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the essence of our wahine 

Donna Dinsdale



this body of work is Based around the pre loved woollen blanket as an iconic link 
between cultures in Aotearoa, this series of custom coats  presented, communicates 
symbolism drawn from Aotearoa’s rich heritage. The notion of the traditional Maori 
korowai, Japanese kimono and 1950’s swing coat is utilised as a foundation silhouette 
to present post-colonial New Zealand through vibrant multicultural influences 
in contemporary society. Each individual custom made coat is unique, telling its 
own personal  narrative by both using and creating its own cultural artifacts: 
encapsulating a moment in history through the wairua (spirit) of the project.

The aim within my practice is to create fresh perspectives on self identity through 
cultural narratives. I am not interested in replicating any conventional ideologies 
that compartmentalise women within a cultural context. I hope that the cross 
pollination of traditional costume, contemporary fashion and cultural reference 
brings an exciting but challenging experience for the viewer.



Tawhiao i Murupara
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Kulanikoro Makatalana
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Te Uarangi
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Te Kiwi Harinui 
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Margaret Jean
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Keiko
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018





Tracey Rose
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Aroha Atu
Designer Statement

Donna Dinsdale is an educator and practitioner 
specialising in fashion design, and in particular, 
textiles and free form drape. Her practice is driven by 
an interest in exploring how a personal bi-cultural 
viewpoint can be expressed through textiles as 
cultural artefacts. 

“I define myself as a female of Pakeha  ancestry 
who has married a Maori male and mothered two 
bi-cultural children, and thus by marriage have 
been integrated into an extended whanau that 
continuously and generously wrap me in their 
world. I am confident in the skin I sit in everyday 
– the challenge comes from sharing my life with 
a husband who has different values, beliefs and 
behaviours to mine”

This marriage and all its associated experiences 
have brought cultural values, heritage and a world 
view to the forefront for Donna, enriching both 
how and what she creates. There are many layers 
of exploration within her practice which question 
personal identity and artistic authenticity. Selecting 
ideas drawn from different cultural perspectives, 
integrating sustainability into creative practice 
and working collaboratively, Donna creates with a 
common thread of a personal, bi-cultural sensibility 
guiding the research and ‘making’ at all times.

“I am not trying to change the way people think of 
New Zealand identity, all I am doing, through my 
choice of medium, is producing one viewpoint about 
a way to explore, reference and celebrate other 
cultures that are not my own”. 

Te Dudley
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Te Rina Puke
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Pirongia Herbert
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



She was kneeling before an open drawer of the bureau, 
methodically arranging sundry garments, and pausing in the 
task, looked over her shoulder at the girl who stood near, 
holding her hands behind her.
™I am sure I could help you if I were only allowed to try. I am 
quite a large girl now, more than a year older than when I 
came here, and Donna has taught me to do ever so many things. 

Aroha Kahu
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



What an ambitious bit of majesty you are! You wish to reign in the kitchen, rule in 
the poultry yard, and now presume to invade my province
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Windmill Way
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018      



Arnold had thrown his arm around 
Gertrude for the dance just beginning, 
when she suddenly freed herself, 
grasped his arm, and whispered softly,
™Come!º
Arnold had no time to ask where, she 
urged him so hurriedly and secretly to 
the door of the hall.

Nannie Katie
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



Wetifaye
NZ Woollen Swing Coat 2018



The Aroha Atu imagery has been designed specifically for this exhibition by graphic designer 
Isaac Crowe. The artworks aim was to encompasses a bi-cultural viewpoint through the use and 
development of a multicultural design. 

Þ	 Aroha Atu name – To give and receive love
Þ	 The crown – represents post-colonial / 		

	 monarchy- queen / strength of woman as a 	
	 queen 

Þ	 Cross on crown – represents post-colonial 	
		  influences through western religious 		
	 beliefs

Þ	 Kowhai Flowers – NZ native flower
Þ	 Hibiscus flower – Worn often by Polynesian 	

	 woman in their flower lei headpieces 
Þ	 Heart – Reference to love / aroha
Þ	 Maori Design meaning – Mangopare 		

	 (protection, guardianship). Haehae / Pakati 		
	 (whakapapa,culture). Embedded within each custom coat are cultural 

references that support the Aroha Atu wairua. 
Þ	 The seven stars of Matariki.
Þ	 Acknowledgment to the suffragettes 125 year 

celebration
Þ	 The Women’s Studies Association of New 

Zealand (WSA) is initiating discussions, 
Þ	 Heart for Aroha
Þ	 Crest- Used as a symbol of identity within 

the Aroha Atu group / collective of wahine.


