Video Review :
Absolute History’s 2nd of October 2021 video documentary has been given two different names - ‘The Disturbing Story of the Mummified Māori Head[footnoteRef:1]’, and ‘The Fabulous Story of the Mummified Māori Head of Rouen Museum’[footnoteRef:2]. The former is how it has been captioned on YouTube, and the latter is what it is titled inside the video, the reason for the name differentiation is unclear though it could be that the darker content suggested by the adjective ‘disturbing’ draws in more viewers. The focus of the film is supposed to be on the story of the Mokomokai that the museum held up until 2011[footnoteRef:3], though it tends to slip. [1:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_HY0OCVwKuU]  [2:  Documentary 3:44]  [3:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-13329600 accessed 01/02/2022] 

This video appears to be targeted towards the public, expecting no prior knowledge on subjects such as Mokomokai and human remains in heritage. While there are a variety of areas of knowledge explored the documentary does not go into much detail and focusses more on the return of the head than the history behind it.
There were a couple of issues with the filming itself, like the long and sweeping camera shots. These added very little to the documentary overall and in several places were just tedious. One such example of this was the introduction[footnoteRef:4], where almost a full minute was spent zooming in on the outside of the museum and sweeping along an inside wall. It appeared more like the lead up to the start of a fictional film than a documentary and it was far too easy to lose focus. Following on from this, a recreation was set up to show how the museum had come into possession of the Mokomokai. This seemed irrelevant as it consisted of a couple of minutes where the Mokomokai was handed to the museum and actors in different dress looked into the exhibit whilst music from different decades played to show the passing of time[footnoteRef:5]. Although this is one way of doing this it felt at odds with the rest of the film as there was a sudden change from something creative, to what was essentially verbal blocks of text.  [4:  Documentary 0:28 to 1:15]  [5:  Documentary 5:24 to 5:54] 

Throughout there is one narrator and a couple of French-to-English translators. Both sides of conversations were done by the same translator making them flat. It would have been helpful for the documentary to have included subtitles as the auto-generated ones were not particularly good. The pronunciation of words should have been checked by a native speaker, for example ‘marae’[footnoteRef:6]. At one point when Sébastien is talking about the Mokomokai he mentions that it has got eyes[footnoteRef:7]. This is odd as part of the process followed to create the Mokomokai is removal of the eyes. Additionally, the head does not have eyes when looked at. Whether this is a translation error, a mistake, or said simply to add onto his point is unclear. [6:  Documentary 40:18]  [7:  Documentary 8:38] 

The Mokomokai is referred to throughout the documentary as a head and a “specimen”[footnoteRef:8], the actual name Mokomokai is used minimally. This comes across as disrespectful as it seems dehumanising, especially to the native Māori’s as he is still a real person who must be treated with specific funerary rites to bring him back home[footnoteRef:9]. [8:   Documentary 5:04]  [9:   Documentary 41:45] 

The anthropologist and Oceanian art expert Roger Boulay is consulted throughout the documentary. He is the one to introduce the viewer to the history of Māori culture, namely Tā Moko and the Mokomokai. Throughout these several minutes[footnoteRef:10] much information is delivered, though mainly verbally. It would have been far more beneficial to include a variety of pictures, maps, and potentially even animations, as this would more easily keep the attention of the audience. Although the information given was interesting, it was far too easy to lose focus. [10:  Documentary 10:33 to 13:30] 

All throughout the documentary human remains are shown, namely the Mokomokai, but also a collection in the museum storage is shown. For example a foetus preserved in formaldehyde[footnoteRef:11] and a human head covered in wax[footnoteRef:12], used for anatomy learning. No warning is given of this, despite many people who would undoubtedly find it disturbing imagery. [11:  Documentary 19:30]  [12:  Documentary 19:50] 

It would have been far more interesting, and potentially more informative, to have learnt about the practice of the Mokomokai and Tā Moko from a Māori expert, rather than white European researchers. This would give a better insight into the meanings behind them, and the emotional connection still felt to them today. Whilst Boulay was informative, he wanted to keep the Mokomokai in the Rouen Museum to “help put the museum … in touch with people from where the head came from”[footnoteRef:13]. As it there is a contrast between the Māori who see the head as the remains of their ancestors, and the French who see the head as little more than a collection item. Additionally, the Māori funerary rites are explained not by a Māori, but Sébastien[footnoteRef:14]. Only once did we hear from a Māori individual, a tattooist, though this appeared rushed and was pushed right to the end of the documentary[footnoteRef:15]. It seemed like it had been done for the Rouen museum director Sébastien rather than research purposes, as he then got a tattoo based off of what was discussed. It would have been far more relevant to the subject to have brought it forwards to when the Mokomokai’s Tā Moko were originally being discussed[footnoteRef:16], as he would have had much better insight into the tattoo designs than the Eurpoean researchers. Although it was mentioned that the Mokomokai was researched in the Te Papa Institute[footnoteRef:17], none of their research was ever looked at - only the research in Rouen was discussed. [13:  Documentary 7:26 to 7:33]  [14:  Documentary 41:01]  [15:  Documentary 46:40 onwards]  [16:  Documentary 9:23]  [17:  Documentary 16:06] 

The film seemed to go off track at several places. An example of this would be the Māori canoe figurehead[footnoteRef:18]. It was introduced to bring across the point that the Māori are only focussed on reclaiming human remains, their ancestors, and not objects. However, it took several minutes for this to be mentioned. Much of the film is too conversational and the subject, the story of this specific Māori Mokomokai, is not focussed on as strictly as it should be. It is likely that the runtime could have been cut down to thirty or even twenty minutes had the regular divergence from the topic not been a problem. [18:  Documentary 23:25] 

To conclude, the documentary was too much like a monologue and should have been more concise. It did not focus on the subject well and should have had more visual imagery to support the points referenced. It would have been beneficial to have included native Māori experts and research as although informative it was very European centred. Despite this, it gave a fairly good overview on the topic for someone with little prior knowledge.
