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Taonga and Photography in the Post-Treaty
Settlement Era: A Case Study of Photograms
by Mark Adams and Areta Wilkinson

wearable taonga provenanced to Te
Waipounamu, the South Island. These have
come from museum collections in Aotearoa
and overseas. The technique has been refined:
silver bromide paper has joined blueprint
paper; and Adams has become more adept
at bouncing light underneath individual
taonga to play with the illusion of
dimensionality. There has also been a shift in
subject, as wearable taonga have been joined
by the tools used to make them, and the
materials from which they are carved, such
as a collection of moa bones from a midden
in the South Island.
There are a number of ways in which the
photograms seem particularly relevant to
the post-Treaty Settlement era in which they
have been produced. Firstly, the photogram
seems tailor-made to respect and assert the
agency of the taonga who are represented
using this technology. Photography is
peculiar in the way it hands over its
representational capacity to what is being
represented. This is especially foregrounded
in camera-less photographs. As Geoffrey
Batchen writes, ‘The things we see…seem
to have imprinted themselves on the paper
before us: directly, physically, causally,
without mediation, at one-to-one scale.
For this reason, to make a photograph
without a camera is to privilege
photography’s indexical capacities over
all others.’ Photograms promise to get us
closer to the presence of things, and ‘to
fulfil a desire that lurks within all acts of
representation: to collapse the boundary
between absence and presence, between an
image and what it’s of, between that image
and its process of production.’¹
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The first photogram made by Pākehā
photographer Mark Adams and Māori
contemporary jeweller Areta Wilkinson in
2010 was in fact the outcome of chance, an
unplanned opportunity. Both artists were
in residence at the Museum of Archaeology
and Anthropology, University of Cambridge.
Wilkinson’s project had brought her and
Adams to various wearable taonga in the
museum’s collection. They were photo
graphing them in a manner that was an
awkward hybrid of Adams’s postcolonial
interest in the museum environment as
part of the composition, and Wilkinson’s
approach as a contemporary jeweller with a
firm interest in the relationship between the
object and the body, and a particular concern
with the physical connection between
taonga and their descendants. Think hands
cupping the taonga, or holding them in
place in front of the body. Despite being
well-meaning, they weren’t great images.

around with. Adams co-opted a sheet, laid
a hei tiki from Cheviot Hill in the South
Island on top of it, and exposed it to light.
The result was, for both artists, something
remarkable. For Adams, it was another
encounter with a powerful image whose
effects he couldn’t easily account for. The
photogram offered something visually
striking, exactly the quality he had been
seeking in the other, unsuccessful
photographs, but it also seemed to extend
his project to find ways to engage with
taonga without, as he puts it, messing
around with them. For Wilkinson, the
recognition that the photogram was a
successful work of art was matched by her
identification of the void or shadow of the
hei tiki as precisely the conceptual space
she had been looking for, which would allow
her to make new work in dialogue with
customary models but maintain her status
as a contemporary practitioner.

The museum’s photography curator, Jocelyne
Dudding, had some blueprint photographic
paper in her office, which she had been playing

In the seven years since this technical and
conceptual discovery, Adams and Wilkinson
have continued to make photograms of

In other words, these photograms are the
perfect technology to register the agency of
taonga as actors in their own representation.
In these photograms by Adams and
Wilkinson, taonga literally imprint
themselves on the paper. A camera-less
photograph is not just of something; it
is something — in this case, the taonga
themselves. Photograms are an emanation
of the world, rather than a copy, and the
division between reality and its representation
becomes permeable, folding one into the
other. In this sense, they are an experience
of the impossible.² This parallels the nature
of taonga as objects that exceed the material
world and reach into spiritual or meta
physical realms; from a Pākehā perspective,
taonga are able to perform impossible tasks,
suturing time in unusual ways, and dissolving
the division between subject and object.
Secondly, the photograms enable certain
possibilities within Adams and Wilkinson’s
respective artistic projects. These are
one-off images made by placing taonga on
photographic paper and exposing them to
light. The photograms are representations

— Wilkinson calls them ‘shadows’ — of
taonga, not the taonga themselves, so there
is some distance between the image and the
original; but these copies are also singular,
not multiple, and they require the indexical
trace of the taonga to exist. They are like
avatars of the taonga, moving out into the
world in ways that the taonga cannot,
sharing their qualities but also attaining
a kind of uniqueness and independence
from the taonga involved in their creation.
Ultimately, this is a respectful, honest and
radical way for these two artists to interact
with taonga that, importantly, makes no
claims that can’t be sustained. It is an
approach that is calibrated according
to the questions that Adams, a Pākehā
photographer, has been asking in his work,
specifically around the appropriate ways to
represent Māori art, and what a decolonised
Pākehā artistic practice might look like.
It also represents a shift, beyond the
postcolonial strategy of embedding objects
in their environments, and including within
the frame those details that most sharply
and troublingly indicate the histories and
politics that animate life in Aotearoa. And
it is an approach calibrated according to the
questions that Wilkinson, a Māori jeweller,
has been asking in her work, specifically
around the best way to engage with
customary art as a contemporary
practitioner and having your practice
intimately shaped by what comes before
— made, in fact, in the likeness of ngā
taonga tuku iho, the taonga handed down
from the ancestors, but clearly oriented
to the present and future.
As a society, Aotearoa is entering into a 
post-Treaty settlement era, one that requires,
as Māori academic and musician Charles
Royal puts it, a ‘creative tino rangatiratanga’
that will adjust Māori identities and cultural
practices to the opportunities that exist
beyond grievance and the painful struggle
for redress that have been a primary focus
of Māori communities since Pākehā began
breaking the terms of the Treaty of Waitangi
only a few years after it was signed in 1840.
To put this in context, Kai Tahu signed their
Treaty settlement in 1996, which means
they have been operating in a post-Treaty
settlement environment for two decades.
It has involved control of significant legal,
cultural and financial resources to determine
what being Kai Tahu means in the twentyfirst century. But just as Māori now have the
opportunity to reinvent themselves, so
Pākehā will also have to find new identities
and cultural practices in the coming years
that can meet Māori as respectful partners
in the imagination of a new Aotearoa. As
has always been the case because of the
tense intimacy between Māori and Pākehā,
when Māori identities shift, Pākehā
identities also transform. Both Wilkinson
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(as a member of Kai Tahu) and Adams
(as a long-time collaborator with Kai Tahu
historians) have been shaped by these
particular dynamics.
These photograms are co-authored works
of art, a result of a Pākehā photographer and
a Māori jeweller collaboratively looking at
taonga from Te Waipounamu, and finding
a form of art making that offers shared
territory. In the multiple agencies that assert
themselves in these objects, might there be
a glimpse of what a post-Treaty settlement
artistic practice actually looks like? The
question that is perhaps most interesting
— are these photograms Māori art, or not?
— feels interestingly transgressive because
it is generated by conditions quite different

to the dynamics of the 1980s and 1990s
that underpinned the cultural appropriation
debate. (In these photograms, for example,
there is no need to assert the agency of taonga
over the role of the Pākehā photographer,
as becomes necessary in Brian Brake’s
practice.) In the photograms of Adams and
Wilkinson, there are no answers, but a
tantalising glimpse of artworks that respect
the taonga Māori who made them, but also
emerge from a dual whakapapa of Pākehā
and Māori artistic practice.
1 — Geoffrey Batchen, Emanations: The Art of
the Cameraless Photograph. New Plymouth
and Munich: Govett-Brewster Art Gallery
and DelMonico Books, 2016, p. 46.
2 — Batchen, p. 47.

