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This book does exactly what its title suggests. It is a comparative analysis 
of trans-Tasman Gallipoli legacy and commemorations from the fiftieth 
to the hundredth anniversary of the 1915 landing. The study has tight 
chronological and geographical boundaries, and those delimitations result 
in a comprehensive and coherent analysis of the topic at hand. The book 
is structured into eight chapters of somewhat equal size, organised 
chronologically. This structure, together with Light’s crisp writing, makes 
for an enjoyable read. This fine volume, published with Otago University 
Press, is also easy to use with a thorough index, a detailed bibliography and 
fitting illustrations.

Across the fifty-year period that Light has placed under scrutiny, his research 
clearly shows that, by and large, the memory of Gallipoli and its derived 
meanings in New Zealand has been more inclusive and elastic than that in 
Australia, although New Zealand has often established its commemorative 
calendar and initiatives following trends set in Canberra. The utility of 
well-conducted comparative history is quite evident here. Shedding light 
on the New Zealand story of large public Gallipoli commemorations since 
1965 shows how conservative, scripted, exclusive, political and, at times, 
hackneyed the same commemorations have been in Australia across the 
same period, particularly when it comes to integrating colonisation and 
Indigenous peoples into the Anzac story. In part, this is due to organisations 
such as the Returned and Services League, the Australian War Memorial, 
the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, and the Department of 
Veterans’ Affairs having exercised tighter control and authority over Anzac 
in Australia than in New Zealand. Throughout the book, Light points to 
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specific instances of Australian and New Zealand commemorations shaping 
one another—such as their most recent overseas memorials—and of them 
diverging, in the case of the birthplace of the national story, for instance.

As noted in another review of this book by Bruce Scates, Anzac Nations 
mostly focuses on institutional and state-driven creation or sponsoring of 
memory, rather than how everyday citizens engaged or contributed to this 
process.1 This would have required an entirely different methodology and 
source base and was not Light’s stated objective. While Scates is correct in 
identifying that gap, Rowan Light’s insightful story illustrates the power of 
government organisations and money in shaping and re-shaping Australian 
and New Zealand official national narratives. In this, the book complexifies 
the historiographical moot point of assessing whether the Anzac revival is 
a predominately state-led or popularly driven process.

While Light is not the first historian to document Anzac Day protests, the 
chapter he dedicates to this topic is innovative and unearths a wide variety 
of past protests that testify to trans-Tasman resistance against what some 
perceived as an outdated militaristic doxa that they sought to challenge. 
The chapter delves into the strategies of protest groups to attract attention 
towards their actions and public reactions to them, and points to the more 
vehement and antagonistic nature of Anzac Day protests in Australia than 
in New Zealand, where such protests progressively became associated with 
Anzac Day itself and a part of the ritual. In a later chapter pertaining to 
the repatriation of unknown soldiers, Light shows how some academic 
historians in Australia, such as Ken Inglis, contributed to the continuation 
and development of the Anzac legend through their association with state-
orchestrated projects, referring to them as ‘national historians’. This is 
another convincing argument that will no doubt lead to conversations in 
the profession, which is a good thing.

The comparison between the two countries’ official commemorations of 
Gallipoli also highlights how long it took for Australia to integrate Indigenous 
voices into the Anzac national story. Māori traditions, stories and rituals have 
been far more prevalent and valued in state commemorations of Gallipoli 
in New Zealand than those of their First Nations counterparts in Australia. 
Australian Indigenous peoples were often excluded or sidelined from 
official commemorations. The obstinate determination to negate colonial 
warfare and start the national story at Gallipoli in April 1915 remained a 

1	  Bruce Scates, ‘Review of Anzac Nations: The Legacy of Gallipoli in New Zealand and Australia, 
1964–2015 by Rowan Light’, New Zealand Journal of History 56, no. 2 (2022): 134–5.
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characteristically Australian trait much longer than it should have. Only in 
recent decades has the Australian version of the Anzac story been indigenised; 
yet, even now, the narrative is still that of colonial white Australia fighting 
a great war rather than a narrative that aims to open a conversational space 
to acknowledge and reflect upon dispossession and how Anzac contributed 
to its reinforcement. To put it bluntly, Indigenous voices represented in the 
official Australian Anzac narrative since John Howard’s prime ministership 
have been funnelled to further develop the Anzac myth as prescribed by 
government and organisations rather than to question it. Inclusion in the 
Anzac legend has been used to shut the door to acknowledging colonial 
violence. Since the publication of this book, the board of the Australian War 
Memorial has finally accepted that the memorial will house a gallery on the 
frontier wars, decades after such obvious historical facts became part of the 
official narrative and state museum displays in New Zealand and Canada. 
This speaks volumes about the agency of grassroots remembrance networks 
and their ability to enact change in the commemorative space.

A small error was made on page 174, where it is stated that the cemetery of 
the Australian National Memorial at Villers-Bretonneux contains ‘the graves 
of some 40,000 Australian World War I soldiers’ (174). The memorial 
commemorates 10,801 Australians who died in France with no known 
grave, while the adjacent cemetery hosts the graves of 731 Australian, 556 
British, 252 Canadian, one South African and two New Zealander soldiers. 
Given that the author focuses exclusively on Gallipoli rather than on the 
Western Front, he will be forgiven.

While the focus on Anzac necessarily excluded other nations—except for 
Turkey, which is nicely woven into Light’s analysis—one cannot help but 
think that expanding the comparison to other settler colonies such as Canada 
and South Africa would have yielded significant insights into the similarities 
of national myth-making and the invention/negation of an identities nexus 
in former outposts of empire. Finally, each of the eight chapters has its own 
adroitly written short conclusions, but the book lacks an overall conclusion 
to tie its main themes and findings together.

The author ought to be commended, however, for his even-handedness 
in the way he used and merged existing Australian and New Zealand 
historiographies of Anzac. While the manuscript would have benefited from 
integrating more studies published between 2019 and 2021 before going to 
press, Rowan Light skilfully navigates both national historiographies and 
succeeds in adding value to them. Given how crowded the Anzac historical 
subfield is, this represents no meagre feat.
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