilds of the 

‘New Zealand Gothic’ act as cultural identifiers for New Zealand cinema, possessing their own 

distinct aesthetics .  3

 

Distinct Cultures 

Identified next are the distinct cultures within New Zealand, the personalities and groups within 

the films that share that sense of familiarity. This can be seen in the representation of 

Polynesian communities in Sione’s Wedding (Graham, 2006), or the trashy immaturity of 

Southland Bogan culture in Two Little Boys (Sarkies, 2012). Petrie & Stuart discuss the turn 

from a Pakeha male perspective to that of a more representative cinescape, showing the best 

way to represent New Zealand identities is through cultural representation. ‘New Zealandness’ 

has often been represented in cinema as pakeha male, seen in works like Sleeping Dogs 

(Donaldson, 1977) and The Quiet Earth (Murphy, 1985). As a reflexive response to this 

representation expanded, films acting as social responses with stronger representation of 

2 Mana is a term from Maori & Pacific Island cultures regarding a supernatural force which determines a 
subject’s power, influence, status and spirit. 
3 New Zealand as an ‘Eden’ but reflecting the madness and isolation of those who inhabit it, twisting paths 
and the looming unknown of the forest. This could be seen as a colonial perspective on the landscape, 
which can be utilised to a few stylistic effects. 

 



18 

female and Maori identities (Babington, 2011, pp. 188-200). This shows that cultural identity in 

New Zealand does not boil down to one group, current identity has developed within the past 50 

years (Petrie & Stuart, 2008, pp. 54-55). 

‘New Zealandness’ should then be inclusive of the range of communities and cultures in 

the country; the Chinese community who have been in New Zealand as long as the first 

European settlers; the beautiful diversity and celebration of indigenous culture in Polynesian 

communities, exampled in No. 2 (Fraser, 2006); the traditions & interactions  of Indian families 

seen in The Price of Milk (Sinclair, 2000); distinct cultures are a celebration of New Zealand 

identity which build a sense of national identity, as stated by Petrie & Stuart “once a movie helps 

us name a national characteristic, that characteristic is labelled and added to the cultural 

agenda” (pp. 54-55). 

 

Authenticity 

Authenticity, as qualified by Petrie & Stuart, are moments in cinema which show a realism and 

relatability to the audience. This could be in setting or character, even to the interactions and 

conflicts that take place . The works of New Zealand cinema which take on personal authenticity 

such as Smash Palace (Donaldson, 1982), where flawed individuals go through familial turmoil, 

trying to repair a broken family. This authenticity could also be in the relatability of the late Bruno 

Lawrence in the lead role of Smash Palace, portraying a realistic character in a dire situation. 

This authenticity could also be historical as in The Piano (Campion, 1993), where the very real 

struggles of  women in colonial New Zealand are “illustrated emotionally”. As Williams (2008) 

points out, the piano is also laden with paekha guilt, playing on the gothic atmosphere. 

Authenticity is much akin to Freedman’s cognition effect, the New Zealand audience can believe 

what they see through its relatability, whether it be setting, situation or character.  

 

Humor 

Humor is the next identifier in New Zealand cinema, being used throughout a range of genres 

and formats. The dry, musical stylings of Flight of the Conchords (2007-2009), where a New 

Zealand comedy-folk duo struggle to survive in the USA. Geoff Murphy’s Utu (1983) takes place 

in the dark and violent setting of colonial New Zealand; using the macabre humor of murder and 

cannibalism to lighten the mood and builds character. Hall (2012) explains identity is never 

 



19 

unified, but this is countered by Petrie & Stuarts identifier of humor in New Zealand cinema; 

identity may be unified, if not for a moment, by the sharing of humor. In a sense, humor in New 

Zealand cinema acts as a melding agent, joining cultural identities together; as one would 

create a highly impractical frontier weapon, like a double-double-barrel shotgun. 

 

  

Figure 8: The impractically wonderful firearm seen in Utu (Murphy, 1983) 

 

Offbeat Inventiveness 

Much New Zealand film, the Offbeat Inventiveness of our filmmakers. Petrie & Stuart point out 

that New Zealand films often have a low budget and are created through the will and problem 

solving of directors, a trait of early work from acclaimed New Zealand director Peter Jackson. 

His first feature work Bad Taste (1987), accompanied with the production short Good Taste 

made Bad Taste (Hiles, 1988) is a stellar example of offbeat inventiveness. The film is a splatter 

scifi, where aliens are harvesting humans from a small New Zealand town for their galactic fast 

food chain; a ragtag team of heroes set to thwart the aliens in a bloody fight for survival. Bad 

Taste is recorded on second hand cameras, shot by a group of friends, using properties from 

friends of family. Jackson himself directed, shot and acted (as two characters) while making 

costumes, props and special effects by hand. The film highlights offbeat inventiveness and what 

it can lead to if nurtured, showing that the resourcefulness of film makers is both an identifier 

and a skill to be utilised, even with budget constraints. 
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These five identifiers of New Zealand cinema provide a critical context to what audiences have 

related and identified with throughout the history of the countries cinematic history. Landscape 

shows the history of conflict associated with the defining natural beauty of the country; the 

distinct and varied cultures within our country whose representation build national identity; the 

authenticity of New Zealand films and filmmakers which allows a more intimate connection with 

the audience to be drawn; humor that finds its way through a range of genre and tone; and the 

offbeat inventiveness that leads to breakthrough filmmakers. 

 

Seeking Scifi in New Zealand 

The New Zealand film archive websitel Ngā Taonga (2019) provides a catalogue of films the 

nation has made in a range of formats, from feature films to music videos and episode specials, 

which enabled the link of science fiction to be explored. It does not take long to find a fact: New 

Zealand seldom makes films of the science fiction genre. Data from the website showed that of 

the 1,535 features made only 3 were scifi. When the genre is used it is used more in television, 

typically seen in series targeted towards children and young adults e.g. The Tribe (Duffin & 

Thompson, 1999-2003), Under the Mountain (Bailey, 1981) and The Boy from Andromeda 

(Tourell, 1991). This highlights a key decision for the output of the research, after seeing the 

range of ideas present in scifi and how series are often the best vessel for this (Telotte, 2001). A 

short list was compiled of scifi feature films made in New Zealand or by New Zealand directors, 

from Nga Taonga and searching through libraries. This revealed that New Zealand has created 

lower budget scifi films which are fairly difficult to locate, appearing almost by chance. 

Though not included in most resources as a New Zealand film, the research, based on New 

Zealand identity, will include Thor: Ragnarok (2017) directed by Taiki Waititi. Waititi’s works, Boy 

(2010) and Hunt for the Wilderpeople (2016) represent the five identifiers of New Zealand 

cinema, as does Thor: Ragnarok despite its setting and production. 

These films are examples of New Zealand embracing the scifi genre, with a range of 

cultural commentaries and styles. Telotte’s (2001) triad of science, reason & technology can be 

seen in each one, as well as Petrie & Stuarts 5 identifiers. These texts served useful for further 

analysis of linked categories, for example The Quiet Earth (Murphy, 1985) depicts roles of race, 

gender and existentialism in New Zealand landscapes; the ingenuity of the filmmakers create 

empty Auckland streets and locations, instantly recognisable to locals yet addressing the 

conscious thought of a dystopian future. 
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3.3 New Zealand Scifi Cinema 

While written texts provide a plethora of theoretical data, the focus of the research is how the 

science fiction genre can be used to explore cultural identities within New Zealand. These are 

the cinematic works of New Zealand science fiction listed earlier, dating from the 1970’s to 

present. Using the categorical tools of grounded theory the works were split into three groups. 

The first are scifi works made in New Zealand by Non-New Zealand directors, or outside New 

Zealand by New Zealand directors; the second category is works of New Zealand science fiction 

made pre-2000; the third are works of science fiction made this century (2000 and after). 

Applying the triad of science fiction and five identifiers of New Zealand cinema to these works 

they provide direct data to the output: narrative themes, cinematography, character archetypes, 

setting and most importantly cultural identity. There is an outlier on this list, however, Thor: 

Ragnarok (Waititi, 2017) is explored in it’s own capacity.  
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Battletruck 1982 Cokeliss, H. 

Nutcase 1980 Donaldson, R. 

Sleeping Dogs 1977 Donaldson, R. 

Eternity 2012 Galvin, A. 

Erewhon 2014 Hipkins, G. 

Bad Taste 1987 Jackson, P. 

Mortal Engines 2018 Jackson, P. 

Black Sheep 2007 King, J. 

Under the Mountain 2009 King, J. 

The Quiet Earth 1985 Murphy, G. 

Gattaca 1997 Niccol, A. 

Event 16 2006 Pearson, D. 

The Navigator 1988 Ward, V. 

Thor: Ragnarok 2017 Waititi, T. 

Turbokid 2015 Simard, Whissell & Whissell 

Z for Zachariah 2015 Zobel, C. 

Table 1: List of NZ Scifi Films. 

 

The first category has been coded in two groups: works of science fiction made by New Zealand 

directors outside of NZ and works of science fiction made in NZ by non-New Zealand Directors. 

These examples possess the triad of science fiction but fall short in the identifiers of New 

Zealand cinema. 
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Category 1: New Zealand directors filming overseas & overseas 

directors filming in New Zealand 

The films made by New Zealand directors outside New Zealand are Gattaca (Niccol, 

1997) and Mortal Engines (Jackson, 2018), (excluding Thor: Ragnarok (Waititi, 2017) which is 

able to maintain the  five identifiers of NewZealand cinema). The triad of science fiction is met 

by both works: Gattaca poses questions of morality towards genetic engineering, with the 

unaltered ‘organic-birthed’ protagonist showing flaws & determination are part of what defines 

us. Mortal Engines proposes ideas of industrial Darwinism as mobile cities literally tear each 

other apart for resources. Both depict dystopian futures, providing commentary on western 

ideals of progress, showing that New Zealand directors are able to use the aspects of science, 

reason & technology to create works of science fiction. These examples lack the identifiers of 

New Zealand cinema though, with the distinctive cultures, humor and landscapes of New 

Zealand not being used. While elements of science fiction can certainly be used, such as 

utilitarian mindsets towards resources and the morals behind advanced medicine, the lack of 

New Zealand identity lessens the impact of these examples. 

Works made in New Zealand by non-New Zealand directors are Battletruck (Cokeliss, J., 

1982),  Turbokid (Simard, Whissell & Whissel, 2015) and Z for Zachariah (Zobel, C., 2015). 

Produced by a Hollywood studio during a writers strike Battletruck was shot in New Zealand 

sourcing local talent for cast & crew, including Bruno Lawrence (NZ on Screen, 2019). This 

allowed a stronger sense of New Zealand cultural identity to come across, but still lacks the 

authenticity and humor a local audience culturally identifies with. Both Turbokid and Z for 

Zachariah make use of the New Zealand landscape, utilising the wild aesthetics of the New 

Zealand Gothic (Conrich, I. 2009) to highlight the humor and authenticity of the films. While both 

possess some of the five identifiers they do not carry all, making their use as a resource limited 

compared to others from the list. 

 

Category 2: New Zealand Scifi pre-2000 

The next category are works of New Zealand science fiction made before 2000, which possess 

both the triad of science fiction and the five identifiers of New Zealand cinema.These examples 
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provide a solid foundation in understanding the cultural use of science fiction in New Zealand’s 

history. 

Sleeping Dogs (Donaldson, R., 1977) can be seen as New Zealand’s first science fiction 

film, using the ‘man alone’ archetype in the setting of dystopian New Zealand. The triad of 

science fiction is followed, reason challenged as an individual has their agency taken from again 

and again, science & technology are questioned as the country falls into an energy crisis & civil 

war. Sleeping Dogs shows how the man alone archetype functions as both a narrative and 

aesthetic tool, with the tones and tensions reflecting that of Tarkovsky's Stalker (1979). 

In a completely different tone comes Bad Taste (1987), the first feature film by Sir Peter 

Jackson, filled with scholocky prosthetic ultraviolence. Already highlighted in the literature 

review, Bad Taste possesses the five identifiers of New Zealand cinema and the triad of science 

fiction without being too serious in tone. It demonstrates the authenticity of New Zealand film 

makers especially, with the drive to create a uniquely styled film from scratch. The data 

gathered from Bad Taste shows the versatility science fiction holds to explore cultural identity, 

creating a film with a strong sense of New Zealand identity while being wildly unique in its 

splatter style. This encourages creativity in the writing process and world building of a 

webseries, embracing ideas that are offbeat and inventive as a piece of cultural identity. 

The Quiet Earth (Murphy, G., 1985) demonstrates a more scientific approach to the 

genre, advanced weapons testing leading to the destruction of everyone on Earth, save for a 

select few. The film was released just a few months after the bombing of the Rainbow Warrior, 

an anti-nuclear Greenpeace vessel, which claimed the life of a crew member. The film 

addresses fears of America testing weapons, mirroring the reality of nuclear testing, serving as 

a piece of cultural identity (Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2015). This serves as a reminder 

that while quirkiness such as Bad Taste may be embraced, a webseries created to explore 

cultural identities of New Zealand should treat events and tragedies with a critical eye, to add to 

a national discourse. 

 The Navigator (Ward, V., 1988) takes a more surreal approach to the genre, utilising the New 

Zealand landscape to warp sense of time and space. A medieval village seek to escape the 

black plague, lead by the visions of a young boy the dig through the earth and find themselves 

in 20th century New Zealand. The Navigator may serve many narratives of reason, whether 

mirroring the nuclear fears of The Quiet Earth (Murphy, G. 1985), the fear around HIV at the 

time, or the eternal tale of the refugee seeking safety (Newall, S., 2018), showing how a single 

narrative can discuss multiple social issues simultaneously. This encourages critical thought to 
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be placed on what themes are being addressed in an output, as some ideas may hold cultural 

significance for longer. 

Early examples of New Zealand scifi show a range of topics towards cultural identity, in 

both the output and creation of work. A range of styles and tones were used, showing that 

utilising the triad of scifi and the five identifiers of New Zealand does not restrict the creativity 

and purpose behind an output. 

 

Category 3: Contemporary New Zealand Scifi 

Since the start of the new millennium New Zealand has released only 5 science fiction films. Of 

these we gain a sense of the waning popularity of the science fiction genre. Erewhon is a 

feature made by Gavin Hipkins (2014) for the New Zealand International Film Festival, based on 

the Samuel Butler novel of the same name; Black Sheep (King, J., 2006) follows the gory 

traditions set by Bad Taste (Jackson, P., 1987); and Taika Waititi puts New Zealand science 

fiction on a global stage in Thor: Ragnarok (2017). This category provides recent examples of 

what cultural identifiers have been recently explored by the genre and the styles these have 

taken. 

Erewhon (2014) provides a thoughtful, artistic approach to science fiction, by 

photographer Gavin Hipkins. The film is based on the Samuel Butler book of the same name, 

written in 1872, showing that New Zealand has created and absorbed science fiction before the 

generic works of Gernsback. The voice-over narrative tells a metaphorical tale of colonial New 

Zealand, accompanied by contemplative cinematography, giving the audience time to dwell on 

the implications of the story. The cultural discussion in the story is one of race and landscape, a 

story of colonisation, which highlights tensions still relevant in a modern context. Thoughts of 

landscape identity support the relevance of this topic, that there are still feelings of conflict 

implied by Harper & Rayner (2010) in how landscape is used and portrayed in New Zealand 

cinema. In terms of style, Erewhon, is reminiscent of Chris Marker’s La Jetée (1962), through 

which photographic framing is key to the narrative. 

Following in the footsteps of Bad Taste is another gory piece of cultural identity, 

Jonathan King’s 2006 horror comedy Black Sheep. The film follows a biological outbreak which 

has turned sheep into bloodthirsty monsters, terrorizing a small New Zealand town. Black 

Sheep uses the five identifiers of New Zealand film, especially landscape, distinctive cultures 

and humor, to paint a vivid picture of a rural community, while using the triad of science fiction to 
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matters of farming and animal testing. The film is also an interesting combination of genre, 

comedy & horror, as Telotte identifies that these films address the audience in opposite ways; 

science fiction addresses conscious thought, where horror addresses unconscious thought. If 

ideas of New Zealand cultural identity could be used in both those areas it would enable an 

immediate and lasting effect on the viewing audience, so generic styles and combinations will 

serve the creativity and identity of the webseries. 

 

New Zealand Identity in Thor: Ragnarok 

Initially included in the New Zealand directors filming outside the country, Taiki Waititi’s Thor: 

Ragnarok (2017) is able to bring his national identity to a global franchise, drawing from life in 

New Zealand to create a wonderfully Kiwi experience. The film references pieces of New 

Zealand cultural identity, whether it be New Zealand actors, references to local personalities or 

representation of indigenous Maori (Klein-Nixon & Kilgallon, 2017). While the franchise is one 

owned by American media giants Marvel Studios, Waititi was able to retain the 5 identifiers of 

New Zealand cinema. This provides relevant data for the output of a webseries: the possession 

of a New Zealand identity can be translated through multiple factors (colour, acting, dialogue), 

so while landscape is key it is not identifier of sole importance. Stuart Hall (2012, pp.8-10) 

explains that identity is not singular, it is rather a collaboration formed from exterior influences, 

not a sole factor such as landscape or authenticity. 

 

Recent additions to the catalog of New Zealand science fiction cinema are few, yet they hold 

bold and varied identities; Erewhon shows the contemplative, darker history of Aotearoa through 

landscape and narrative; Black Sheep veers wildly into carnage and laughter, highlighting 

distinctive culture; and Taika Waititi showing that a director's New Zealand identity can translate 

to a piece of global cinema. This provides a webseries with a bounty of creative 

influences,where pieces of New Zealand cultural identity, whether serious or humorous, are 

given representation. 

 
 

 



27 

5. Output: Neon Rot Webseries 

 

Let us return to the research question: How can the science fiction genre be used to explore 
cultural identities within New Zealand? Direct examples of this are lifted from works of 

science fiction from New Zealand’s cinematic history, highlighting cultural themes and features 

used, once defined they are used to inform the creation of a webseries. 

As highlighted throughout the literature review and discussion, science fiction offers a 

range of potential subjects and styles, where New Zealand identity can be seen to be just as 

wide in range. For this reason a webseries has been chosen; as it allows an episodic 

exploration into the range of ideas and perspectives that have been highlighted throughout the 

research. Jon Garon (2009, pp. 340-341) highlights that a webseries can be used for a creator 

to open doors, rather than treat these doors as financial or career focussed doors, they could 

instead be treated as doors to social discourse. Grounded theory provided a range of data, 

categorising and coding examples into groups. These groups were based primarily on their 

theoretical claims, using examples of cinema to support or argue the point, leading to each 

category earning a set of characteristics. These characteristics could be character archetypes, 

settings, soundtrack or cinematography, each category building its own identity as it became 

refined. Through this process the research categories became story arcs, focussing on set 

theme and characters to unpack the ideas of identity behind it. 

 

The webseries created is Neon Rot, a dark-comedy scifi following the lives and struggles of 

those on a recently terraformed planet, serving as a metaphor for cultures within Aotearoa/New 

Zealand. Research data has informed subject and style of the series, with character archetypes, 

narrative themes and even soundtrack being drawn from the research’s texts. This process has 

created depth to what is written, rather than being written solely for the sake of style. 

 

The Key Identifier: Landscape 

A key topic that takes place throughout research is the role landscape plays in New Zealand 

identity. While New Zealand audiences see landscape as a key identifier in their cinema (Petrie 

& Stuart, 2008), it also serves as a point of conflict for the identities of colonised & coloniser in 
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New Zealand & Aotearoa (Berberich, Campbell & Hudson, 2012; Harper & Rayner, 2010). This 

could have become the focus of the research, given the richness in discourse as New Zealand’s 

cultural identity, however grounded theory allowed an objective re-approach. Works of identity 

theory (Berberich, Campbell & Hudson, 2012, pp. 18-20; Smith, P., 2011, p. 252-263) state that 

landscape is not an individual thing, it is defined and shaped by cultures, beliefs and ideas; it is 

simultaneously a physical object and an idea, existing in an identity of duplicity. To properly 

explore cultural identity of New Zealand a broad range of ideas would need to be explored, 

rather than a singular factor like landscape; the five identifiers of New Zealand cinema would all 

be used. However, given its importance as an identifier, something the New Zealand audience 

can engage and relate to, landscape will be used as a narrative theme, with shooting locations 

taking place within the varied landscapes within NZ. These landscapes will range from the 

urban cityscape of Auckland, small towns throughout the country, to wild locations such as 

forests and lakes. With each arc carrying its own themes the treatment of landscape can 

change, allowing discourse on landscape from a range of perspectives. 

 

Style: The Punks 

This is a reason that a webseries was used as an output, it is able to tell shorter stories which 

allow more forms of cultural identification to be explored. By extension the webseries would also 

continue the discourse of the research, where conventions of the scifi genre can be challenged. 

An example of flexibility in using a webseries was found in deciding stylistic elements and 

general tone. The works of Booker (2004, p.150) notes science fiction made in the new 

millennium turned away from “a golden future driven by technological progress”, rather 

focussing on present or near future, using darker styles such as cyberpunk. Rather than arguing 

why cyberpunk should be used instead of a more optimistic style, why not use both? This has 

led to a punk attitude influencing multiple elements of Neon Rot, the rebellious style providing a 

questioning of the status-quo and cultural identity. A range of punk cultures can be used to 

accentuate subjects throughout Neon Rot, questioning traditional fashion and lifestyle choices. 

Cyberpunk uses a grittier, dystopian style, often featuring humans modified with advanced 

technology, which can be used to raise questions of humanism and physical identity. To counter 

this Solarpunk focus on eco-friendly futurism, humanity has evolved with the land, exploring 

ideas of landscape, industry and pollution. There is also the style of Punk, which exists 

presently, where music and fashion are used to throw up the proverbial middle-finger at the 
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various form establishment for desince the early 70s (Tucker, 2008). Combining these three 

aspects of punk also serves as a metaphor for science (solarpunk), reason (punk) & technology 

(cyberpunk). 

. This attitude has expanded to other social groups that seek to rebel against such systems, 

leading to a variety such as afropunk, goth punk, and riot grrrl. Each possess unique style and 

identity, making it a perfect vessel for the breadth of ideas held within Neon Rot. 

 

 

Figure 9: Punk styles and concepts 

 

World Building: Creating a Universe 

The research produced many influences and possibilities for what Neon Rot could be,with 
stories, themes & styles coming from every text. Hall (2012) speaks of identity as collaborative, 
so to for Neon Rot to holds its identity it should be formed by the interactions of the research. To 
achieve this identity an entire universe was created, set in the far-future, where a creative 
document was created to establish government, people, food, fashion and more. This 
‘world-document’ details many aspects of the universe: galactic governments, the landscapes of 
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the planet, criminal subcultures, even the food culture. This document, however, is not directly 
part of the research or pitch documents for funding. Instead it serves as a basis for writing, with 
fleshed out societies providing more realism and adding extra dimensions to interactions within 
the series. 
 

 

Terraform(less) 

The landscape of New Zealand, highlighted by Petrie & Stuart (2008) as the main identifier of 

NZ cinema, is a key part of a national identity. Research into New Zealand’s history has shown 

how colonisation of the landscape has determined the identities of people and media within the 

country (Byrnes, G., 2015; Harper & Rayner, 2010). While identity is formed through the 

collaboration of perspectives (Hall, S., 2012), landscape holds a certain gravitas within New 

Zealand, so a story arc focussed on landscape will serve a key cultural discussion. 

The first arc to explore is Neon Rot: Terraform(less), the story of an eccentric 

ex-terraformer, Erik, seeking to find the truth of past trade agreements, leading a chain gang 

through the wilds of the planet. As they travel they are hunted by government forces, seeking to 

cover the unjust practices taken to secure the land. The arc explores ideas of how landscape 

serves as a tool of control for colonists (Byrnes, G., 2015); the ‘Man Alone’ archetype’s 

relationship with identity; as well as exploring thoughts of New Zealand masculinity in a modern 

context, given Science fictions ability to deal with gender (Telotte, 2001). 

As well as the research providing firm narrative and philosophical grounding for the 

webseries, it also provides visual and audio inspiration, with Terraform(less) drawing on 

Conrich’s idea of the New Zealand gothic (2009). This will use the untamable landscape to play 

off the madness of the characters residing in it, much like the isolated settings of Stalker 

(Tarkovsky, 1979) or Sleeping Dogs (Murphy, 1977). The pacing of these films is slower, more 

methodical in their approach of philosophical ideas, which is mirrored in the arc: as the group 

move through the wilds they contemplate and philosophise the nature of their ‘present’. While 

elements of technology are present in Terraform(less) the focus lies in its absence, using the 

identifier of offbeat inventiveness to capture a mood of Kiwi DIY: where a piece of advanced 

scifi technology could be used to control the prisoners, say a neural implant, instead the use of 

conductive metal chains and a cattle prod is a direct example of offbeat inventiveness. 

The prisoners on the chain-gang, named Tahi, Rua, Toru, Wha & Rima, serve as a 

metaphor for colonial New Zealand, where the decolonised Erik challenges their opinions and 
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makes them face harsh truths. When addressing a new prisoner Erik informs them of how the 

collaborative struggles they will face will shape their identity, a reference owed to the discourse 

of Hall (2012). This type of interaction will directly address the conscious thought of the 

audience, offering a statement of impact to break colloquial or stylistic dialogue. 

 

Firecrackers 

A trend noticed by Telotte (2001) through the history science fiction was the genre’s lack of 

female representation. This trend can be seen mirrored in the cinematic works of New Zealand 

science fiction, where stories and director positions are male dominated. Firecrackers seeks to 

remedy this, providing a story arc with a strong sense of feminine power, where three women of 

colour survive in the planet’s unforgiving supercity. 

A failing point of many movies is the ‘Bechdel test’, where a work is tested for fair female 

representation through the asking of three questions: the work must have at least two female 

characters; they must both have names; & they must talk to each other about something other 

than a man (No Film School, 2018). Within the first page of the script Firecrackers passes the 

Bechdel Test, with female characters discussing the current tensions of themselves and their 

neighbourhood. Meeting the Bechdel test enables broader audience representation, with the 

discourse of cultural identity in New Zealand being spread to a wider demographic. 

This feminine identity is applied to the five identifiers of New Zealand cinema, putting a 

female focus on the landscape, humor, authenticity & distinct cultures (Petrie & Stuart, 2008). 

Firecrackers seeks to approach realities of discrimination in a male dominated society, as the 

trio gains empowerment from the stories of women in their community. The spirit of the arc is 

unification, using the varied backgrounds of the trio, Hema, Dillon & Kie, to question ideas of 

identity in a modern culture. Hema, of Maori descent, questions her ancestry in an 

ever-advancing world; Dillon, of South-American descent, struggles with faith and mental health, 

as she is alienated by her community; and Kie, of Japanese descent, who lashes out against a 

chaotic world through art & activism. The trio find themselves forced into action by the 

patriarchal forces of the law and sector-gangs, offered the choice of death, submission or 

rebellion. 

Firecrackers challenges and celebrates a range of feminine subjects, so a range of 

styles were needed to portray this, whether it be the sexually-driven violent tones of Under the 

Skin (Glaser, 2016), or the camp & colourful madness of The Fifth Element (Besson, 1997). The 
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arc will endeavour to be cute & stylish but in an authentic way, using the identifier of New 

Zealand cinema, basing characters on real life inspirations. 

 

Warm Welcome 

The third arc Warm Welcome is about moving in New Zealand, learning the distinctive cultures 
and what it means to share cultural identities. The plot follows Darsha & Allison, two vastly 
different personalities, as they interact with locals and fellow travelers on the new planet. They 
challenge their own identities, while providing commentary from an outside view on New 
Zealand cultural identifiers. 

Williams (2008, pp.181-194) argues filmmakers in New Zealand have taken a 

post-nationalist view of New Zealand, providing examples of authentic culture as a result. This 

includes pakeha, Maori, Chinese & Indian perspective, which Warm Welcome embraces. The 

lead characters of the arc are new to the planet, a metaphor for New Zealand, as they meet 

strangely polite locals in an attempt to set up a new life. This will provide opportunities to 

discuss hospitality, community and public interaction in New Zealand culture, also tackling more 

serious colonial issues of casual racism and misogyny 

As defined by the triad of scifi, technology is a key piece of the genre, determining the 

quality of life of the characters inhabiting the world (Telotte, 2001). Where it would not be 

difficult for a writer to make a world of advanced technology, a lot more can be said for identity 

by what is not present (Hall, 2012). By keeping flawed technology, such as non-functioning 

televisions, or poorly organised public transport systems, the world of Neon Rot is able to 

explore more authenticity, creating relatable scenarios and setting.  

 

Neon Rot should serve as an explorative webseries, following recurring characters in a serial 

fashion, with the focused storytelling a webisode provides. This will allow deeper exploration 

into the elements of production, such as lighting & camera departments, soundtrack and 

costumes, many of which exampled by categorical examples during the research. These notes 

are given more detail in the Series Guide output, detailing what generic influences are used to 

build the arcs. 

Lighting and camera can be used to establish the stylistic tones of the arcs early, giving 

Terraform(less) realism and landscape of a western, mixed with the moody darkness of the New 

Zealand gothic. Firecrackers can use vivid light and colour, juxtaposed with hard shadows, film 

noir style complimenting the duplicitous nature of women in society. 
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The soundtrack draws from social perspectives discovered in the research, as well as 

tracks learned from growing up in New Zealand media. Research into the role of race in scifi 

showed the afrofuturist movement, providing film examples but also including the musical works 

Sun Ra, Missy Elliot & Jimi Hendrix (Ashrawi, 2017). Works by New Zealand artists, such as 

Beastwars and P-Money, are included to create a sense of cultural identity. It is important to 

keep the musical influence broad, given the vast range of influences explored in science fiction 

and New Zealand cinema; much like the visual elements, there is more identity to be seen in a 

range of genre rather than just one. 

Costume and makeup will provide a strong sense of identity to the series, using the 

expressive styles of cyberpunk, solarpunk and punk as a basis. Solarpunk & cyberpunk are 

stylised archetypes that run through a range of media, from novel to video game, solar exploring 

a future perspective of ecological sustainability, cyber exploring a future of advanced 

technology, often used in generic depictions of dystopia and utopia (Badami, 2018; Telotte, 

2001).  

 

Conclusion & Future of Research 

 

Grounded theory and intertextual analysis have drawn data from a range of sources, the 

collaboration of which have formed the total identity of the research. A New Zealand made 

science fiction webseries can be used to represent a range of cultural identities. Exploring the 

science fiction genre shows social discourses that can be addressed, as done so by locally 

made pieces; exploring the history of New Zealand cinema shows a link to the country's colonial 

history and what identifiers the cinema offers; identity theory offering perspective on these 

relationships. By compiling a list of what science fiction cinema New Zealand has produced the 

want and need for representation in the genre, leading to the creation of a webseries proposal 

with intentions of exploring national identities. This webseries will use multiple arcs to explore 

the diverse and varied identities within both the context of New Zealand and the greater 

discourse of science fiction as a genre. 

 

The future of the research lies in funding approval from a funding body, such as the New 

Zealand Film Commission, so the series may be produced for release in New Zealand and 
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around the world. By doing this the critical discourse of New Zealand cultural identity can be 

explored in an entertaining and engaging way, leading to wider social discussions with the 

intention of positive critical thinking. 

A term used frequently without the research has been ‘representation’, with a celebration 

diverse cultures being a focus, be this indigenous Maori culture or womankind. With this in 

mind, it is well worth noting the self-awareness that the research has been carried out by a 

pakeha male. If the research is to be respected the output of a webseries must come with a 

particular amendment; though the scripts and work produced may serve as episodes for the 

series, the intention is for the series to be opened up to a wider range of diverse creators. This 

could come in the form of indigenous filmmakers, female directors, animators, dancers & 

choreographers; to explore cultural identities of New Zealand, let these cultures speak for 

themselves. 
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Appendix A: Grounded Theory 

Figure 1: Grounded Theory Process 

 

 

Figure 2. Research Categories: New Zealand 

Text Author Claim Relevance to Output 

Land and Identity 

Theory 

Berberich, 

Campbell & 

Hudson 

Landscape is a physical and ideological 

thing,with cultural and territorial influences 

altering its meaning. 

Ideas of landscape can be explored in 

the world building of the creative output 

Erewhon Butler, S. 

Fictional work can depict realities of cultural 

identity and control. NZ has used scifi for over 

two centuries 

Provides literary base of genre, themes 

and ideas that are still relevant 
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Boundary Markers Byrnes, G 

New Zealand has been colonised and controlled 

partly by the control and representation of the 

landscape 

Themes of colonisation used to build 

world and characters of narrative 

Constructing 

Grounded Theory 
Charmaz, K 

Exploring a range of texts relevant to NZ provides 

more evidence to claims 

Creates a more balanced perspective 

in representing ideas of NZ in fiction 

Thick Description Geertz, C 
Understanding the context of a text provides 

more insight and explanation. 

Films released in NZ during specific 

periods of NZ history reflect social 

discussions. 

Who needs Identity? Hall, S 
Identity can be formed by what is not included in 

representation 

NZ’s lack of scifi can be embraced and 

explored in social utility 

Battlefields of Vision Harper & Rayner 

NZ has dual histories that coexist simultaneously 

(Aotearoa and New Zealand), but favouring 

Pakeha more. 

When writing narrative perspective of 

cultural histories must be explored 

from both sides. World building from an 

objective point of view 

Good Taste made 

Bad Taste 
Hiles, T. 

NZ film is not solely reliant on the budget, but on 

the perseverance of our filmmakers. 

Budget constraints of the project can 

be worked around, and stay true to 

vision 

Sinking the Rainbow 

Warrior 

Ministry for 

Culture & Heritage 

Historical events hold relevance for works of 

media, holds part of cultural identity 

Drawing on NZ’s past will create story 

and settings that are more relatable. 

Man Alone Mulgan, J. 

This has served as a key thematic for New 

Zealand literature, as exampled by Duncan & 

Petrie. The concept of a lone antihero escaping 

from society, returning to nature 

This thematic can be used in the 

narrative of the series; but with the 

intention of exploring the ideas of 

masculinity and natural solitude 

Ngā Taonga Ngā Taonga 
NZ has a range of film and television genres, but 

Scifi lacks representation 

Understand what themes past NZ 

Science Fiction has explored 

A Coming of Age Stuart & Petrie 5 identifiers of NZ films: Landscape, 
Use 5 identifiers as a checklist for 

output 

Studies in New 

Zealand Cinema 
Conrich, I. 

The settings of the Small Town and the NZ 

wilderness attach specific meanings 

Utilisea variety of NZ settings and style 

to build world and narrative. 

 

 

Figure 3. Research Categories: Science Fiction 
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Text Author Claim Relevance to Output 

Land & Identity 

Theory 

Berberich, Campbell & 

Hudson 

Landscape as immaterial, only inheriting 

meaning when labels are attached. 

Can be explored in creative output via world 

building and narrative 

Montage in Soviet 

art & film Bordwell 

Editing: Using image association as 

narrative metaphor, audience unpacks 

meaning. 

Theoretical points can be conveyed through a 

number of images, rather than dialogue 

Erewhon, or Over 

the range 
Butler 

Science fiction in New Zealand has a 

history dating back to the 19th century 

Genre used in NZ past, still touching on 

relevant social issues. Drawing on literary texts 

proves useful 

Boundary Markers Byrnes 
Colonisation of NZ aided through 

representations of the landscape 

Source of narrative for creative output, ideas of 

space colonisation 

Constructing 

Grounded Theory 
Charmaz 

Symbolic interactionism: Society, reality 

& self are constructed through dynamic 

communication and interaction. 

World building tool: what is society and how is 

it made.Also relevant for output as a dynamic 

communication of ideas. 

Thick Description Geertz 
A range of data and sources provides 

context 

Various texts, fictional and nonfictional, can be 

used to build story, world and tone 

Who needs 

Identity? 
Hall 

The discourse of identity through history 

defines a culture or society, as we 

understand what has shaped us and 

where it can take us 

Understand the history of science fiction and its 

use in NZ to create a present understanding. 

 

Identity of NZ used as narrative structure for 

creative output 

Battlefields of 

Vision 
Harper & Rayner 

New Zealand’s history of landscape is 

one of ‘conflict’, reflected in the works of 

film 

Use of landscape in creative output can explore 

these ideas 

Good Taste Made 

Bad Taste 
Hiles T 

One of NZ’s most successful directors 

started with scifi, 

Evidence the genre can be used, not reliant on 

big-budget 

A Coming of Age Stuart & Petrie 

New Zealand has limited range of scifi 

films but when used they have served 

as a piece of NZ history & culture for the 

time 

Gap in the generic film spectrum in New 

Zealand that can be used, highlighting key 

periods of modernity and history 

Science Fiction 

Film 
Telotte 

Triad of reason, technology and science 

can be explored through a range of 

Provides history and background of genres 

theoretical and creative utility. Versatility means 
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means including philosophy and style a range of other genres can be explored while 

using scifi as a basis 

Critical Theory and 

Science Fiction 
Freedman 

Science fiction and critical theory serve 

a shared purpose, with science fiction 

often erving as a base for theoretical 

and philosophical ideas. 

The use of research in association with a 

creative output is a logical step, meaning 

relevant theories discovered in SF or NZ can 

be used in output. 

Science Fiction 

Television 
Booker 

Modern SF series more focussed on 

darker styles rather than a “golden 

future”, incorporating pop culture and 

‘hipness’ to make works more relatable 

to audiences 

Use of cyberpunk and darker styles can be 

embraced, with references of pop culture 

included. Though to avoid dating work a range 

of pop-culture (1970s-present) should be used. 

Fear, Cultural 

Anxiety, and 

Transformation 

Lukas & Marmysz 

The nihilistic nature of film making 

pursues the exploration of society, to 

illuminate the passage of existence: 

creating something unreal to discuss 

something real. 

Exploration of society should be embraced, so 

a variety of ideas can be used as discourse in 

the narrative of the output. 
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Appendix B: Scripts 
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