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ABSTRACT

This article sets out to argue that the growing maturity of a national cinema permits a challenge to established tropes and representations that can result in innovative and original visions. Taika Waititi’s Boy (2010) is a film that deliberately confronts the conventions that have developed around the representation of Māori culture and Māori characters on screen. By avoiding either depictions of urban violence and deprivation or mythic fantasies, the film is able to collapse notions of difference and instead focus on a transnational experience of popular culture and growing up. Furthermore, it seems to evade the weighty responsibility that often appears to restrict Indigenous cinema by embracing contradictions and fluidity. Such an approach has encouraged considerable debate amongst critics and scholars and it is the aim of this article to engage with both negative and positive responses to the film in order to contribute to the ongoing discussions. Specifically, this article will explore film’s nostalgia for 1980s popular culture, the use of daydreams and make-believe sequences, location, and Waititi’s approach to identity and masculinity in order to highlight its inventive and unconventional themes and style. Ultimately, the controversy and competing discourses that have emerged around the film suggest that, far from negating a sense of national, cultural identity, it has generated important reflections on the cinematic representation of Māori people and Māori culture.
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Despite the relative ‘youth’ of the New Zealand film industry, its rapid growth since the beginning of the New Wave in the 1970s is demonstrated by a rich and diverse cinema. Acknowledgement and positive reception of New Zealand movies nationally and internationally underscores the progress made by filmmakers and, as Duncan Petrie has argued, it
suggests the development of a more sophisticated understanding and appreciation of local cinema as a highly effective way of ‘telling our stories’ or ‘projecting ourselves’ in a manner that is more likely to engender a sense of pride and recognition than embarrassment or ‘cultural cringe’. (Petrie 2008: 16) 
The notion that the films and the industry have been rapidly maturing is also observed by Petrie and others. Stuart Murray and Ian Conrich, for instance, note that from the 1990s the growing industry has been marked by diversity, a more fruitful relationship with Hollywood, and international recognition (Murray and Conrich 2007: 11). Moreover, in a buoyant creative environment, emerging and established filmmakers ensure that ‘New Zealand no longer presents itself as a series of national obsessions or questions. Rather, there is a greater variety of subject matter and irreverence of tone’ (Murray and Conrich 2007:12). The productions coming out of New Zealand are testament to this and demonstrate that maturity brings with it confidence to not only use and enhance established tropes and representations, but also to challenge, rework, or perhaps mock them to produce new or alternative visions. 
Released in 2010, Taika Waititi’s film Boy is a coming of age story centred on the eponymous eleven-year-old Boy (James Rolleston), his younger brother Rocky (Te Aho Eketone-Whitu) and their relationship with their disappointing father, Alamein (Waititi). It responds to its context of production and is, consequently, a progressive narrative that defies conformist tropes to create unconventional representations. In an interview with Craig Hubert, Waititi describes how he rejected the first draft of his own script because it ‘was too much like other New Zealand films that had been made. It was kind of falling into a traditional New Zealand genre’ (Hubert 2012). The genre, he elaborated, was ‘dark drama’, which he aimed to avoid because it can be ‘unwatchable’ and because he wanted to acknowledge his comedy background (Hubert 2012). Significantly, Waititi also expressed a desire to move away from the ‘certain type’ of Māori character often seen on screen and instead embrace ‘the buffoons in our culture. Maori nerds or Maori dorks’ (Hubert 2012). 
Despite its humour, the film does have a serious story at its core that engages, in particular, with identity and masculinity. This article will consider the film’s nostalgia for 1980s popular culture, and the use of daydreams and fantasy sequences and specific locations, to explore Waititi’s approach to identity and masculinity. It will argue that the film boldly embraces tensions and contradictions, and in doing so disrupts convention and challenges established representations.  Moreover, far from seeking to preserve or promote difference, the film, controversially for some commentators, blurs boundaries and highlights common experiences of growing up and a shared exposure to the icons and symbols of consumerism and mass popular entertainment across nations, cultures and geographical locations. Fundamentally, Boy refuses to be constrained by the weighty expectations often attached to indigenous cinema. To determine a context and to position the argument, the article will also engage with and reflect upon the lively discourse that has emerged around the film in journalistic and academic arenas since its release. 

International misconceptions 
Peter Debruge’s short review of Boy that appeared in Variety instigated an animated discussion about the film’s content, intentions and integrity. Quite notoriously, and well documented in interviews with Waititi and subsequent articles about the film, Debruge labelled the movie disappointing and lacking an ‘arthouse ready anthropological edge’ (Debruge 2010). Even more damningly, he wrote: ‘Apart from the local vistas and mostly Maori cast, Waititi has scrubbed away all culturally specific traits from his growing-up-Kiwi comedy’ (Debruge 2010). Later he also laments the lack of spirituality by adding that:
Long since severed from their tribal past, these kids have names derived from pop culture — like Dynasty, Dallas and Falcon Crest — and their conversation revolves mostly around music, movies and girls. Only Boy’s kid brother, Rocky (Te Aho Eketone-Whitu), seems remotely spiritual, spending his free time at his mother’s grave (she died during childbirth) and daydreaming about magic powers (blending comicbook fantasy with a sense of Maori mysticism). (Debruge, 2010) 
The film does not seem to have met the predetermined criteria that Debruge appears to have instituted for the assessing of Indigenous cinema. The perceived lack of distinct national or ethnic characteristics is derided and, in essence, Debruge seems adamant that a spiritual element should be mandatory when representing Māori culture and its people. Ultimately, these alleged deficiencies, from this reviewer’s perspective, disqualify Boy from being meaningful or at all distinctive.
Boy’s producer Ainsley Gardiner dismissed it as a ‘silly review’, but other observers were far more vocal in their response (Hume 2010). Actor Tammy Davis wrote on the Variety website: 
Peter, growing up Maori on the East Coast of New Zealand is not all riding whales. What culturally specific aspects were you missing? Were young Māori in the early 80s too busy learning to keen and chant and wail to be concerned with schoolyard crushes and the phenomenon that was Michael Jackson? Then I am afraid to say I am a let-down of a Māori, because in the 80s this was all there was for me. (Hume 2010)
In an interview on the Good Morning programme, Waititi does make light of Debruge’s review, but in his comment that ‘it was an American telling us that what was up on screen wasn’t Māori culture’, is something far more serious (Good Morning 2010). As Jo Smith notes:
Debruge’s remarks assume a highly prescriptive notion of what an Indigenous filmmaker must provide, revealing a set of expectations indebted to the Western tradition of anthropology – dedicated to teaching the West about “the rest” – and a global market hungry for exotic forms of cultural difference. (Smith 2012: 66) 
Smith, Davis and Waititi all allude, either directly or indirectly, to Niki Caro’s 2002 film Whale Rider as an exemplar text in presenting to a global, mainstream audience, a mythical and spiritual representation of Māori life and culture. Although this is not necessarily the fault of the film itself, there is, in effect, a misrecognition of ‘truth’ because a small number of texts are held up, by journalists/reviewers, as authentic or accurate representations. These, in turn, can maintain the othering of Indigenous cultures as exotic and are in danger of perpetuating a colonialist or Orientalist gaze. Debruge’s response to Boy is symptomatic of such an approach and represents a blinkered understanding of cultures and peoples. 
This perhaps highlights a broader issue in regard to the impact of certain journalism on interpretation and misinterpretation. Propagating a mythicized notion of a people or culture is not the only hazard, and other dominant representations can be equally damaging, as Alan McKee, writing about Australian film reviewing, has observed. He highlights the inherent danger of misrepresentation, in particular the negative impact of reviewers consistently foregrounding certain themes and representations that are then misjudged as fact. He writes:
These journalists approach indigenous representations in particular ways, and with particular assumptions. These assumptions result in a genre of writing in which it is always insisted that Aboriginal Australians live lives only of poverty, crime, violence – and that this is the only “reality” of Aboriginality in Australia. Anything which belongs to the iconography or lifestyle of middle-class existence – home-ownership, suburbia, education, white-collar jobs – cannot be part of the “truth” of indigenous existence in Australia. (McKee 1999: 143)
For McKee, it is largely the application of ‘realism’ that underscores the problematic nature of such journalism and, consequently, Aboriginality is represented as negative, a social problem and certainly not funny. McKee accurately notes that, fundamentally,
[a]ll films are representations: none, in fact, show the “reality” of a given situation. But certain genres are commonly understood to be closer to “reality” than others: documentaries, for example, social problem films, gritty drama — rather than melodramas, women’s films, comedies or science fiction. So films which avoid these latter genres are commonly understood to be more “realistic”. Some reviewers, wishing to emphasise the “realism” of particular (negative) representations of indigenous Australians, use generic labels to insist on their “truth”. (McKee, 1999: 145)
This opens up a much wider debate about the tone and aesthetics of cinematic realism too complex and unwieldy to tackle here, but the core of the argument is that there is a deep-seated belief that only certain types of representation convey ‘truth’. Moreover, this seems to lead to the dubious insistence that only negative representations qualify as authentic. Waititi’s already noted observation that there was not only a tradition of dark drama within New Zealand Cinema, but also a reluctance to celebrate Māori buffoons, echoes McKee’s concerns and foregrounds the difficulties faced by filmmakers who challenge established perceptions and expectations. The director’s defiance in this respect underscores the advances made by the text in reforming conventional representations. 
In the specific case of New Zealand, for international audiences, and because of the success of two films in particular, the aforementioned Whale Rider and Lee Tamahori’s 1994 Once Were Warriors, there are two dominant cinematic representations of Māori culture: the mythic and/or spiritual and harsh urban living characterized by violence, abuse and alcohol. Sergio Miguel Huarcaya goes so far as to argue that ‘Orientalism is at work in the film Once Were Warriors (1994) in which Māori culture is seen as violently anomic. Strategic essentialism is at work in the film Whale Rider (2002) in which Māori culture is seen as comprehensively redemptive’ (Huarcaya 2012: 102).
	From this perspective the films help to inscribe difference, but it also has to be recognized that both films serve an important, if diametrically different, function in bringing aspects of Māori life and culture to prominence. The most significant problem is that they are now a benchmark against which other productions are measured. 

Negotiations and fluidity
In some respects, national cinemas more broadly are prone to narrow labelling and a restricted sense of what might be considered in keeping with a national industry or Indigenous filmmaking. However, such limitations do not recognize the potential for diversity. Certainly, as Roger Horrocks observes, national culture is not necessarily ‘a permanent essence waiting to be bottled and marketed in films but is a changing field of forces involving many conflicts and local differences’ (Horrocks 1999: 134). Or, as Andrew Higson puts it, national cinema is ‘fluid’ and ‘subject to ceaseless negotiations’ (Higson 1997: 5). As an individual text, Boy is filled with negotiations and fluidity, and this is undeniably what helps make it quite unique. While there seems to be a readiness to pigeon-hole movies as either one thing or another, it sometimes possible to successfully incorporate and endorse competing dialogues and contradictions. This film and the responses to it support this notion. 
On a fundamental level, as Lisa Perrott acknowledges, Boy is at once universal and culturally specific (Perrott 2010: 49). The references to 1980s, predominantly American popular culture, but also some Japanese culture, have the potential to connect with a broad international audience. Indeed, on a personal level, enjoyment of the film was enhanced by the fact that my memories of 1984 as a ten-year-old being brought up in rural Shropshire in the United Kingdom were reactivated by the then nine-year-old Waititi’s own recollections; Dallas (1978-1991), Dynasty (1981-1989), Falcon Crest (1981-1990), Tron (1982), Pac-Man (1980- ), break-dancing, and Michael Jackson were equally omnipresent within a UK local circulation of popular culture. The universality of the coming of age narrative, something Debruge is particularly critical of, is similarly apparent. The trials of the onset of puberty and the attendant peer pressures, bullying, excruciating attempts to impress, crushes and difficult relationships with adults, aid in authenticating a story of growing up. Instead of inscribing difference, the inclusion of these themes highlights a cross-cultural/transnational shared experience. That is not to say, however, that the film denies its national and cultural distinctness, it does not, but instead such aspects sit comfortably alongside a collective understanding of adolescence. 
Perrott also lists the elements of the film that could resonate mainly with New Zealand audiences, specifically the Goodnight Kiwi (1981-1994) cartoon, the use of the song Poi E (1984), facial gestures and terms such as ‘choice’ and ‘egg’ (Perrott 2010: 50). Smith focuses on the blending of local and international in a detailed analysis of the final sequence of the film and its homage to Poi E, the haka and Michael Jackson. Smith sees this as Waititi’s refusal to be contained by orthodoxies and argues that that the self-reflexive dance number is part of a long syncretic history that connects directly to Poi E’s own inception, as a combination of the traditional and the contemporary, to capture the imagination of a younger generation of Māori (Smith 2012: 74-5). However, it is not the intention to simply reiterate Smith’s comprehensive discussion here, rather, the aim is to extend the dialogue about the film to incorporate a more detailed focus on setting and the representation of masculinity. 

The mixing of local and international and its impact throughout the film is, interestingly, approached variously, both positively and negatively, and the filmmakers seem comfortable with the possible incongruities that are created. Location is a useful starting point. The film is set and filmed on the East Coast in the rural Waihau Bay and provides the ‘local vistas’ Debruge remarked upon. In interviews, Waititi has consistently spoken about the desire to tell a story about children growing up in the countryside, and this aspect of the film functions on a number of levels. Firstly, it seems to be part of the nostalgia, perhaps a particularly personal nostalgia for Waititi. School life features briefly, but the sense of long summer days and pursuits away from the classroom outside in the sunshine evoke a childhood memory of summer holidays. The landscape, at various points within the film, is captured beautifully, and it seems tranquil and idyllic, without recourse to framing it for its own sake. Sam Neill, in A Cinema of Unease (1995), mocks the New Zealander’s obsession with capturing the landscape, but in this instance it seems unaffected and natural, and some distance from the dramatic vistas of directors such as Peter Jackson, or the challenging environments found in the films of Vincent Ward. In this sense, Waititi’s film can be best aligned with the work of Barry Barclay. 
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A comparison between the visual style of Barclay’s Ngati (1987) and Boy, stories both set in small coastal towns, reveals striking similarities. The films share a limited and largely pale colour palette. The shorelines are sun and salt bleached, the roads are dusty, the coarse grassland has a yellowish hue, and the water and sky are often soft blues and turquoises. The timber buildings are faded and metals (cars, signs, corrugated iron roofs) are rusted and washed-out. The deepest colour is the dark green of the thick foliage and trees that punctuate the otherwise pastel schemes. But it is not simply the visual style where connections can be made between Boy and Barclay’s work. Pertinently, the question of whether or not the film can be categorised under Barclay’s conception of ‘Fourth Cinema’ has already been engaged by critics. Barclay introduced the term in a 2002 speech in order to express that the previously accepted First, Second, and Third Cinema frameworks were not adequate in capturing Indigenous cinema that stands ‘outside the national orthodoxy’ (Barclay 2003: 11). Murray explains that central to the notion is the ‘proposal that Fourth Cinema is informed at a conceptual level by the guiding principles of Indigenous cultures, and does not only present spectacles of Indigenous presence – productions dominated by the ‘surface features’ that Indigenous cultures can provide’ (Murray 2008: 17). The films, therefore, have an authenticity that is not reliant on superficial exhibitions of Indigenous identity. A casual beauty combined with stark social realism means that Boy is void of a gratuitous display of Indigenous identity, and thus appears compatible with the authenticity of Barclay’s Fourth Cinema. Alistair Fox, Barry Keith Grant and Hilary Radner also confidently align Boy with such an approach, and claim that the movie ‘reactivates’ a type of filmmaking instigated by Barclay and Merata Mita: Māori life by Māori people in a rural setting in the past (Fox, Grant and Radner 2011: 38). Misha Kavka and Stephen Turner contend that, although less politicized than Barclay’s films, Boy blends an interior story which is embedded in Māori culture and traditions with an exterior story that is accessible to non-Māori audiences (Kavka and Turner 2012: 42). Ultimately, though, Kavka and Turner seem rather circumspect about the film’s fusion of themes and iconography, and question whether it gainfully engages with the impact and legacy of colonialism. 
Kavka and Turner remark on the film’s obliqueness, but its tendency towards matter-of-fact representation perhaps deserves further consideration. Returning to location, the shots of the environment also incorporate images of deficiency and neglect, which is in keeping with the film’s duality. Kavka and Turner argue that:  
In Boy, of course, deprivation is signalled everywhere, but it appears as a ‘natural’ part of the landscape, encompassing impoverished homes (‘a shithole’, says Alamein about the family home), derelict houses, ruined cars, collective unemployment, missing mothers, deadbeat fathers, and numerous references to the fantasised wealth of the ‘rich’, as opposed to local people’s lack of money (Kavka and Turner 2012: 38).
It is an environment littered with signs of poverty, but like the landscape such signs are part of the fabric of the everyday. The exterior shots of Boy’s home and its surroundings reveal basic and poorly maintained living conditions. Boy spends a great deal of time in a ramshackle shed which serves as a home for his pet goat, Leaf, and in the enclosure is a rusted shell of a car that appears to be decades old. When Boy sits in the car, it is difficult not to recall comparable scenes from Once Were Warriors. Toot (Shannon Williams), the tragic Grace’s (Mamaengaroa Kerr-Bell) homeless best friend, lives in a skeletal vehicle, where he takes drugs and muses that one day he might fix it up and drive away. It is hard to say if this was a deliberate intertextual reference, but the clear visual similarity has the potential to remind the viewer that for both these boys there is little opportunity to escape. In this respect, it is questionable that the deprivation signalled by the mise-en-scène is simply ‘natural’. The focus on money, and especially Alamein’s hidden stolen hoard, is consistently foregrounded, and in a scene after Boy has found the buried package of bank notes, the difference even a few dollars makes is palpable. Boy is at last able to walk into a local shop and purchase for himself and his friends ice creams, a pleasure that he has previously been denied. Furthermore, Boy is consumed with dreams of wealth and how he and his father will spend the ill-gotten gains, and his imaginings take him far away from the reality of his existence. 
Perrott reads this aspect of the film differently, and it perhaps enhances the negotiations that the film makes. She writes: 
By using satire and irony, Waititi invites us to look at family dysfunction, upbringing and hardship in a different light. He shows us that economic hardship can go hand in hand with a rich way of living, where one’s connection with the natural environment, an extended family and community are of great value. (Perrott 2010: 51)
In this sense, too, the poverty of the characters is not incidental or natural, and is instead employed to make the audience aware of other dimensions of life and family. Perrott concludes, with reference to Boys’ daydreams of wealth, which are communicated via childish sketches and collages, and include drinking cocktails riding dolphins and owning a Michael Jackson-style menagerie, and a scene where the family sit down to dinner. She writes, ‘The irony of Boy’s dream, and of this scene is that the boys are living at the edge of an ocean amid beautiful natural landscape, and sitting down to “crayfish again”’ (Perrott 2010: 51). Moreover, Rocky, dismisses his brother’s excitement that in the city there would be a swimming pool, simply by saying ‘I can swim in the sea’. 
	Finally, the location, as filmed by Waititi, appears sparsely populated and remote.   There is a paradox here in that the place is apparently isolated, but at the same time affected by mass culture and globalization. Alongside the many references to Michael Jackson, also cited are The Dukes of Hazzard (1979-1985), The Incredible Hulk (1978-1982), E.T. The Extra-terrestrial (1982), and The A Team (1983-1987). One singlet that Boy wears has various logos, including Disney’s Tron and the Japanese gaming phenomenon Pac-Man emblazoned upon it. Alamein attempts to reinvent himself as a samurai and temporarily changes his name to Shogun. There is nothing oblique about the comment on cultural erosion that can be read in the employment of such dominant symbols of 1980s popular culture.  Moreover, it also unites the film with other texts that have incorporated non-New Zealand cultural iconography. The relocation of symbols of what are perceived to be a more glamorous or exciting existence to allow young New Zealanders a means of escape is not exclusive to this film. Gillian Ashurst’s 2001 Snakeskin, for example, has a central protagonist obsessed with Americana, specifically road movies and snakeskin boots. In this film the proliferation of American culture is dangerous and destructive. Stewart Main’s 2005 50 Ways of Saying Fabulous features diversion in the form of a 1950s American Science Fiction-style fantasy, which is at odds with the central character’s home life on a farm, but is congruent with the film’s themes of confused identity. Significantly, in Boy, the apparent affectionate and nostalgic cross-cultural references also serve another function: they can draw explicit attention to the erosion of tradition. As Smith points out, ‘it is a perverse thing that Debruge desires in relation to Boy in that his wish for anthropological elements wilfully forgets the devastating effects of colonisation on a people’s life worlds’ (Smith 2012: 66). Because it fails to meet Debruge’s criteria for an authentic Indigenous film, Boy is able to engage with such effects and is consequently closer to the criteria of Fourth Cinema.  

Masculinity and identity under threat
In this film, what is perhaps most under threat is masculine identity. The representation of the male characters, but particularly Alamein, is bound up with and embodies the tensions between tradition and the present. Jock Phillips, writing on New Zealand masculinity, argues that ‘[t]here can be few nations which have so single-mindedly defined themselves through male heroes’ (Phillips 1987: vii).  New Zealand cinema, particularly from the early part of the revival period, has been particularly influenced by the nationally and culturally distinctive image of what has been termed the ‘man alone’. This is the stoic, independent, resourceful cinematic Pākehā Kiwi bloke, and while perhaps challenged by some recent representations it remains well-established. 
In contrast, a cinematic Māori masculinity has been less established and has often led to weak stereotypes. Interestingly, in Boy, Alamein’s masculinity, which is partially constructed through his son’s imaginings, is formed from a mixture of gendered cultural references. Before the audience is introduced to Alamein, Boy describes his father as conforming to a number of masculine ideals that blend the traditional and the popular. In the opening scenes as the viewers are welcomed into Boy’s ‘interesting world’ he fantasizes that his father is a master carver, a deep sea diver, captain of the rugby team and that he possesses the superior strength to fight his way out of any situation. He is also imagined at various points within the film as Michael Jackson, and Boy takes any opportunity (for most of the film, at least) to position his father as a hero. Bianca Daniell highlights two sequences in particular, the recreation of Jackson’s Billy Jean (1983) and Beat It (1983) videos, as instrumental in bolstering Boy’s fantasy of his father, and notes how they ‘act as a buffer against more unsavoury realities’ (Daniell 2012: 29). Crucially, she argues that
Boy filters material from already made narratives in order to make sense of the world around him; not because he is incapable of understanding his experiences, but as a means of empowering himself in a situation of vulnerability. As an audience, we see shots of Boy recognising the significance of his situation. However, we also recognise him accessing his imagination during traumatic scenarios to create a familiar narrative that reframes a positive outcome. (Daniell 2012: 30)

From this perspective, the fantasies are a coping mechanism that help displace the harsh realities of Boy’s experiences. In both sequences, though, Boy deliberately transforms Alamein into a hero that is not the tough or hyper-masculinized Māori figure, but instead an accomplished dancer and entertainer. Significantly, Julian Vigo has described Jackson’s performances as incorporating ‘corporeal and gesticulative transformations between femininity, masculinity, and androgyny’ (Vigo 2012: 35). Boy’s veering from wanting a father who is a master carver (thus connected with his Māori heritage and mana or prestige), a ruthless rugby player (a much celebrated masculine type in New Zealand), and an American music star (whose performances negotiated a mixture of gendered and racial identities), demonstrates the impact of external influences and also a somewhat vague connection to heritage when a tangible role-model is absent.  

This ill-formed and confused identity is enhanced and enacted by Alamein. On the beach, during a less-than-successful attempt to bond with both his sons, he enthusiastically plays soldiers with Boy and a reluctant Rocky. He casts himself as the tough leader of a gang (The Crazy Horses), but he is childish and obstinate. He creates an impression of masculine dominance by sporting multiple tattoos, a military helmet, on which he paints his preferred moniker ‘Shogun’, and by positioning himself on a throne-like seat with strategically placed antlers either side of his head. He then boasts to his sons in an immature manner that he has seen E.T. four times and Thriller (1982) ten times, he argues with his mother on the telephone and flies into a temper tantrum when she refuses to lend him money. 
Significantly his ‘kingdom’ is outside of the domestic space and in fact Alamein is infrequently seen within the home. When he first returns to the family dwelling with his two accomplices the meeting between father and sons is awkward, and is made more so when Alamein is invited inside. Boy offers his guests tea and they sit, uncomfortably, around the kitchen table in a peculiar role-reversal between adult and child. Alamein’s domain is principally a large corrugated iron shed that seems to have been, at one time, a workshop but has now become a makeshift gang headquarters or, perhaps more accurately, a juvenile den. Early in the film, Boy is associated with the domestic and the audience witnesses him making dinner for his brother and cousins, but once Alamein returns he attempts to emulate his father. Importantly, Boy imitates his father in the same costume and identical pose noted above. Alamein’s bravado and masculine posturing is, ultimately, as childish a performance as his son’s efforts to mimic him. Later in the film, when Boy has finally realized his father’s failings, Alamein sits on his ‘throne’ looking dishevelled, with the antlers now positioned at precarious angles. The inadequacies of masculinity are further underscored by that fact that order and stability are provided by women, specifically the children’s grandmother and aunt. 

Make-believe masks deficiencies and fills gaps for all three main male characters: Alamein plays at being what he identifies as masculine (which does not include being a father); Boy fantasizes about an ideal father and escaping his frustrating adolescent existence; while Rocky dreams of super-powers that can change and heal. There is a consistently fluid movement between fantasy and the lived realities of the characters which is used as part of the humour of the film, but it is also a commentary on the real and perceived inadequacies of their masculinity. For instance, the imagined confirmation of masculine identity through the ownership of a ‘cool’ car is disrupted by deliberately shattering the illusion that the vehicle affirms machismo. With yet more intertextual reference to American culture, Alamein attempts to impress Boy and his son’s friends by leaping into his car via the window in a manner that recalls The Dukes of Hazzard. Not only is the car itself aging, decorated with worn fur accessories, and clearly stolen (he uses a spoon in the ignition in place of a key), Alamein struggles to fit through the window opening and only succeeds to slid through after numerous inelegant attempts. The void between the fantasy performance of masculinity and the mundane actuality is comically exposed. 
When Alamein first arrives at the family home, Rocky questions why his older brother wants them to leave with their father and Boy tells him: ‘that’s what families do’. Rocky, who seems wary of the man he has never known, asks if his father remembers him and uses the conversation to enquire about his mother.  In a brief scene, apparently from Boy’s memory, the audience sees into a room through an open door. On a bed are bloodied feet and Alamein, grasping the end of bed, cries, whilst the children’s grandmother holds a baby in her arms. This partial, but vivid and disturbing, recollection is quickly passed over and Boy tells his brother that his mother was beautiful and that she and their father were always happy. Accordingly, the viewer is presented with a sequence of short scenes showing a radiant, smiling woman. Boy then uses the reminiscence as an opportunity to elaborate on all the ‘cool’ things their father has done. According to Boy, not only can he dance as well as Michael Jackson, he is also a war hero who used the haka to scare ‘commies’.  Rocky’s fantasies are a consequence of Boy explaining his younger brother’s role in their mother’s death as his powers being too strong when he was being born. The childish drawings that depict Rocky’s imagined abilities, mainly manipulating objects and actions, are an immature substitute for powerlessness. Throughout the film, and in various ways, masculinity is fallible, unstable, and in their performance of it, these characters rely on make-believe to bolster a sense of identity. Ultimately, though, their failings are laid bare and they have to rebuild a sense of who they are as men without deferring to unattainable fictions. ‘I thought I was like you, but I’m not’, therefore gains increased resonance. 
In terms of a commentary on specifically Māori masculinity, the film also focuses on the tensions between a present that is influenced by cross cultural references and augmented by fantasy, and tradition. Importantly, Alamein distances himself from tradition for most of the film. When he decides on ‘Shogun’ instead of ‘dad’, he explains to Boy that it is a samurai master who rules the samurai. ‘Like an ariki [hereditary chief]?’ Boy asks. ‘Yeah, but a samurai. Samurais are better’ his father replies. Similarly, when Boy asks why he does not carve anymore, Alamein says that he is too busy. The lack of connection with the past and customs and its detrimental effects upon masculine identity is a theme also found in Once Were Warriors and is responsible for the breakdown of the family and the eventual death of the eldest daughter. Moreover, in that film, Jake Heke (Temuera Morrison), like Alamein, is a failed father who misguidedly performs masculinity. Jake’s resistance to, and rejection of, his Māori heritage is visible in his behaviour and appearance: he drinks and gambles, and distances himself physically and spiritually from traditions. His physical presence, a bulky built body and nickname ‘the Muss’, is a surface show of masculinity and his only authority is in his fists. 
In Boy, though, tradition does eventually play a role in bringing together father and sons. In the aftermath of an explosive confrontation between Boy and Alamein, Boy finds that his unfinished carving (previously described as looking like E.T. by his father) has been completed by Alamein, who has added the all-important eyes. The significance of family and a connection to the past is also foregrounded by the short montage of photographs framed from Rocky’s perspective as he gazes at a crowded wall of framed images in the home he shares with his grandmother, brother and cousins. This evokes a sense of tradition and the importance placed on photography in preserving a record of community and personal heritage. Curator Jocelyne Dudding, in an article examining the placement of prints in museum spaces, explores the shifting significance of photography within Māori culture in the late nineteenth century. Although initially viewed as a threat that would capture and thus diminish a person’s mauri (spirit), ‘by the 1890s there was a gradual reversal in thought which resulted in the increasing adoption by Māori of available prints or the commissioning of specific images due to the personal nature of the image, and this supposed retention of some of the subject’s mauri’ (Dudding 2003: 8). Moreover, and of particular relevance to the use of images of Joanie (the boys’ mother, played by Ngapaki Emery) in the film, ‘[t]hese portraits became treasured items to people who knew the subject, especially after their death’ (Dudding 2003: 8). In marae (meeting houses), portraits of the deceased are a means of preserving a record of tribal genealogies and serve an important function in conserving a link to the past (Dudding 2003: 8). On the broader level of cultural identity, Dudding notes that one of the reasons why photographs are ‘now becoming increasingly important to indigenous people is that many groups feel that they have little evidence of their cultural heritage due to past assimilation polices and the extensive number of cultural objects removed for museum collections during colonial times’ (Dudding 2003: 12). Overall, reminders of the past are strong within Boy and Joanie’s spiritual presence, despite her physical absence, remains powerful. Unlike Once Were Warriors, which rejects the failed father as part of a new beginning, Boy does end with the possibility of reconciliation as Alamein, Boy and Rocky sit together beside Joanie’s grave. There is a new union of past with present and the film advocates it as fundamental to the future for all the protagonists. 

Conclusion 
The title of this article, ‘I thought I was like you, but I’m not’, comes from a line spoken by Boy late in the film when it has become apparent that his father does not live up to any of his expectations and is not the role-model that he was hoping for. It is pertinent to the misguided performances of masculinity as each of the male protagonists struggles with their identity and attempts to disguise their deficiencies with fantasy and make-believe.  The line is also applicable to the film itself because it boldly refuses to conform. It mixes established conventions with more unusual approaches and it contains inconsistencies and tensions. This is the kind of maturity and progress achieved by the industry that was mentioned in the introduction, and which brings with it confidence to use and enhance established tropes and representations, but also to challenge and rework them. As Smith puts it, this film ‘shakes orthodox interpretative frameworks surrounding indigenous cultural producers and invites its audience to learn and to listen anew’ (Smith 2012: 67). Smith’s use of the word orthodox here evokes Barclay’s notion that Fourth Cinema stands in opposition to established cinematic orthodoxies, thus making it progressive because it is forward-looking. The controversy surrounding Debruge’s review and the competing discourses that have emerged around the film confirm that, far from negating a sense of national, cultural identity, it has led to a reflection on cinematic representations of Māori people and culture. Its greatest success is perhaps that it has ignited such lively debates precisely because it is at once, popular, nostalgic, comedic, spiritual and a narrative about identity and growing up. 
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