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Kia Ora, my name's Dr. Kirsten Garner Lyttle, and the title of my artwork is Whakapapa: The Ancestors

in front, We are behind, presented in the Gertrude Street Projection Festival 2021. I've described this

artwork as a contemporary take on Maori mythology meets 1980s, Dr. Who opening credits. It has

creation stories, Maori gods mixed with wormholes, carvings, photographs, and cameras. I'm trying to

visually explore the idea that digital technology can be Maori-fied or made Maori by showing that

Whakapapa or the genealogy of photography comes through the line of descent from carving,

showing the unbroken line from the ancestors and deities to the present day, mapping the

relationships from carving, then photography and digital art. So borrowing from the visual language of

science fiction this work shows that from a Maori perspective time can be viewed differently. Rather

than being linear, time is more like a spiral. It's three dimensional. Ancestors can be in the present, in

the past, and in the future simultaneously. Time is more like a wormhole than a linear structure.

My artistic practice is pretty mixed, really. I started off as a photographer and studied fine art

photography at art school, but came to learn Maori customary weaving as a way to connect to my

culture. Now, most of my practice is centered on exploring the intersection between the two, the

in-between space and overlapping of Maori customary art practice and digital technologies. My

practice expands on existing research that explores the ways that digital technologies have been

adopted by Maori. Following the work of Maori scholars like Deidre Brown and others, I argue that the

camera and digital technologies are not necessarily a threat to Indigenous cultural integrity. Through

my creative lead practice I am photographing customary objects from the perspective of a maker. I

make and photograph my own weaving, and use the surface of the photograph as a medium with

which to weave. I'm Maori-fying and rethinking the photograph, as both a site and a material for

making customary Maori artworks. In other words, the tools of new media can enhance, revisit and

re-present the methods and materials of custom Indigenous art making.  Interestingly, the word for

photograph in today, Maori or the Maori language is for whakaahua, which means not only to

photograph, but to acquire form, to transform, which sums up my practice perfectly transforming,

photographing into a Maori process and customary object.

500 years into the future, I will be in my waka or canoe with my ancestors. The future will be

Indigenised.
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