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Abstract
This article argues that the Australian War Memorial, as a public educational 
institution, stimulates visitor engagement with Kokoda’s history and legacy 
through dialogic relationships, reflection on the limits of representing 
Kokoda and accessibility integrated within the exhibit’s design. However, 
these opportunities are limited, as depictions of the Pacific War in adjacent 
gallery spaces risk perpetuating wartime stereotypes and reinforcing restrictive 
narratives. By applying recent museological scholarship, I first argue that for 
museums to inform and educate visitors about war successfully, representations 
of military history through the arrangement of exhibit spaces and galleries must 
create discursive spaces that stimulate critical historical inquiry. After outlining 
the historical, political and social developments at work in memorialising 
narratives of the Kokoda campaign within the Anzac framework, the article 
then draws upon auto-ethnographic research and public records to analyse how 
this memorialisation process influenced the design of the exhibit and the 1942 
gallery. In the fourth section, I discuss whether the exhibit’s arrangement  of 
space and multimedia features enable critical engagement with the histories 
of Kokoda. I conclude that, despite the restrictive framing of the 1942 gallery, the 
Kokoda exhibit successfully enables visitors’ engagement with critical historical 
reflection through dialogical relationships, explanation of the limitations in 
representing the battle and respectful narrative construction.
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According to the late military historian Michael Howard, ‘the realities of 
war are among the most disagreeable facts of life’.1 However, the inherent 
difficulties in representing war and its infinite emotions, opinions, experiences 
and memories lead people to search for meaning in straightforward 
narratives. In Australia, the Anzac myth offers communities such narratives 
to explain the historical legacies of wartime traumas and complexities. 
A  foundational component of this mythology is Kokoda. Referring to 
the World War II campaign fought along the Kokoda Track, ‘Kokoda’ has 
become synonymous with courage, mateship, sacrifice and endurance—
words engraved on the sentinel stones at the Isurava Memorial in the 
Papua New Guinean Highlands. Countless books, films, television shows, 
documentaries and memorials have placed memories of the campaign at 
the forefront of the national consciousness. Similarly, a booming battlefield 
tourism industry along the Kokoda Track has attracted widespread scholarly 
interest in commemorative practices and collective memory.2

Contrastingly, limited academic attention has been given to the impact 
of Kokoda’s museological representations. As public institutions, the 
dissemination of historical material by museums crucially influences and 
educates the people they serve. For example, exhibitions on Kokoda at local 
and military museums enable communities to showcase their connection 
with the campaign. While local communities in Alola, Bun and Efogi 
constructed museums to attract passing tourists, the exhibited artefacts and 
stories enable Papua New Guineans to engage deeply with their historical 
identities. Similarly, the Australian War Memorial (AWM) remains the 
most influential museum body on matters of Australian military history. 
Its stated aim is to ‘develop and maintain … a national collection of historical 
material’ from ‘wars and warlike operations in which Australians have been 
on active service’.3 This function suggests that the narratives it produces have 
greater authority in national historical discourse and collective memory. 
For example, a 2016 empirical study of the AWM’s Kokoda exhibit by 
Jason Dittmer and Emma Waterton demonstrates how the arrangement of 

1	  Michael Howard, ‘The Use and Abuse of Military History’, Royal United Services Institute Journal 
107, no. 625 (1962): 5, doi.org/10.1080/03071846209423478.
2	  See, for example, Bruce Scates, ‘Walking the Trail: Kokoda’, in Anzac Journeys: Returning to the 
Battlefields of World War Two (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2013), doi.org/10.1017/
CBO9781139196420; Jo Hawkins, ‘“What Better Excuse for a Real Adventure”: History, Memory 
and Tourism on the Kokoda Track’, Public History Review 20 (2013): 1–23, doi.org/10.5130/phrj.
v20i0.3122.
3	  Australian War Memorial Act 1980 (Cth), ss 3, 5(1)(b).
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space can ‘trigger deeply felt, physical and visceral responses’, consolidating 
specific narratives about the Anzac myth within the public consciousness.4 
To test Dittmer and Waterton’s findings, this article analyses whether the 
design of the Kokoda exhibit and its surrounding gallery spaces enables 
critical historical inquiry for visitors.

This article argues that the AWM, as a public educational institution, 
stimulates visitor engagement with Kokoda’s history and legacy through 
dialogic relationships, reflection on the limits of representing Kokoda 
and accessibility integrated within the exhibit’s design. However, these 
opportunities are limited, as depictions of the Pacific War in adjacent 
gallery spaces risk perpetuating wartime stereotypes and reinforcing 
restrictive narratives. By applying recent museological scholarship, I argue 
that for museums to inform and educate visitors about war successfully, 
representations of military history through the arrangement of exhibit 
spaces and galleries must enable discursive spaces to stimulate critical 
historical inquiry. Second, after outlining the historical, political and social 
developments at work in memorialising narratives of the Kokoda campaign 
within the Anzac framework, the article draws upon auto-ethnographic 
research and public records to analyse how this memorialisation process 
influenced the design of the exhibit and the 1942 gallery. I then discuss 
whether the exhibit’s arrangement of space and multimedia features enable 
critical engagement with the histories of Kokoda. I conclude that, despite 
the restrictive framing of the 1942 gallery, the Kokoda exhibit successfully 
enables visitors’ engagement with critical historical reflection through 
dialogical relationships, explanation of the limitations in representing the 
battle and respectful narrative construction.

The vast array of contrasting perspectives found in war requires museums 
to determine who and what is privileged in their gallery spaces. Like other 
national institutions, the AWM houses Australian stories that define 
Australia’s national identity. As newer generations replaced those with 
direct connections or lived experiences with conflicts such as World War I, 
war museums became enduring cultural monuments and educational 

4	  Jason Dittmer and Emma Waterton, ‘Embodied Memory at the Australian War Memorial’, in Memory, 
Place and Identity: Commemoration and Remembrance of War and Conflict, ed. Danielle Drozdzewski, Sarah 
De Nardi and Emma Waterton (London and New York: Routledge, 2016), 170.
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forums for matters of military history.5 However, these responsibilities risk 
contradicting each other at times. For example, the AWM’s commemorative 
function as a national shrine that legitimises Australian identity requires a 
representation of war that reinforces local values and promotes cosmopolitan 
narratives, which may suppress discordant voices. Further, practical 
limitations of time and space restrict museums’ capacity to address both 
functions. According to the head of the AWM’s Military History Section, 
Karl James, the average visitor spends two hours and twenty minutes at the 
memorial.6 This means that gallery experiences must be succinct, offering 
visitors the cognitive tools for further exploration through other mediums 
such as publications, lectures and online resources.7 

To balance their commemorative and educational responsibilities, museums 
such as the AWM must construct exhibitions displaying war according to 
three interconnected principles. First, museums retain a moral imperative 
to represent war respectfully and realistically. Cultural historian Jay Winter 
argues that challenges in representing war force museums to either ‘aim at 
an interrogation as to how war can be represented or … continue to deepen 
lies and illusions’.8 While Winter does not directly address what constitutes 
‘lies and illusions’, his work refers to the risks of misleading accounts or 
a glorification of war. Such depictions typically appear when museums 
commodify war as an ‘experience’, which trivialises war and undermines 
museums’ moral responsibility to remind visitors that ‘war isn’t all fun and 
games’.9 For example, the Sir John Monash Centre near Villers-Bretonneux, 
France, demonstrates how immersive visitor experiences blur the past 
and present to the point of reinforcing exclusionary wartime narratives, 
dehumanising former enemies, fetishising violence and sustaining historical 
myths that inhibit critical reflection.10 Similarly, museums may sanitise 
exhibits to the extent that violence is no longer displayed to avoid vicarious 

5	  Andrew Whitmarsh, ‘“We Will Remember Them”: Memory and Commemoration in War 
Museums’, Journal of Conservation and Museum Studies, no. 7 (2001), doi.org/10.5334/jcms.7013; 
Gorch Pieken, ‘Contents and Space: New Concept and New Building of the Militärhistorisches Museum 
of the Bundeswehr’, in Does War Belong in Museums? The Representation of Violence in Exhibitions, ed. 
Wolfgang Muschitsch (Verlag: Transcript, 2013), 63, doi.org/10.1515/transcript.9783839423066.63.
6	  Karl James, personal correspondence with author, 27 October 2022.
7	  Ibid.
8	  Jay Winter, ‘Museums and the Representation of War’, Museum and Society 10, no. 3 (November 
2012): 161.
9	  Ken Inglis, Sacred Places: War Memorials in the Australian Landscape, 3rd ed. (Carlton: Melbourne 
University Publishing, 2008), 499; Whitmarsh, ‘“We Will Remember Them”’.
10	  Bruce Scates, ‘Remembering and Forgetting the FWW at the Sir John Monash Centre’, in The Great 
War: Aftermath and Commemoration, ed. Carolyn Holbrook and Keir Reeves (Sydney: UNSW Press, 
2019), 201.

http://doi.org/10.5334/jcms.7013
http://doi.org/10.1515/transcript.9783839423066.63
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trauma. However, sanitisation risks decontextualising artefacts from their 
historical usage.11 To avoid sanitisation or fetishisation, the director of the 
German Tank Museum, Ralf Raths, advocates reserving graphic imagery 
in spaces requiring visitors’ consent, separated from the main galleries.12 
In doing so, realistic representations of war and their historical context 
are preserved.

Second, Winter encourages museums to ‘interrogate as to how war can 
be represented’, arguing that gallery spaces must provoke visitors’ critical 
reflection on the limits of representation. Conjuring the past in the present 
is necessary to connect diverse audiences with exhibits, with the assemblage 
of museum spaces cultivating fluid emotions and memories.13 For example, 
artificial trenches, artillery sound effects, wearable uniforms or battle 
simulations may provide valuable references for visitors, evoking feelings 
of shock, awe and grief. However, these representations alone cannot truly 
replicate war’s emotional experiences and infinite perspectives.14 Although 
there is a risk that critical historical analysis in museums will be viewed 
resentfully as an ‘unfeeling response, incompatible with empathy’, Winter 
argues that successful war museums encourage visitors to question how war 
is represented and avoid offering definitive answers.15 In her analysis of the 
Imperial War Museum in London, art historian Sue Malvern finds that war 
artists displaying abstract representations ruptured restrictive narratives by 
enabling visitors to determine subjective meaning instead of the museum 
administration.16 This careful management of emotional affect reduces 
visitors’ defensiveness to definitive narratives by offering opportunities to 
question war’s complexity rather than disprove firmly held beliefs.

Third, critical historical reflection requires museums to organise spaces 
that provoke discourse and embrace contradicting narratives. Legal and 
museological scholar Willard Boyd argues that museums’ attempts to 

11	  Ralf Raths, ‘From Technical Showroom to Full-Fledged Museum: The German Tank Museum 
Munster’, in Muschitsch, Does War Belong in Museums, 95.
12	  Ibid.
13	  Emma Waterton and Jason Dittmer, ‘The Museum as Assemblage: Bringing Forth Affect at the 
Australian War Memorial’, Museum Management and Curatorship 29, no. 2 (2014): 125, doi.org/10.1080/​
09647775.2014.888819.
14	  Inglis, Sacred Places, 499.
15	  Nicholas Graham Haig, Once More, with Feeling: An Enquiry into The Museum of New Zealand 
Te Papa Tongerawa’s Exhibition Gallipoli: The Scale of Our War (Master’s thesis, Massey University, 2016), 
105; Winter, ‘Museums and the Representation of War’, 152.
16	  Sue Malvern, ‘War, Memory and Museums: Art and Artefact in the Imperial War Museum’, History 
Workshop Journal, no. 49 (Spring 2000): 192–3, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/2000.49.177.

http://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2014.888819
http://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2014.888819
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/2000.49.177
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inform and stimulate visitor learning are intrinsically linked with public 
controversy, as modern pluralistic societies generate divergent perspectives.17 
By embracing discourse in exhibitions, museums redistribute power away 
from privileged social groups, dismantling top-down interpretations and 
enabling visitors to justify their perspectives through critical reflection.18 
Although this historical remembrance process opens the public to 
unsettling accounts and contradictions that disturb foundational myths, 
it promotes the democratic construction of robust identities necessary to 
reconcile and rationalise the traumas of war.19 Further, discursive spaces 
enable museums to represent complex topics, where the public engages 
with the multiplicity of moral dilemmas, emotions and opinions present 
in wartime as well as the changing historiography.20 This engagement 
restores historical figures’ autonomy while balancing visitors’ interpretation 
by enabling the interrogation of competing perspectives without excessive 
institutional curation.21 For example, the selection of stories within the 2018 
‘War Makes Sense’ exhibit at the Ruhr Museum in Germany assembled 
competing viewpoints on the war within their historical and social contexts, 
forcing visitors to interact with open-ended historical interpretation rather 
than established ‘cosmopolitan conclusions’.22 The greater subjectivity of 
historical perspectives offered through discursive spaces is necessary for 
visitors to evaluate the validity of different perspectives, which, in turn, 
enables the questioning of prevailing myths and prejudices.

The centrality and evolution of the Anzac myth in national discourse has 
changed how museums represent Australian military history. Anzac refers 
to the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps soldiers who landed on the 
shores of Gallipoli in April 1915. Despite the campaign’s failures, Gallipoli is 
remembered for the courage, trauma, sacrifice and perseverance experienced 
by Australian veterans. Early twentieth-century nationalist rhetoric in 

17	  Willard L. Boyd, ‘Museums as Centers of Controversy’, Daedalus 128, no. 3 (Summer 1999): 185, 
www.jstor.org/stable/20027572.
18	  Vicki McCall and Clive Gray, ‘Museums and the “New Museology”: Theory, Practice and 
Organisational Change’, Museum Management and Curatorship 29, no. 1 (2014): 20–1, doi.org/10.1080/​
09647775.​2013.869852.
19	  Leigh A. Payne, Unsettling Accounts: Neither Truth nor Reconciliation in Confessions of State Violence 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 288–9, doi.org/10.1215/9780822390435.
20	  Paul Salmons, ‘Moral Dilemmas: History, Teaching and the Holocaust’, Teaching History 
(September 2001): 35–6, www.jstor.org/stable/43258919.
21	  Robert M. Ehrenreich and Jane Klinger, ‘War in Context: Let the Artifacts Speak’, in Muschitsch, 
Does War Belong in Museums, 154.
22	  Anna Cento Bull, Hans Lauge Hansen, Wulf Kansteiner and Nina Parish, ‘War Museums as 
Agonistic Spaces: Possibilities, Opportunities and Constraints’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 
25, no. 6 (2019): 620–2, doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2018.1530288.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20027572
http://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2013.869852
http://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2013.869852
http://doi.org/10.1215/9780822390435
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43258919
http://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2018.1530288


97

To Commemorate and to Question

Australia argued that war demonstrated ‘the ultimate test … of men and 
nations’, in which martial achievements were synonymous with standards 
of manhood and national values.23 Additionally, museum representations 
of World War I during the 1920s, such as the AWM’s inaugural galleries, 
performed commemorative functions for the bereaved coming to terms with 
grief.24 For subsequent generations of veterans and their families, the myth’s 
emphasis on ‘heroic diggers’ rang true, perpetuating Anzac’s prominence in 
military history discourse.25

The popularity of anti-war movements during and after the Vietnam War 
undermined this martial romanticism, with communities embracing an 
emotional narrative reflective of the ‘tragic hero’ trope.26 For example, feminist 
protestors during the 1970s and 1980s provoked new interpretations of the 
horrors of war, which Christina Twomey argues enabled greater exploration 
of trauma and veterans’ postwar identity.27 However, the Anzac myth’s 
empathetic identification with veterans’ traumatic experiences led nationalist 
rhetoric to frame critical military history as disrespectful and inflammatory.28 
Nonetheless, Matthew Haultain-Gall found that the broadened scope of 
the Anzac myth enabled the AWM to become ‘an “arena of articulation” 
where certain, privileged social actors from particular backgrounds may 
“advance claims for the recognition of specific memories”’.29 Similarly, 
modern exhibits at Victoria’s Shrine of Remembrance and Sydney’s Anzac 
Memorial began privileging minority perspectives and contentious issues, 
from Indigenous and LGBTQIA+ service to gendered violence during 
wartime.30 Although the Anzac myth remains well established in the national 

23	  Henry Reynolds, ‘Are Nations Really Made in War’, in What’s Wrong with ANZAC? The 
Militarisation of Australian History, ed. Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds (Sydney: University of New 
South Wales Press, 2010), 31–2.
24	  Whitmarsh, ‘“We Will Remember Them”’; Bart Ziino, A Distant Grief: Australians, War Graves and 
the Great War (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 2007), 138.
25	  Tom Richardson and Tristan Moss, ‘Introduction: Between the Old and the New. A Conversation 
on War and History in Australia’, in New Directions in War and History: Debating Military History, ed. 
Tristan Moss and Tom Richardson (Moss Vale: Big Sky Publishing, 2016), 2.
26	  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Beyond Sentimentality and Glorification: Using a History of Emotions to Deal 
with the Horrors of War’, in Drozdzewski, De Nardi and Waterton, Memory, Place and Identity, 207.
27	  Christina Twomey, ‘Trauma and the Reinvigoration of Anzac: An Argument’, History Australia 10, 
no. 3 (2013): 102–4, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2013.11668482.
28	  Ibid., 107; Scates, ‘Remembering and Forgetting’, 194–5.
29	  The ‘privileged social actors’ Matthew Haultain-Gall refers to are the AWM’s ‘key stakeholders’, 
such as government officials and the Returned Service League. See Matthew Haultain-Gall, ‘Same Old 
Relics, Same Old Story? Displaying the Third Battle of Ypres at the Australian War Memorial, Past and 
Present’, History Australia 14, no. 3 (2017): 455, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2017.1359076.
30	  Bruce Scates, A Place to Remember: A History of the Shrine of Remembrance (Port Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 212.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2013.11668482
http://doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2017.1359076
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consciousness, expanding perspectives within the paradigm have increased 
opportunities for critical reflection on previously suppressed aspects of 
Australian military history.

As an essential component of this Anzac framework, narratives of Kokoda 
offer sources of national pride and commemoration beyond Gallipoli. 
Generally, Kokoda refers to the Australian military campaign fought 
between July and November 1942 along a ninety-seven-kilometre foot 
track that runs across the Owen Stanley Range from Owers Corner to the 
Kokoda plateau.31 After their rapid conquests of South-East Asia and the 
South-West Pacific in 1941 and early 1942, Japanese forces invaded Papua 
to capture Port Moresby and secure their gains from Allied counterattacks.32 
Outnumbered and undersupplied, Australian militiamen and Papuan 
Infantry Battalion soldiers began retreating from Kokoda to Imita Ridge. 
Reinforced by soldiers from the Second Australian Imperial Force (AIF) as 
well as local villagers recruited as labourers and stretcher-bearers, Australian 
troops slowed the Japanese advance in several fierce battles.33 However, 
soldiers were tested by the difficult terrain as they fought along the track. 
Many drastically reduced their equipment loads, struggled to maintain 
unit cohesion or succumbed to diseases.34 In his autobiography, Lieutenant 
Colonel Frank Norris described the track as:

[An] area approximately one hundred miles long; crumple and 
fold this into a series of ridges, each rising higher and higher … 
cover this thickly with jungle, short trees and tall trees tangled 
with great entwining savage vines; through the oppression of this 
density cut a little native track two or three feet wide, up the ridges, 
over the spurs, around gorges and down across swiftly following 
mountain streams.35

By mid-September 1942, a cumulating supply crisis forced Japanese 
commanders to halt at Ioribaiwa. Major Allied gains at Guadalcanal and 
Milne Bay forced commanders to make strategic recalculations, leading to 

31	  David Horner, ‘Kokoda: An Epic in Australian History’, in Kokoda: Beyond the Legend, ed. Karl James 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 291, doi.org/10.1017/9781316995617.018.
32	  David Stevens, ‘“Australia’s Thermopylae”? The Kokoda Trail’, in Zombie Myths of Australian 
Military History, ed. Craig Stockings (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2010), 173–5.
33	  Hank Nelson, ‘Kokoda: And Two National Histories’, Journal of Pacific History 42, no. 1 (2007): 
79, doi.org/10.1080/00223340701286859.
34	  Karl James, ‘Kokoda: The Immortal Trail’, in James, Kokoda, 8–9.
35	  F. Kingsley Norris, No Memory for Pain: An Autobiography (Melbourne: [Heinemann?], 1970), 147, 
quoted in Hank Nelson, ‘Kokoda: The Track from History to Politics’, Journal of Pacific History 38, no. 1 
(June 2003): 110, doi.org/10.1080/00223340306070.

http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316995617.018
http://doi.org/10.1080/00223340701286859
http://doi.org/10.1080/00223340306070
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a Japanese retreat.36 The Australian forces then launched a counteroffensive, 
ejecting the Japanese from the Kokoda plateau by November. Australian and 
American troops then fought costly battles to recapture Japanese-controlled 
beachheads at Buna, Gona and Sanananda until 22 January 1943. Historian 
David Horner argues that the Kokoda campaign, while less significant 
compared to the larger Papuan and Guadalcanal campaigns, has a mythical 
legacy that rests on five pillars:

1.	 It was fought to defend Australian territory.
2.	 It was fought almost exclusively by Australian soldiers.
3.	 It was the first collaboration between the AIF and militiamen.
4.	 Its general conditions gave it ‘an epic quality’.
5.	 It forged a non-colonial bond between Australians and Papua New 

Guineans.37

Although these qualities are consistent with Anzac mythology, Kokoda’s 
legendary potential in Australian military history was not immediately 
recognised. Damien Parer’s 1942 film Kokoda Front Line! and veterans’ 
memoirs introduced the Australian public to stories from Kokoda, but 
commemorative attention was mostly limited to veterans, local Papuans and 
military historians.38 By contrast, the dramatic actions of Australians at the 
siege of Tobruk captured the public imagination, with the Rats of Tobruk 
Association, formed in 1945, organising high-profile commemorative 
events and erecting memorials across Australia. In 1953, Dudley McCarthy 
walked the Kokoda Track to ‘test the correctness of his narrative’ in his 
Australian official war history volume, South-West Pacific Area—First Year: 
Kokoda to Wau.39 McCarthy lamented Kokoda’s forgotten nature, stating 
in his memoir that ‘few traces of [soldiers’] long agony remain—and as the 
track was before they passed, so it is again’.40 Commemorative pilgrimages in 
the 1960s were limited to veterans’ groups visiting Bomana War Cemetery 
in Port Moresby, with the 39th Battalion Association conducting the first 

36	  Peter Williams, The Kokoda Campaign 1942: Myth and Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012), 6–7, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139196277.
37	  Horner, ‘Kokoda: An Epic in Australian History’, 300–1.
38	  James, ‘Kokoda: The Immortal Trail’, 11–12.
39	  See Dudley McCarthy, South-West Pacific Area–First Year: Kokoda to Wau, vol. 5, Australia in 
the War of 1949–1945 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1959); John Farquharson, ‘McCarthy, 
Dudley (1911–1987)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian 
National University, published first in hardcopy 2012, accessed online 15 December 2022, adb.anu.edu.
au/biography/mccarthy-dudley-15053/text26251.
40	  Scates, ‘Walking the Trail’, 232.

http://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139196277
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/mccarthy-dudley-15053/text26251
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/mccarthy-dudley-15053/text26251
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large-scale pilgrimage to Kokoda.41 However, the increased exploration of 
veterans’ stories in the 1980s saw popular releases such as The War Diaries 
of Weary Dunlop and Hank Nelson and Tim Bowden’s radio-series-turned-
book Prisoners of War: Australians Under Nippon bring Pacific War memoirs 
to public attention.42

Prime Minister Paul Keating’s 1992 Anzac Day visit to Papua New Guinea 
exponentially increased public interest in Kokoda compared to the 1980s. 
After conducting a dawn service alongside representatives from Papua New 
Guinea and New Zealand on 25 April, Keating travelled to Kokoda where 
he knelt and kissed the ground at the base of the Kokoda monument.43 
He  then proclaimed that ‘[there] can be no deeper spiritual basis to the 
creation of the Australian nation than the blood that was spilt [at Kokoda] in 
the defence of the liberty of Australia’, which historian Ken Inglis attributed 
to imbuing a sacred and emotional element to the campaign’s memory.44 
Keating reinforced this rhetoric through commemorative policies between 
1992 and 1995 that emphasised World War II and its reflection of the 
‘great ideals’ of ‘courage and sacrifice, the principles of mateship, and the 
conviction that … we are Australians’.45 According to Nelson, Keating’s 
focus on Kokoda reflected his desire to form an independent Australian 
identity defined by historical narratives of ‘Australians acting in specifically 
Australian interests’.46 Regardless of whether this rhetoric generated support 
for Keating’s republican agenda, the narrative Keating promoted on Kokoda, 
with its straightforward trajectory, sacred character and perceivable values, 
was easily adapted into the Anzac mythology.

Since then, battlefield tourism and the proliferation of historical media have 
developed national understandings of Kokoda and the broader Pacific War. 
The number of trekkers walking the Kokoda Track has risen exponentially, 
with approximately 43,745 visitors completing the journey between 2001 

41	  Ibid., 236–9; James, ‘Kokoda: The Immortal Trail’, 16.
42	  See Ernest Edward Dunlop, The War Diaries of Weary Dunlop (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson Australia, 
1986); Hank Nelson, Prisoners of War: Australians under Nippon (Crows Nest: ABC Enterprises, 1985).
43	  Hank Nelson, ‘Gallipoli, Kokoda and the Making of National Identity’, Journal of Australian 
Studies 21, no. 53 (1997): 160–1, doi.org/10.1080/14443059709387325.
44	  Inglis, Sacred Places, 420; Geoff Kitney, ‘PM Sees Inspiration in Kokoda Sacrifice’, Australian Financial 
Review, 27 April 1992.
45	  Paul Keating, ‘Launch of “Australia Remembers, 1945–1995”, Australian War Memorial, Canberra’, 
Parliament of Australia, 14 August 1994, parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=​
Id:%22media/pressrel/8VT10%22; Horner, ‘Kokoda: An Epic in Australian History’, 290.
46	  Nelson, ‘Gallipoli, Kokoda and the Making of National Identity’, 162.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14443059709387325
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id:%22media/pressrel/8VT10%22
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id:%22media/pressrel/8VT10%22
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and 2015.47 Jo Hawkins’s 2011 survey of trekkers found that many set out 
to experience ‘a life-affirming national mythology of “success against all 
odds”’, demonstrating the manifestation of Anzac values.48 Similarly, Hank 
Nelson argues that media and commemorative events about the Pacific 
during this period affirmed Anzac narratives to an expanded audience.49 
These narratives continued to engage public memory through emotional 
retellings of veterans’ experiences, creating defensive attitudes towards 
critical challenges. 

Despite the pervasiveness of these narratives, vast scholarship critical of 
Anzac mythology has emerged. Works such as Kokoda: Beyond the Legend 
and Zombie Myths of Australian Military History, edited by Karl James and 
Craig Stockings, respectively, have interrogated these pervasive myths by 
comparing the historical record with popular beliefs.50 Meanwhile, Craig 
Collie and Hajime Marutani’s The Path of Infinite Sorrow: The Japanese 
on the Kokoda Track and Nelson’s research into Papua New Guinean 
experiences have offered alternative perspectives to the Kokoda campaign.51 
Recent museum efforts in producing greater educational material have 
built on this scholarship by stimulating public discussion. For example, the 
AWM’s commemoration of the Papuan campaign’s eightieth anniversary 
in 2022 led to a virtual exhibition about the campaign on its website, the 
publication of stories and new insights in its official magazine Wartime, and 
greater digitisation of its collection.52 While this article’s focus is limited to 
the AWM’s gallery displays, its comprehensive public outreach programs 
and official commemorations marking the anniversary demonstrate how the 
memorial actively shapes memories of Kokoda.

The AWM’s development of its current World War II gallery spaces reflects 
changing socio-political attitudes towards Kokoda since the 1980s. The 
AWM began planning updates and refurbishment of its small, ageing Pacific 
War displays in the late 1980s. Keating’s May 1994 allocation of $2.5 million 

47	  ‘Numbers on the Track’, Kokoda Track Authority, accessed 15 November 2022, www.kokoda​
trackauthority.org/x,963,351,0/numbers-on-the-track.html.
48	  Hawkins, ‘What Better Excuse’, 19.
49	  Hank Nelson, ‘Kokoda: Pushing the Popular Image’, Journal of Pacific History 45, no. 1 (2010): 
104, doi.org/10.1080/00223344.2010.484173.
50	  See James, Kokoda; Stockings, Zombie Myths.
51	  See Craig Collie and Hajime Marutani, The Path of Infinite Sorrow: The Japanese on the Kokoda 
Track (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2009).
52	  The virtual exhibition Papuan Campaign, 1942–43 was published in 2022 and contains 
information regarding the battles fought during the campaign, stories from Australian veterans, Papuan 
New Guinean experiences, commemorative ceremonies, and digitised items from the AWM’s collection. 
It can be accessed at www.awm.gov.au/papua-campaign.
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for the redevelopment of the memorial’s World War II galleries through the 
‘Australia Remembers 1939–1945’ program provided significant funding for 
the project.53 Throughout the redevelopment process, Director Steve Gower 
envisioned that the galleries would ‘tell an integrated and coherent story’.54 
To ‘get the stories right’, exhibition teams closely consulted with veterans 
during the research and design process.55 In March 1999, the AWM opened 
its new galleries, which included the modern Kokoda exhibit. This exhibit 
included multimedia installations displaying the memorial’s collection of 
sound, film and photographs from Kokoda; a Golden Staircase sculpture by 
Peter Corlett (commissioned in the 1980s); and the upper hull and turret 
section of an Australian M3 Stuart tank. These features were enclosed within 
circular walls, creating a private experience for visitors. The collection lacked 
physical objects from Kokoda due to the poor environmental conditions 
during the campaign; however, the exhibit’s interactive features created 
an accessible and ‘completely absorbing experience’, providing visitors, 
particularly veterans, with a point of connection to Kokoda.56

Yet space limitations restricted opportunities for change or expansion to the 
Kokoda exhibit. The scale of Australia’s World War II experience required 
exhibition teams to select key events along a chronological narrative. The 
resulting arrangement created a ‘modest’, ‘claustrophobic’ and ‘thematically 
confusing’ space where adding to one display required reducing the collection 
displayed on another.57 Given these physical restrictions, the AWM focused 
on restoring the Kokoda exhibit’s infrastructure, replacing lighting and 
audiovisual equipment, and adding a documentary during the 2010 half-
life refurbishment of the World War II galleries. The documentary film was 
designed in collaboration with Sydney-based multimedia producer Mental 
Media ‘to strengthen the [Kokoda] narrative by using original photographs 
and footage’.58 While the original exhibit design aimed to engage World War II 
veterans and their families, the documentary was necessary to contextualise 
the Kokoda exhibit for an increasingly diverse audience. Notwithstanding 
the improvements in accessibility and exhibition infrastructure, the Kokoda 
exhibit’s narrative has remained relatively unchanged since its opening 
in 1999.

53	  Ian McPhedran, ‘War Memorials, Activities to Benefit by $13.2m’, Canberra Times, 11 May 1994, 
trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/13355301.
54	  Australian War Memorial Annual Report 1998–99 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1999), 8.
55	  Ibid.
56	  Jason Logue, ‘New World War II Galleries Earn High Praise: Crowds Turn Out for War Memorial 
Open Day’, Army, 4 February 1999, nla.gov.au/nla.news-page29924863.
57	  James, personal communication.
58	  Australian War Memorial Annual Report 2010–2011 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 2011), 2.
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Figure 1: ‘Australia under Threat’ panel.
Source: Photograph, author’s personal collection, 13 October 2022.

As visitors arrive at the 1942 gallery, they are greeted by a panel titled 
‘Turning Point’ that situates the Kokoda exhibit within the events 
significant to leading the Allies to victory in the Pacific. Visitors then walk 
along a dimly lit corridor with bright red columns on each side. Enlarged 
photographs and objects vividly exhibit Japan’s South-East Asian offensive 
along the corridor, with a dark enclosed room dedicated to stories from 
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the loss of Singapore. The gallery section beside it, titled ‘Australia under 
Threat’, displays a propaganda poster of a Japanese soldier marching 
towards Australia under the heading ‘He’s Coming South’ (Figure 1). In this 
section, visitors encounter displays on home front experiences, touching 
on key events such as the bombing of Darwin, Indigenous mobilisation, 
internment camps and the American presence in Australia. On either side of 
this section are two walk-in spaces. The first room exhibits the contributions 
of coastwatchers, navy personnel and code breakers in critical Allied victories. 
The second room showcases the harsh conditions and sacrifices Australians 
faced in Japanese prisoner of war (POW) camps. The adjacent walls display 
paintings illustrating the conditions of the Owen Stanley Range and fighting 
during the Papuan and New Guinea campaigns. Between these walls lays 
the Kokoda exhibit, which visitors encounter at the end of the 1942 gallery 
after having navigated through the aforementioned displays.

The Kokoda exhibit’s salient footprint within the 1942 gallery grabs 
visitors’ attention, inviting them to engage with its unique design 
(Figure 2). The exhibit’s curved walls list the key battlefields of Buna, Gona, 
Sanananda and Milne Bay across its external circumference, with the word 
‘Kokoda’ placed between each name in a bolder font. An interpretative 
panel explaining the Kokoda Track’s geography and rugged terrain using 
Lieutenant Colonel Norris’s description precedes two narrow entrances of 
the exhibit. Visitors enter the exhibit to find a dark, claustrophobic space 
that simulates the jungle  environment. Undulating camouflage netting 
propped up by bamboo poles covers the exhibit’s roof, creating a rainforest 
atmosphere while wet-pour concrete imitates the soft jungle floor. Speakers 
play the sounds of rain and muddy footsteps intermittently. Within the 
exhibit, one wall is dedicated to the beachhead battles. Marked by an 
enlarged photograph of an Australian attack transposed onto one wall, 
the section contains interactive panels displaying graphic photographs 
and objects reflecting the high cost of the battles (Figure 3). For example, 
Sergeant ‘Jock’ Taylor’s medals are exhibited within a small glass display case 
beside the panels, including a Distinguished Conduct Medal for his actions 
during an attack at Buna.59 However, the attack failed, with many men 
killed or, as Taylor was, wounded. Padre Alan Begbie’s notebook listing the 
grave details of the fallen is displayed beside Taylor’s medals. Both objects 
remind visitors of the tragedies and realities underpinning Allied victories.

59	  The AWM regularly updates and changes the contents of these display cases; however, the artefacts 
displayed typically conform to the narratives set out by the exhibition space. The artefacts discussed here 
were present during the author’s visit to the memorial on 13 October 2022.
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Figure 2: Kokoda exhibit at the AWM.
Source: Photograph, author’s personal collection, 13 October 2022.

On the other wall, a screen projection amplified by the restricted brightness 
within the exhibit showcases the main event—the Kokoda Track. Visitors 
see Corlett’s sculpture visually representing soldiers’ experiences along the 
track; an exhausted militiaman and an AIF soldier rest along the Golden 
Staircase adorned with muddy uniforms and solemn downward gazes. 
The screen alongside it plays the short documentary with Parer’s iconic 
photographs from the Kokoda Track displayed during intermissions. The 
documentary’s format is based on the photograph album of Chaplain 
Albert Moore, a Salvation Army welfare officer who founded a ‘coffee and 
comfort bar’ during the Kokoda campaign. This format organises the mix of 
photographs, film footage, animated maps and telegram transcripts into a 
straightforward campaign narrative. The narrator quotes radio recordings 
and soldiers’ diaries to contextualise what is shown. Loud gunfire noises and 
flashing lights demarcate significant Japanese attacks or battles in the film’s 
narrative. The film concludes by exploring Kokoda’s military legacy and 
its ‘special place in Australian memory’, discussing the commemorative 
pilgrimages undertaken by trekkers. Importantly, the documentary reminds 
viewers that, although trekkers crossed the arduous terrain seeking bravery 
and personal achievement, unlike the Kokoda veterans, they had ‘no battle to 
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fight at the end’. Within the exhibit’s dark and claustrophobic arrangement, 
visitors are compelled to engage and reflect on the film before they continue 
to the next gallery.

Figure 3: Display showing Buna, Gona and Sanananda battles.
Source: Photograph, author’s personal collection, 13 October 2022.
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The somatisation of Anzac values and wartime attitudes within the gallery’s 
design risks exhibiting an exclusionary or privileged view of Kokoda to 
visitors. While Japanese atrocities are rightfully displayed within the 1942 
gallery, the notable absence of perspectives outside this ‘aggressive adversary’ 
trope reinforces the adversarial framing of wartime attitudes. For example, 
the colour scheme and graphic depictions of Japanese oppression at the 
1942 gallery’s entrance enable visitors to comprehend the threat Australia 
faced during the war. However, this wartime depiction of Japanese people 
is reinforced by excluding Japanese stories from Australia’s internment 
camps and the displays of wartime propaganda posters (see Figure 1) within 
the 1942 gallery. Notwithstanding discussions of Japanese POWs in the 
1943–44 gallery, the domestic internment display’s exclusive focus on 
German and Italian perspectives in a gallery dedicated to the Pacific theatre 
dehumanises Japanese figures and blurs distinctions between wartime 
perceptions and historical reflection.60 By lending credence to narratives 
similar to the ‘Battle for Australia’ belief without providing space for their 
critique, visitors undergo emotional priming that exacerbates the Kokoda 
exhibit’s affective atmosphere. For example, the shock associated with loud 
gunfire and flashing lights that signal the beginning of the Japanese advance 
appears overwhelming in the context of perceived invasion. Dittmer and 
Waterton find that this affective environment compresses ‘[historical] 
narratives and shared cultural memories’, enabling memory to be ‘lived as 
a bodily practice’.61 Given that the exhibit’s private nature creates a more 
intimate connection with the film, the portrayal of exclusive narratives akin 
to Anzac mythology risks denying visitors opportunities to critically reflect 
on their experiences.

However, Dittmer and Waterton’s findings experience two significant 
limitations when determining the extent of this somatisation phenomenon. 
First, their claim that the exhibit presents ‘original photographs and footage 
of soldiers being pinned down by gunfire’ or skirmishes at Kokoda is 
misleading, as there are no depictions of direct combat at Kokoda within 
the exhibit.62 When Parer, Chester Wilmot and Osmar White arrived at 
the Kokoda Track and reached Eora Creek, the Australian force began 
withdrawing from Isurava. The reporters, unable to go further towards 
the frontline, recorded footage of the withdrawal efforts at Eora Village 

60	  Scates, ‘Remembering and Forgetting’, 201.
61	  Dittmer and Waterton, ‘Embodied Memory’, 183.
62	  Ibid., 181–3.
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instead.63 While the beachhead battles section includes depictions of 
warfare, the virtual absence of fighting imagery from Kokoda itself defines 
the film’s focus on showing the campaign’s supply and conditions, using 
animated landscapes to illustrate operational manoeuvres (Figure 4). The 
misinterpretation likely reflects the authors’ conflating of graphic depictions 
of the beachhead battles with the documentary’s narrative.

Second, the authors assume that visitors’ ‘felt relationship’ and ability to 
empathise with firsthand accounts from Kokoda necessarily leads to an 
uncritical adoption of the exhibit’s narrative.64 Indeed, the somatisation 
of wartime propaganda in the 1942 gallery and veterans’ experiences 
within the exhibit demonstrates significant limits to critical reflection. 
However, the Kokoda exhibit’s careful representation of history and 
exploration of the campaign’s legacy forces visitors to interrogate the limits 
of representing soldiers’ experiences. As descriptions of treacherous mud 
and the overwhelming conditions are articulated through the film, Corlett’s 
statue and the exhibit’s jungle representation appear sanitised and foreign 
in comparison. The absence of mud and a level walking surface creates 
noticeable gaps between the narrative described and the visitors’ experience. 
Similarly, the unfathomable realities soldiers faced during the Kokoda 
campaign are reiterated throughout the film. The distinctions the film draws 
between historic reality and modern interpretations of Kokoda ask visitors 
to question whether they can genuinely relate to veterans’ experiences 
despite the importance of recreations such as trekking. This questioning 
develops a more sophisticated relationship with the Kokoda narrative and 
ruptures heroic interpretations.

Further, the dialogical relationships between the exhibit’s objects and 
displays create contentious spaces for visitors to interpret what happened. 
Although Dittmer and Waterton’s misattribution of depictions of combat 
at Kokoda undermines the film’s focus on individual hardships, the error 
demonstrates the product of dialogical relationships within the exhibit. 
Graphic photographs of wounded soldiers, enemy corpses and troops 
rushing into battle are placed alongside the bullet-riddled M3 Stuart 
tank section and objects relating to the costs of war from the beachhead 
battles, forcing visitors to contextualise the heroics displayed in the film. 
This arrangement of seemingly ‘authentic’ objects allows visitors to navigate 

63	  Nelson, ‘Kokoda: Pushing the Popular Image’, 91.
64	  Dittmer and Waterton, ‘Embodied Memory’, 183–4.
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abstract ideas of sacrifice, duty and tragedy, and their historical value.65 
Similarly, the discord between the calm colours of Frank Hodgkinson’s 
1946 painting Troops Crossing River, October 1942 and the violent imagery 
of Ivor Hele’s 1960 Taking Old Vickers Position, Bodubi Bridge, 28 July 1943 
creates a dialectic view of what Australian troops experienced during the 
Kokoda and subsequent New Guinean campaigns. As visitors piece together 
different aspects of the campaign within the exhibit’s private space, they 
must negotiate these dialogical relationships to form a more robust and 
holistic interpretation of Kokoda.

Figure 4: Still from Kokoda documentary.
Source: Photograph, author’s personal collection, 13 October 2022.

The depictions of non-Australian perspectives within the exhibit offer 
opportunities for further explanations and contend exclusionary narratives. 
Nationalist rhetoric of Papuan New Guinean experiences typically frames 
native carriers as ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy Angels’, romanticising locals as invaluable 
allies for Australian soldiers while overlooking the conditions they faced 
when working. For example, Nelson finds that modern narratives of native 

65	  Alexandra Bounia and Theopisti Stylianou-Lambert, ‘War Museums and Photography’, in 
Muschitsch, Does War Belong in Museums, 155, 161, doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839423066.155.

http://doi.org/10.14361/transcript.9783839423066.155
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carriers ignore their conscription, diverse tribal backgrounds and experiences 
of corporal punishment from local police.66 The film rightfully emphasises 
the importance of native carriers in addressing manpower limitations and 
carrying wounded men. However, George Allen’s 1947 sculpture Papuan 
Native Carrier, located beside the Kokoda exhibit, offers visitors a Papuan 
perspective on the campaign. The sorrowful expression on the sculpture 
and visible strain from the carried load centres the carrier’s physical and 
mental toll. Additionally, William Dargie’s 1943 painting Stretcher Bearers 
in the Owen Stanleys positions the carriers in the foreground, emphasising 
their agency and challenges during the campaign. The emphasis on Papua 
New Guineans’ individuality and personal character challenges reductionist 
narratives by prompting reflection on their experiences.

Notwithstanding the reinforcement of wartime depictions of Imperial 
Japan, Japanese perspectives are respectfully displayed to avoid stereotypical 
depictions. The film and exhibit strictly refer to historical facts about Japanese 
military actions, with the graphic imagery of battle and explanations of the 
Japanese retreat humanising their experiences. This careful representation 
contrasts with earlier propagandistic depictions, demonstrating the 
balance of historicising adversarial views and respectful representation 
needed to form holistic interpretations of Kokoda. The conflict between 
Anzac narratives of Japanese and Papua New Guinean perspectives and 
the displays within the AWM’s Kokoda exhibit forces critical inquiry on the 
nature of the campaign, the diversity of experiences and its relationship with 
Australia’s broader Pacific War.

Thus, the Kokoda exhibit offers visitors opportunities for critical inquiry 
within an Anzac framework. Recent museological scholarship suggests that 
museums provoke visitors’ critical inquiry by creating contentious spaces 
and interrogating the limits of representing war. In Australia, notably at 
the AWM, the dominance of the Anzac myth has informed discourse 
and memorialisation processes. Anzac-related narratives of Kokoda, 
reinforced by the values espoused by Keating’s commemorative policies 
and the proliferation of popular retellings in the 1990s, are inherent in the 
memorial’s 1942 gallery and Kokoda exhibit. For example, depictions of 
Japanese forces in the 1942 gallery and the emotional effects of the Kokoda 
exhibit reinforce wartime characterisations, embodying Anzac values and 
undermining the historicisation of these narratives. However, the exhibit’s 

66	  Nelson, ‘Kokoda: The Track from History to Politics’, 121–2; Nelson, ‘Kokoda: And Two National 
Histories’, 81.
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space arrangement and engagement with modern discourse concerning 
Kokoda offers visitors opportunities to reflect upon established narratives 
critically. By contrasting sanitised accounts with graphic depictions of 
violence and difficult conditions, visitors are forced to question the limits 
of representing Australia’s Kokoda experience and whether the heroic Anzac 
values reflect the horrors of war. The importance of discursive spaces within 
the Kokoda exhibit demonstrates their necessity for museums seeking to 
stimulate visitors’ critical historical inquiry.

While my analysis offers an essential perspective on Kokoda’s museological 
representation, the AWM’s Kokoda exhibit plays a minor role in influencing 
broader historical narratives that contribute to the national consciousness 
given its small footprint. Without a comprehensive ethnographic analysis of 
the exhibit’s impact on visitors from different backgrounds, the subjective 
interpretation of the exhibit limits exploration of the impact of the memorial 
on national discourse and memories of Kokoda. Further, as Boyd argues, 
permanent exhibits are structurally inhibited from presenting continuing 
cultural change, as their fixed elements ‘inevitably become dated in content 
and presentation’, which limits their ability to stimulate public debate 
lastingly.67 Nonetheless, the memorial’s adoption of newer technologies 
and virtual experiences to supplement its galleries has enabled it to navigate 
continuing cultural changes. As the AWM expands its galleries by renovating 
and developing a new Anzac Hall space, which will open in 2025, the 
museum must embrace its role as a discursive platform in its exhibitions. 
These galleries will influence visitors’ interpretation of Australian military 
history and must complement the active historical debates expressed in 
the memorial’s publications, conferences and online resources. If exhibits 
do not enable visitors to question while commemorating, war is reduced 
to a simple affair that risks desensitising the public to historical tragedies.

67	  Boyd, ‘Museums as Centers of Controversy’, 211.
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