
Shane Cotton

Shane Cotton (b.1964 Ngati Rangi, Ngati Hine, Te Uri Taniwha) is one of New Zealand’s most important
contemporary painters. Of dual Maori and Pakeha descent and trained within a European painting tradition,
Cotton’s symbolic vocabulary draws on both the native and the introduced, weaving a tale that speaks to personal,
local and universal concerns surrounding colonisation, identity and biculturalism.

Cotton is prominent amongst a generation of Maori artists that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s including Michael 
Parekowhai, Lisa Reihana and Peter Robinson, all of whom were schooled in contemporary western art styles and debates 
and have explored their Maori identity against a backdrop of globalisation and postcolonialism. Cotton’s works of the 
early 1990s were contemporary history paintings, locating New Zealand’s turbulent past firmly in the bicultural present. 
Drawing upon the Maori figurative styles that arose in the late nineteenth century, particularly in meeting houses inspired 
by the prophet and resistance leader Te Kooti Arikirangi Te Turuki, Cotton’s sepia-toned works juxtaposed these images 
with customary carved forms, written Maori script, the coastal profiles of early European explorers and appropriations from 
contemporary artists as diverse as Imants Tillers, Bridget Riley and Haim Steinbach. By the late 1990s, Cotton’s general 
histories of colonialism had become more specific and related to his own whakapapa (genealogy). Paintings such as 
From Eden to Oheawai (2000), showed the complex intermingling of Christianity and Maori belief in Tai Tokerau in the far 
north of New Zealand, from where Cotton’s family originally came. Myth and belief have remained at the core of Cotton’s 
recent works, but are played out in ever more ambiguous terms. Populated by images of birds, roiling clouds, moko mokai 
(preserved, tattooed heads), and spray painted Christian and Maori texts, Cotton’s paintings since the mid-2000s evoke a 
sense of the sublime that exists at the interface between painting, digital technology and diverse cultural histories.

As well as maintaining an impressive schedule of solo exhibitions in Australasia, Cotton’s work has been included in
many important international projects such as Turbulence, The 3rd Auckland Triennial (2007) and Paradise Now?
Contemporary Art from the Pacific, Asia Society Museum, New York (2004), and was surveyed in a major
retrospective exhibition at the City Gallery Wellington (2003).

Cotton’s many awards include the Frances Hodgkins Fellowship (1998); the Seppelt Contemporary Art Award
(1998); and in 2008 Cotton was awarded Arts Foundation of New Zealand Laureate. His work is represented in
major collections throughout Australasia, notably Museum of New Zealand  Te Papa Tongarewa; Auckland Art
Gallery Toi o Tamaki; the Chartwell Collection; Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney; National Gallery of Australia, Canberra;
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne; and Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane.

Shane Cotton lives and works in Palmerston North, New Zealand.
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