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Abstract 

  

This exegesis documents and accounts for the development of a body text typeface 

designed by me, a hybrid practitioner. Using a practice-based approach with a focus 

on auto-ethnography, my research explores my own experiences of hybridity (co-

existing cultures of Māori, Chinese, Pākeha) as well as my whānau knowledge focusing 

on the maternal line and my Grandmother. Our whakapapa, the lifeworld of my 

maternal Grandmother (whose parents were Māori and Chinese) in rural Pukekohe as 

well as our marae are key sources of discovery, inspiration and influence in the 

typographic design process. The resulting design gives ‘voice’ visually to this research, 

particularly the experiences of Māori Chinese wahine (both my Grandmother and I) in 

Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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Introduction 

 

Ko Taupiri te maunga 

Ko Waikato te awa 
Ko Tainui te waka 

Ko Ngāti Tamai Nupō te hapū 
Ko Tainui te iwi  

Ko Matenga tōku whānau 
 
Ko Allan Ross Flavell tōku koroua  
Ko Tira Christine Mo-Chang Flavell tōku kuia  
Ko Richard Mark Kapa tōku pāpā 
Ko Tania Rangimarama Flavell tōku māmā 

Ko Jaime Marama Kapa tōku ingoa  
 
 
As a Graphic Designer, I have always had a strong passion for publication layout and 

typography. With my cultural background, I never really felt like I fit in with what 

seemed to be a Pākeha dominated industry and so I decided to further my studies. 

This is where the start of my vision evolved. I wanted to create a typeface. I wanted to 

create a body type that would be relevant for a hybridized society; a typeface that 

could express aspects of tradition and change in the life world of my whānau. The 

aspiration for my typeface is for it to give expression to the sensory world that my 

Grandmother inhabited in Pukekohe, which I subsequently inhabit, even as this world 

changed and continues to change for us both into the present day. This world, as I will 

discuss, began already as a hybrid of cultures for my Grandmother, Chinese and Māori 

to be specific. My project then also aspires to speak to the hybridized society that is 

contemporary Aotearoa. For me, it is about understanding the importance of my 

cultural heritage in all its difference and expressing this knowledge through the 

typographic form.  
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Literature Review 

  
My literature review is organized into two sections. The first explores whakapapa and 

whānau hybridity and the cultural overlap between Māori and Chinese in New Zealand. 

The context of cultural encounters between Māori and Chinese, and the notions of 

whakapapa and hybridity are important to understand the perspective and experiences 

of my whānau and its history. The second part of this literature review explores the 

theory and history of typographical design, the practical structure of a typeface and my 

key influences. All these elements have been building blocks to create a typeface that 

explores and understands how my idea of the co-existing cultures being one of the 

layers to combine to create a hybrid perspective in a printed typographic form. 
  
Part 1  
  
The interconnectivity through whakapapa and whānau explains the connection of one’s 

identity, identification to another, and unification to the relationship of your sense of 

belonging and purpose. Roberts and Wills (1998) considers that whakapapa acts as a 

means for Māori “to know something is to locate it in space and in time that applies to 

individual persons, tribes, all other animate and inanimate things, and even to 

knowledge itself” (p. 43). 
  
Cleve Barlow (1991) defines whakapapa as follows: “Whakapapa is the genealogical 

descent of all living things from the gods to the present time. The meaning of 

whakapapa is ‘to lay one thing upon another’ as, for example, to lay one generation 

upon another.” (p.173) The above concept explores a line of a descent that is traced 

continuously from an ancestor or a drawing that shows the history of a family, with all 

past and present members joined together by lines. Following Barlow, my project 

involves the tracing of lines of descent and influence within the context of a personal 

practice-based understanding of decolonizing Aotearoa.  
  
The whānau knowledge that forms the basis for my project draws primarily from my 

maternal side and the collected family knowledge of my Grandmother’s world. My 

father is half Māori and half Pākeha. My mother is part Māori, Chinese, and Pākeha. On 

my mother’s side, my Grandmother’s descent lines stem from her parents Meri 



 9 

Matenga-Kwan and father Charles Kwan. Whānau knowledge, in particular, the 

experiences and perspective of my Grandmother, and the qualities of the world she 

inhabits, contribute to the shape of my typographic design. 

  
“Whakapapa is one of the most prized forms of knowledge and great efforts are made 

to preserve it. All people in a community are expected to know who their immediate 

ancestors are, and to pass this information on to their children so that they too may 

develop pride and sense of belonging through understanding the roots of their 

heritage.” (Barlow, 1991, p.174) 

  
The world that my Grandmother grew up in was already a hybrid one, with two 

different cultures coming together in the Auckland region. Tira’s father, Papa Charles 

Kwan was a Chinese migrant from Guangzhou. Tira’s mother, Meri Matenga, was 

Māori, from the sub-tribe Ngāti Tamai Nupō of Tainui. Living in rural Pukekohe, the 

cultural influences of her parents were both present within the home. Nevertheless, for 

Tira, the strongest influence came from her Māori heritage. In the reading titled Ako: 

Concepts and Learning in the Māori Tradition Pere (1984) discusses and applies the 

interpretation of Māoritanga.  
  
“The knowledge of whakapapa, is the means of protecting, retaining, expanding, and 

understanding knowledge of the Māori world and existence. When this is identified the 

connection across the experiences of generations, expresses the spiritual fabric of a 

whānau.” 

  
My Great Grandmother Meri Matenga and sister Great Aunty Hemotu spoke Te Reo 

around the home, keeping the language alive. English was my Grandmother’s first 

language but Tira was always in company with her mother and Aunty’s korero most. My 

Grandfather Charles Kwan’s first language was Cantonese, however, moving to New 

Zealand my Great Grandmother taught Papa Charles Kwan how to write and speak 

English. He navigated learning English through the cultural environment of Pukekohe. 

It is because of the primary position of Māori tanga in my Grandmother’s home that 

the Maori aspect of our whānau knowledge is emphasized. My Great Grandmother was 

also a kaiako (teacher) at the local Māori school. 
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My Grandmother lived a simple life where schooling, work, and family life were her 

main priorities and focus. She was taught fundamental life skills based around whānau 

and whanaungatanga. The definition of ‘whanaungatanga’ is to have a relationship, 

kinship, sense of family connection and a relationship through shared experiences and 

working together which provides people with a sense of belonging. As John Rangihau 

explains, 
  

“Kinship binds us together in any situation. To me, kinship is the warmth of being 

together as a family group: what you can draw from being together and the strength of 

using all the resources of a family. And a strong feeling of kinship or whanauatanga 

reaches out to others in hospitality. “(King, 1977, p. 83) 
  
Rangihau’s expression resonates with the understanding of community for both my 

Grandmother’s parents and their cultures; kinship is highly valued in both Chinese and 

Māori communities.  
  
Tira’s parents worked hard bringing up a household of eight children. They both 

experienced similar social and economic worlds in terms of the workforce and the 

people they surrounded themselves with in the community. Tira’s father worked in the 

market gardens in rural Pukekohe. He was a Chinese migrant but came from a working-

class family over in Guangzhou, China. The experience of working in the market garden 

in Pukekohe was initially foreign to him, but he learnt very quickly through the market 

gardening community about the relationship to the land. By becoming a full-time 

market gardener, he integrated into the world of Māori and Pākeha in Pukekohe.  
  

The relationship to the land has traditionally been strong in both Māori and Chinese 

communities; both cultures have developed their own understanding of the different 

seasons and planetary movements and their relationship to crops and agriculture. The 

appreciation and respect of the land were the essential elements Māori and Chinese 

had in common. The priority of the land made both cultures agriculturally attuned with 

the environment. (Lee and Lam, 2012, p.35) 
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According to Manying Ip (2009), shared struggles as minorities led to Māori and 

Chinese intermixing.  
  

“Since Māori and Chinese were minorities dominated by the same monoculture, the 

two communities gravitated towards each other and became partners in adversity. 

They also had similar economic standing and were from similar rural working-class 

backgrounds. They had ample opportunities to intermix closely because both worked 

in the same geographical areas, that is, on the market gardens located on the fringes 

of budding urban settlements. “(Ip, 2009, p. 150) 

  
My Grandmother’s parents were married and were never discriminated against by 

being married. The inter-racial marriage they were in was accepted mainly by my Great 

Grandmother’s family as Papa Charles Kwan family were living in China. It was in an era 

where it was common to be in an inter-racial relationship in 1940s Pukekohe; interracial 

marriages were more tolerated in the 1940s compared to the 1900s.  
  
Manning Ip (2009) explores this in her research, “It has often been told of how Māori 

and Chinese early unions reworked the normative roles, beliefs, and customs they had 

inherited from their own cultures and families of origin. This blending and 

reconstructing of responsibilities and practices were necessitated by the unfamiliar 

practices and beliefs that had to be contended with in the home environment, 

reconstructions that have been identified in the multiracial couples.” (p. 213) 
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Figure 1. My Great Grandmother Meri Matenga and Great Grandfather Charles Kwan. (own photo) 

 
 
As discussed above it is my position to acknowledge my whānau knowledge through 

my Māori and Chinese heritage to culturally align. Both cultures share a strong 

attachment to the land. Both respect ancestral spirits and placed great emphasis on 

kinship and whanau (family).  
  
“In both Māori and Chinese communities, a person’s gravitas, status, and reputation 

ret on his or her seniority, familial ranking and commitment to the community, not so 

much on their social status and public achievement. Such cultural affinities are real and 

deeply rooted in both cultures. As such, there should be fertile ground for more 

congenial relationships between the two communities to grow.” (Ip, 2008, p. 238) 
 
Readings from Ip, Barlow, Pere, Roberts, Wills, Marsden, King, Lee and Lam provide 

some context to my exploration of whānau knowledge, in particular, that of my 

Grandmother’s world. My research project explores my family heritage through the 

lens of my Grandmother’s world; key research includes the stories but also the physical 

and visual elements of my Grandmother’s everyday life and home, her rural world and 

the family relationship to the land. The development of a typeface allows me to 

subjectively mark and conserve our whānau knowledge and to reflect it in a hybrid 

Aotearoa.  
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Part 2  
 
The Evolution of the Letter Form 
  

The second part of this literature review discusses the evolution of the letter form, 

exploring the theory and historical context of typographical design, the influence of the 

Bauhaus and others in that era, and the need for a categorization system that allows for 

a discussion of the stylistic components of my typeface. These elements provide a 

basis for the practical development of a typeface based on the exploration of my 

whakapapa and the life world of my maternal Grandmother in Pukekohe.  
  
Earliest Forms 
 
 As considered by Joep Pohlen (2011) in his book Letter Fountain the birth of recorded 

communication took pictorial form. This is the first and longest transition toward the 

typographic, hazily spanning a 50-century period called the ‘pictographic age’ (p.11). 

This evolution of the pictorial culminates in the form of Egyptian hieroglyphics, a visual 

language with a multitude of characters representing common objects. 
  
This format of communication evolved to include sound signs to minimise the character 

set and to speed up the process of writing. This progress of communication is not 

limited to the Egyptians and can be evidenced in the sound-pictorial forms of the early 

Semitic cuneiform scripts, the principal foundation of western communication. (Pohlen, 

2011, p.15) 
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Figure 2. The family tree shows how this Latin came to be. Furthermore, a large number of other 

languages are grouped onto other branches, so that their influence and development can be seen. 

(Pohlen, 2014, p. 16)   
 
 

Development of Alphabets 

  
The development of the sound symbol as the refinement of the picto-symbolic to the 

alphabetic is first accredited to the Phoenicians around 1250 BC (Pohlen, 2011 p.14). 

This first alphabet was spread by trade to Greece and saturated the ancient 

Mesopotamian world. This viral spread of written language is no doubt made possible 

by the reduction of symbols from 1000 to 22 in the alphabet. The development of 

vowel sounds came from the Aramaic language which had developed from the 

Phoenician, both arriving in Greece around 800 BC (Pohlen p.15). 
  

The word alphabet in itself is evidence of this impact of the condensed form of visual 

communication as the word is a hybrid of the first two letters in the Greek - Alpha (A) 
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and Beta (B). This interests me as the meaning of these words has a direct relationship 

to my whakapapa. The meanings Alpha - ‘ox’ and Beta - ‘house’ relates directly to the 

relationships of food (kai) and my Nana’s home (whare). Kai and the whare are not only 

foundational elements of my experience with my Nana but they are also foundational 

underpinnings of her sensory environment and the Māori world. 
  
From Greece to Rome 

  
As the global power balance shifted from Greece to Rome, here the first direct 

influence on modern letter forms can be found. Known as Capitalis Monumentalis, 

these forms are the tupuna of the modern uppercase (capital) letters in English. Known 

as majuscules (Pohlen, 2011, p.18) these letter forms (constituents of an alphabet) were 

first cut into stone. As the technology of using these letter forms changed so too did 

the form. This is seen in the period from 300 AD to the 13th century where the goose 

quill reshaped the monumental letter form to a smaller, rounder shape known as the 

uncial. 
  
The importance I find in both the Capitalis Momumentalis, and the Unical letterforms is 

that they are the longest existing forms of the written alphabet in the pre-history of 

typography. Not only is this fundamental for my understanding of the forebears of my 

typeface development but also because of their long-standing influence they contain 

considerable mana in the formation of the written word.  
  

The uncial however is not the final word in the development of letter form. From the 

decline of the Roman Empire onward, the miniscule form came into practice (the 

lowercase form, also known as the half uncial) so as to again speed up the process of 

communication. This need for a faster production of text was due exclusively to the 

growth of the Christian church and the need to spread doctrine, primarily read to an 

illiterate Europe. The most common form of the half uncial was the Carolingian 

minuscule, which through adoption and adaption by scriptorium monks became at the 

beginning of the 11th century the form commonly known as the Gothic letterform.1 

 
1  The Gothic letter form is what is commonly considered as the traditional form of handwriting that was 
common in the Bible before printing. This form overtook the Carolingian letterform due to the need to 
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The Beginning of Typography 

Producing a book was back-breaking and eye-destroying labour-intensive work 

(Pohlen, p.24). It is through the scholarship of Philip B. Meggs and Alston W. Purvis 

that we can grasp the sheer cost of a book, before the age of printing within a western 

context.  Considered the “most prized and sought-after possessions,” (Meggs & 

Purvis, 2006, p.64) a book held equal value to that of a farm or a vineyard (Meggs & 

Purvis, p.64). The rise of Universities in the 1400’s created an increase in literacy in 

Europe and yet at that stage a well-stocked library would only contain a few books.2 

Not all books were produced by hand. Block printing had been established by the mid 

1400’s but was constrained by page count and the longevity and fixed nature of the 

woodblock. Moveable letters (alphabet) produced a myriad of words, and it was well 

understood that a printing system with movable letters was a key to unlock great 

riches. By the 1440s this was “sought by printers in Germany, the Netherlands, France 

and, Italy" (Meggs and Purvis, p.69). It is in this aspect that we can understand the first 

definition of typography, as put by Meggs and Purvis, “The term for printing with 

independent, movable, and reusable bits of metal or wood each of which has a raised 

letter on one face.” (p.64). 

Although “alphabets steel” did exist as early as 1444, it is the combined advances of 

metal casting process and the compositional locking of type together that ushers the 

first information age into Europe. The process developed by German gem cutter and 

goldsmith Johannes Gutenberg (1397 – 1468) opens further the door of the 

renaissance but within this crack of light is the shadow of the medieval world in that the 

first printed type is known as a Fraktur3 typeface derived directly from the half uncial 

Gothic scripts. Ironically this venture into the new world is wearing a cloak hundreds of 

years old.  

save space on the page, given the number of books needed and the cost of preparing animal skins for 
the pages. 
2  In 1424 the university library at Cambridge England contained 122 books. See Megg’s and Purvis, 
p.64.
3   Also known as Blackletter.
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Rightfully credited with the 42-line Bible, the Gutenberg typographic system rapidly 

spreads through Europe:  

  
“By 1480 twenty-three northern European towns, thirty-one Italian towns seven French 

towns, six Spanish and Portuguese towns and one English town had presses. By 1500 

printing was practiced in over 140 towns. It is estimated that over thirty-five thousand 

editions for a total of nine million books were produced. “(Meggs and Purvis, p. 78) 

 

The Humanist Influence of Type 

  
From the early beginnings, typography evolved through a host of stylistic innovations 

across Europe. Of these innovations, humanism has been highly influential in my 

research. Humanist styles emphasised the aesthetics of the handwritten script, deriving 

from the handwritten works of earlier medieval scribes. Humanist type is characterised 

by its ‘handwritten’ look, in particular, organic shapes and forms.  
  
“A cultural movement called humanism began to gain momentum in Italy. Among its 

many principles, humanism promoted the idea that man was the centre of his own 

universe, and people should embrace human achievements in education, classical arts, 

literature and science.” (Meggs and Purvis, 2006, p.107) In this approach I attempt to 

embrace the humanistic principles using ‘handmade’ forms in my research.  
  
An example is typeface Garamond (c. 1480-1561) traditionally now called old-style serif 

design produced letters with a relatively organic structure resembling handwriting with 

a pen but with a slightly more structured and upright design. Claude Garamond 

achieved a mastery of form and a tighter fit that allowed closer word spacing and a 

harmony of design between capitals, lowercase, letters, and italics. (Meggs and Purvis, 

2006, p.111) 
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Figure 3. 1544 typeface designed by Claude Garamond. (Devroye, 2020). 

 
Modernist Influences in Type 

  
Another influence in my practice, Modernism describes another set of stylistic 

innovations in typography, aspects of which have been incorporated into my research.  

 

Modernism consisted of attempts to break out of tradition in the arts, and 

subsequently design. In my research there are some key modernist influences, mainly 

Bauhaus and the effect of Jan Tschichold’s Die Neue Typographie (The New 

Typography). The Bauhaus was a unified movement that included architecture, art, 

design and theory, defining itself against tradition its emphasised minimalism and 

functionalism. “Bars, rules, points and squares were used to subdivide the space, unify 
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diverse elements, lead the viewers eye across the page and call attention to important 

elements.” (Meggs and Purvis, 2006, p.317) For example Joost Schmidt’s poster 

design (Meggs and Purvis, 2006, p.328) and Herbert Bayer’s and Monoly-Nagy’s 

publication design.  

Figure 4. Joost Schmidt, Bauhaus exhibition poster, 1923. Echoes of cubism, constructivism, and De Stijl 

provide evidence that the Bauhaus became a vessel in which diverse movements were melded into new 

design approaches. (Meggs & Purvis, 2006, p.328)  
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Figure 5. The cover for this record of the first years was designed by student, Herbert Bayer (1900-85), 

while the interior was designed by Moholy-Nagy. (Meggs & Purvis, 2006, p.329) 

“We use all typefaces, type sizes, geometric forms, colours, etc. We want to create a 

new language of typography whose elasticity, variability and freshness of typographic 

composition, are exclusively dictate by the inner law of expression and the optical 

effect.” (Meggs & Purvis, 2006, p.313) In my approach I attempt to create a new 

language founded on ‘an inner law of expression’ namely on a personal genealogy and 

a consideration on its visual effect. 

Whilst much of the stylistic innovations of the Bauhaus were received by a limited 

audience, Jan Tschicholds ‘New Typography’ was all about applying “new design 

approaches to everyday design problems” and reaching a wider “audience of printers, 

typesetters and designers.” (Meggs and Purvis, 2006, p.319) 
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Tschichold was a key figure in this movement and explains “a new asymmetrical 

typography to express the spirit, life, and visual sensibility of the day.” There are many 

examples of his work that demonstrate illustrated asymmetrical balance of elements, 

content designed by hierarchy and the use of space using san serif typography. See 

example below (Meggs and Purvis, 2006, p.319) 

Figure 6. Tschichold designed a twenty-four-page insert entitled “Elementre Typographie,’ which 

explained and demonstrated asymmetrical typography to printers, typesetters, and designers. (Meggs & 

Purvis, 2006, p.336) 

Another key figure in the ‘New Typography’ was Paul Renner, (an employee of 

Tschichold's). Renner believed that “designers should not merely preserve their 

inheritance and pass it on to the next generation unchanged; rather, each generation 

should try to solve inherited problems and attempt to create a contemporary form to 

its true time.”(Meggs & Purvis, 2006, p.324) Thus, Renner solved what he perceived to 
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be problems with preceding designs, in particular Bayer’s Universal alphabet and 

Jokob Erbar’s eponymous typeface, creating the Futura typeface. Futura typeface is 

the key building block in my research. 

  
“Paul Renner’s Futura has alone outlasted its period in its original freshness. Its success 

‘was due to the fact that on the one hand it responded to the spirit of the age, ie. the 

need for clear “impersonal” forms, but on the other hand, did not deviate too far from 

familiar letterforms.” (Hochuli, 2008, p.11) 

 

Futura resonated with me when discovering that it was the first typeface on the moon. 

The Māori word for moon is Marama; Marama is also my middle name. The Māori word 

for moon and my relationship to this is highly personally significant as the name 

Marama has been used in my Grandmother’s maternal line for 5 generations. Futura 

has been my steering guide to my waka and my practice.  

 

 

The Need for Categorization 
  
By the mid 20th century the production of type and the mass number of typefaces 

numbered into the tens of thousands. To enable a common form of communication 

between designer and printer there was a need for a categorisation system. 

Typographic historian Maximilian Vox4 proposed a category system to achieve 

common understanding and clear communication on the visual aesthetics of a 

typeface. Within this system, each typeface is defined to fit within an established logic 

of typographic ordering. All these different typefaces are sorted into styles and 

subcategories5, such as the Humanistic and Geometric san serif categories. Using this 

system allows me to discuss specifically the aesthetic components that have resulted in 

my typeface, such as the serif, stroke, x-height, etc.  
  

  

 
4  Created a category system for typefaces in 1954 
5  Vox +1 subcategories include humanistic, garaldes, transitional, didones, slab-serifs, humanistic sans-
serifs, neoclassical sans-serif, benton sans-serifs, geometrical sans-serifs, glyphic, scripts, graphics, gothic 
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Figure 7. An amended version of the Vox classification is discussed in detail. As names can differ in various 

countries, we have also added the French and German versions. There have been some additions to the 

original classification as designed by Maximilien Vox. This is why we call it Vox+. (Pohlen, 2015, p. 58) 

 

 

Exploring the classification system and seeing that the function of this system has 

resonated in allowing myself to explore the potential of what a Vox 5+ categorisation 

could be. To me this proposes a space for Indigenous communities to communicate 

and situate cultural heritage, experience and understanding through typographic 

design. How this becomes an individual space for Vox is not only a transition away from 
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an overlay of colonisation, it is also a space for where oral history can legitimately be 

codesigned into sound-pictorial representation. This would allow Indigenous cultures 

to have their own typeface and letterforms that capture primarily oral culture through 

cultural-visual resonance.  

 

Methodologies and Methods 

 

For this project, I used a practice-based approach with a focus on autoethnography. 

Scrivener (2002) explains, “Practice-based research is an original investigation 

undertaken in order to gain new knowledge partly by means of practice and the 

outcomes of that practice. Claims of originality and contribution to knowledge may be 

demonstrated through creative outcomes which may include artefacts such as images 

and designs.” (p.45) Practice-based research has allowed my work to develop 

organically and for my on-going letterform refinement process to reveal new insights.  

 

With regards to auto-ethnography, I use myself as a vehicle for understanding the 

world and the place of my whanau within it, in particular my Grandmother and her 

environment in Pukekohe. "When we do Autoethnography, we look inward—into our 

identities, thoughts, feelings, and experiences—and outward—into our relationships, 

communities, and cultures.” (Adams, T, Holman Jones, S, and Ellis, C, 2015 p. 46) 

 

Looking into myself and my Grandmother’s world allow my discoveries to unfold into 

my practice and the creation of the typeface. Visiting my marae, exploring the objects 

in and around my Grandmother’s home, recalling my Grandmother’s kōrero and 

understanding her whānau whakapapa, reading through handwritten scrapbooks to 

piece together the connections within our whānau whakapapa, all these practical 

components fed into the design process. “Practice that is creative is characterised not 

only by a focus on creating something new but also by the way that the making 

process itself leads to a transformation in the ideas which in turn leads to new works.” 

(Candy, Ascott, & Edmonds, 2011, p. 68) In this way, my understanding of self, whānau, 

and the place of my whānau knowledge in the world transforms and is manifested in 

the new work. The practical methods and makeup of the typeface is addressed in the 

discussion.  
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Qualitative Survey 

 

I have used the qualitative survey as one of my methods to ground where I stand with 

regard to my typeface, exploring the importance of Indigenous cultures including my 

being Māori and Chinese to capture a primarily oral culture through typographical 

design. Further research included finding one hundred Māori book titles at the Building 

One Library at Unitec. It was disappointing to see that only European typefaces were 

used for these titles. Being able to create a typeface that can be used for a book and 

be used with the right context, and that connects with my heritage, is what my typeface 

is about.  

 

 

Discussion 
  
In the following discussion, I address and account for my research journey and the 

development of a typeface based on the exploration of my whānau knowledge and 

hybridity. Thus, I will discuss my whakapapa including my Māori and Chinese heritage, 

European influences and the practical process of producing a typeface. 
   
Whakapapa 
 

At the start of my research I was interested in Te Kore, it was the start of my 

whakapapa journey. Te Kore in Māori tikanga and tradition represents the very 

beginning of time. I discovered with this concept it is how Māori as a culture defined 

genealogy, focusing on the linkages of their tupuna (ancestors) and beyond. My 

Grandmother had been given a book from one of her tupuna, it was a handwritten 

whakapapa from Te Kore to her present whānau (maternal line) genealogy of today. 
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Figure 8. Whakapapa book given to my Grandmother. Beginning of the Genealogy. (Pages 1 and 2 of the 

handwritten book) (own photo) 
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Figure 9. Page 10 of Handwritten whakapapa book. (Persons 106 – 108 is my Grandmother’s direct 

maternal line and her siblings) (own photo) 

 

 

Te Kore, Te Pō and Te Ao Mārama resonated with my first design concept of using 

Tātai arorangi. Astronomical knowledge (tātai arorangi) was formed through the very 

beginning of time with Te Kore. It allowed Māori to study the stars naturally, to be able 

to understand their surroundings and to take the cosmological knowledge as a foundry 

of survival. I decided to use the cosmological knowledge (tātai arorangi) to explore 

letterforms. I first started to sketch letterforms through constellation form. I used the 

base typeface of Futura and sketched overlays with butter paper the different points of 

the letterform, joining the points and lines together to form the shape of the letterform. 

Each individual letter had 6-8 different refinements. I used the uppercase letterforms in 

this version of the type. I decided that the constellation typeface was a display typeface 

rather than a body text typeface. This was when it became clear to me that there was 

no Māori body text typeface, and this was the space in which I needed to develop one. 
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 Figure 10. Sketches of uppercase ‘A’ constellation letterform refinements. (own photo) 
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Figure 11. Constellation refinements of uppercase alphabet. (own photo) 
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Figure 12. Constellation refinements using colour. (own photo) 
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Figure 13. Example of the word ‘HE AHA’ using constellation form overlay of Futura typeface. (own photo) 

 

 

On reflection of the link to the constellation, explorations of my European typography 

influences included Captialis Monumentailis. It has allowed me to see the reflection 

and made me turn my focus and interest toward gaining a deeper understanding of 

modern European typography. The shift and focus allowed me to understand the core 

design components, especially the asymmetrical balance of elements and the design of 

modern geometric sans serif typefaces. It also allowed me to move away from the 

display type to body type as my typographic interest is a representing text on a printed 

page.  
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Māori and Chinese influence 

  
I have researched my marae, the tukutuku pattern, matriarchy in my whanau and the 

relationship of the land looking at my Māori and Chinese heritage and exploring this 

through sensory imagery. 

  
One of the discoveries in my research was my marae, Waingaro in Waikato. The name 

Nga Toko Toru means ‘Supported by Three.’ The exterior of my marae has three posts 

that elevates the marae up. The plain effective aesthetic of my marae uses a simple 

structure. At first, the exterior of the marae itself did not evoke or produce any 

emerging design ideas until I discovered the typeface used for the name of the marae. 

The simple serif style used looked like the Roman capitals. The typeface used for the 

display name of my marae was a modified version of the Roman capitals as it is heavier 

slab serif style using a slant and a thicker stroke. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 14.. Waingaro Marae. (own photo) 
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Figure 15. Nga Toko Toru in Roman capital stencil at Waingaro marae. (own photo) 

 
                                                 
The emerging finding was the tukutuku design. This was made up of horizontal and 

vertical panels exploring the geometric shapes. The square structure helped develop 

my understanding of the grid. This was important in the development of my body text 

typeface as I needed to understand the proportions of the uppercase and lowercase 

alphabet. Using the gridded system allowed me to draw and figure out the importance 

of the proportions of each letterform, it let me explore san-serif and serif. My 

letterforms were rough, but they were developing into pixelated letterforms. I made 

10-12 refinements of each letter, this helped me develop and evolve the shape of each 

letter form. This process was then developed by my photocopying the pixelated work 

onto a larger scale of A3. All my letterforms looking pixelated, almost digital. In a sense 

this is how things would look using a computer. I put more curves to give each of the 

letterforms more movement. I decided to move away from the grid and the pixelated 

forms and began to take my letterforms to the next stage. This involved my engaging 

with collected memories and images of my Grandmother’s home. These images were 

the building blocks to the curves you see in my typeface. 
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Figure 16. Tukutuku pattern digital form. (own photo) 
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Figure 17. Hand-drawn tukutuku pattern on gridded paper. (own photo) 
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Figure 18. 3D Pixelated uppercase and lowercase alphabet. (Coul, 2011). 
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Figure 19. Simplified pixelated grid with uppercase alphabet (Coul, 2011). 
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Figure 20. Refinement of lowercase ‘a’ in pixelated form. (own photo) 

 



 39 

 
 
Figure 21. Exploration of serif lowercase ‘g’. (own photo) 
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European Influences  
 
My favourite type movement is the Bauhaus movement originating in Germany. The 

movement explored the minimal and simple approach to design and typography. The 

contemporary design in this era explores the simplistic linear structure, balanced 

geometric shapes and most importantly the way typography was placed and used in an 

asymmetrical structure. 

 

The strong influence of Jan Tschichold was a key figure in my European influence. 

Tschichold typography principles resonated with the design components in my 

research, especially the asymmetrical balance of elements and the design of modern of 

geometric sans serif typefaces. Paul Renner’s typeface Futura demonstrates the 

fundamental shapes of triangle, circle and square, these shapes again have influenced 

the foundation of my typeface. 
 

The Vox system invented by Maximillian Vox has been the strongest influence in my 

type understanding and helped with the process. The Vox system presents the voice of 

the orator, storyteller of the vision of the visual aesthetic of the typeface. The two 

typographical styles in the Vox system I have used are the humanist style and the 

geometric san-serif style. The understanding of the two styles has helped me explore 

the different characteristics of each type family, and how they depict a typeface and 

the historical meaning behind the visual communication when using a certain type 

family or typeface. 

 

The European art influence has subconsciously not only been a part of my life but was 

also in my Grandmother’s home. Every visit I would walk past without noticing these 

reprints of European modern art that were hung around my Grandmother’s home. In 

the early days of colonisation, there had always been this idea of ‘art’ (and ‘culture’ or 

‘civilisation’) being from Europe; with Aotearoa being colonised, it was unsurprising 

that European art forms found their way into New Zealand households as an early 

cultural influence.  
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The second style, geometric san-serif is the main influence in my typeface structure. 

The basics shapes of the circle, triangle, the square structure is from the Bauhaus 

movement and used by Paul Renner. The geometric structure used for this style and is 

something that resonates with me because it has given me a clear understanding of 

how I would create each letterform. The combination of these two styles have allowed 

me to use the metaphorical meaning of my culture, explore my whānau knowledge (as 

a message) and aesthetically align with my design influences. Therefore, typeface is 

used to contextualise and fit the purpose. This demonstrates where active hybridity 

happens across different layers. I am using a hybridised humanist with a geometric san 

serif form at the same time; hybridising a space of practice of oral tradition into 

contemporary Māori visual practice.  

 

I needed inspiration for the influence of my type construction and searching for 

meaningful objects or shapes to form letterforms. The immediate outlook into finding 

these objects was the observation of the environment and the spiritual interpretation of 

the physical world itself. Māori believe heavily in the spiritual dimension and believe in 

many gods which represent the sky, earth, forest and all living beings. Māori believe 

that the spirit of our tupuna (ancestors) could be used to guide and help, in times of 

need. Māori also had many traditional ‘art’ forms. These included songs, tā moko, poi, 

weaving, dance and even deeper spiritual beliefs.  
  
But for me the first influence in my hunt for physical objects was at my Grandmother’s 

home in Pukekohe. Not only did the objects in her home stand out to me, the objects 

outside her house like the car port, her veggie patch, my Pa’s old rusty Holden, the 

details in the corrugated gate, her painted rusty fence and her perfectly painted 50’s 

brick home, were equally of interest. All these small discoveries provided resources, in 

a bigger picture, in terms of developing the curves, lines and spaces, to the physical 

make up each letter form. The fact that most these objects had been around since I 

was born until now, it was as if I was re-living and exploring these memories of when I 

was a child. These memories I was discovering in the objects had a deeper meaning (or 

wairua) than the object itself. I was exploring myself and our whanau identity within my 

Grandmother’s home.  
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Figure 22.  Layers of the gridded pixelated letterform with corrugated iron curve to form lowercase ‘a’. 

(own photo) 
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Figure 23. The corrugated iron gate curve influencing lowercase ‘a’. The lowercase ‘a’ has set the 

foundation of the letterforms a, b, c, d, e, and g. (own photo) 
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Figure 24. Layers of the pixelated lowercase ‘e’, the hand-drawn ‘e’ and the image of the whale influencing 

the body and the tail of the humanistic lowercase ‘e’. (own photo) 
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Figure 25. An example of my humanistic style lower-case letter ‘e’ developed by hand after layers of the 

refinements above. (own photo) 
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Figure 26. Analysing my Grandmother’s handwriting. (own photo) 
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Figure 27. Grandmothers 50’s home. (own photo) 
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Figure 28. Grandmother’s living room. (own photo) 
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Figure 29. Grandmother’s living room. Demonstrating modern art placed in her home. (own photo) 
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Figure 30. Corrugated gate. (own photo)  
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Figure 31.  Grandfather’s rusty holden. (own photo)  
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Figure 32. Grandmother’s lemon tree. (own photo) 

 

 

Maternal Line 

 

The project draws on my maternal side and focused on the importance of the 

matriarchy within my mother’s whānau. This is discussed in my literature review with the 

strong influence of my Grandmother’s mother and Aunty. Princess Te Puea6, Tainui’s 

strong leader had an extensive influence on my great Grandmother’s beliefs and values 

which has been passed down to my Grandmother and now to me. 

 

  
 

6 Princess Te Puea Herangi, CBE (9 November 1883 – 12 October 1952) was a Māori  leader from New 
Zealand's Waikato region known by the name Princess Te Puea.  
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With this idea of within my Grandmother’s whānau I wanted to explore this in a way 

through the Māori world. The influence that stands out to me is the pictorial world in 

which Māori live in. I decided to base this on large-scaled objects and structures (such 

as my marae) to explain small, important, whānau whakapapa through my work. I 

demonstrated this idea through exploring the different paper dimensions when first 

starting to draw my letterforms. I used different pen thicknesses and strokes and 

altered the paper size by using A3+ photocopies of the letterform explorations. I 

decided to use the large scale of A2, solid lines and strong structure as it was able to 

represent the strong beliefs within my maternal line and for me to show my 

Grandmother’s genealogy lines that make up the layers of my whānau knowledge. This 

was the fundamental way I progressed the development of my typeface. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 33. Lowercase ‘b’ showing the construction and thickness of the bowl of the letterform. (own photo) 
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Figure 34. Exploration of the development of lowercase ‘g’ and the outlines of the different strokes of the 

bowl. (own photo)  
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Figure 35. The lowercase ‘n’ illustrates the different angles made to refine the top of the curve of the 

letterform. This refinement explores the humanistic style of the mechanically hand-drawn lowercase form. 

(own photo) 
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I have used the influence of the humanistic style to modify my typeface by using organic 

hand drawn letterforms to then be transformed to be made mechanically. The 

characteristics of humanistic style gave me fluid movement and organic forms to explore 

the understanding of the drawing style. The development of my sketches has angular 

cuts and rotunda curves to explore the forms. This is important to me as it visually 

resonates with the earlier classical handwritten monumental Roman capitals and the 

influence of the humanistic style itself. This visually relates closely to the findings on the 

stencil letterforms from my marae. I have situated my typeface through this exploration 

of visual aesthetic but also considering the type family styles to align my narrative. 
 
Practical make-up of the typeface 
 
Karen Cheng (2011) book Designing Type was influential in the practical make-up of 

the typeface. Design techniques such as the aperture, the stroke and grey colour and 

spacing were fundamental within the design of the letterform itself. The technical 

characteristic structure of each letterform should be simple but effective. It should also 

be practical and most importantly coherently combine the anatomy and the aesthetic 

of a typeface. 
  
I used the formal matter of the structure to allow the eye to focus on the letterform and 

for the reader to not be distracted by anything unfamiliar. The letterforms I have 

created have the same style and is clear that it is a unified typeface as discussed above. 

I had to work closely at ensuring that both upper-case and lower-case alphabets when 

combined looked like they belonged to the same ‘typeface family’. The capitals have a 

basic structure and have the right proportions including both size and weight. The 

appearance of both upper-case and lower-case follow Cheng’s proportion rules that 

indicate the alignment with the base, x-height, ascender and descender structure. The 

important element that my forms show is better described as optical facts rather than 

optical illusions. I have understood that legibility and readability are important for the 

success of my typeface. 

  
Cheng also recommends, "It is fundamental for the aperture makeup to the letterform, 

numeral and punctuation legibility. Another technique that typeface designers need to 
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keep in mind is the stroke and colour contrast to each character. This allows the 

typeface to be fluent and more legible.” (p. 75) 
  

The basic structure of the form at first did not take in the formal matters such as 

opticality and readability. The focus on the individual letter form first set out my 

typographic boundaries. It wasn’t until both uppercase and lowercase letterforms were 

created that I had to then work on each letter form for the typeface to look unified and 

harmonise. Beier (2017) notes, “In type design, you play a game of perception illusion 

where you aim at creating a steady rhythm of events between the various elements of 

the words. There are several tricks you can use to succeed in this process. Yet, for every 

rule, there is an exception.” (p.24) 

 

Being able to understand the process and the development behind making a 

letterform allowed me to appreciate and learn the hardships and time to create a 

typeface. From the technical makeup of constructing the forms to adding my personal 

touch it allowed me to learn the process in deciding my final form. Being able to 

design this typeface has allowed me to understand the advantages and disadvantages 

of the typeface design process. I have learnt more about typographic history, typeface 

designers and the importance of typography and how it communicates through a 

printed page to society. 

 

Whakataukī 

  

For my final output I have used poster form to illustrate a selection of whakataukī  

(proverbs). Whakataukī are traditionally used by women because of its poetic form and 

meaning in the language. The whakataukī is often based on emerging historical events; 

holistic perspectives with underlying messages are used. Whakatauki in my poster work 

demonstrates the aesthetic and alignment of the design elements to show the power 

of the message through my typographic design. 

 

I have decided to use the poster form in my final output; my typeface will be used in a 

display type context. This is to explore my body typeface at a distance for the use of 

the presentation and the space of the gallery. This will allow the audience to read as a 

collective bringing people together, this environment creating a hybridized space. In 
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reflection, these aspects concern the depth of my research as it has allowed me to use 

practice-based research to present my whānau knowledge in a hybrid space. Within 

this hybrid space, it has allowed me to trust my explorations through typographic 

design to acknowledge my whanau and my Grandmother. 

  

Below are the Whakataukī selected that I have used and resonate with my work.  
 
Tūmai e moko 

Te whakaata 

O ō mātua 

Te moko o ō 

Tipuna 

 

Standing strong, o moko 

The reflection of your parents  

The blueprint of your ancestors  

This whakataukī encourages mokopuna to stand strong, proud in the knowledge that 

they are the embodiment of all those who have gone before them. 

  

Kia heke 

iho rā i ngā 

tūpuna, 

kātahi ka 

tika 

 

If handed down by the ancestors, it would be correct 

This whakataukī refers to intergenerational expertise and the respect Māori have for the 

wise counsel of the ancestors. It signals the importance of a credible, sound, 

theoretical foundation for teaching and learning. 

 

Affection 

Te kuku o te manawa 

The pincers of the heart 
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Agriculture  

Tēnā ko te toa mahi kai e kore e paheke 

A warrior who works hard at growing food will not fail 

  

Ambition 

He whetū ka haere ki te kai i te marama, ki te tahi ki tōna hoa riri e kore rā ia e toa. 

A star sets off to devour the moon but as far as its enemy, the moon, is concerned, it 

(the star) will never succeed. 

   

Foundation 

Ko taku iwi tuaroa tēnā 

My backbone 

  

Company 

Waiho i te toipoto, kaua i te toiroa 

Let us keep close together, not wide apart 

   

Encouragement 

Ehara i te aitanga a Tiki 

Well done, O descendant of Tiki 

 

Environment  

E hoki te pātiki ki tōna puehutanga 

The flounder always returns to its original spot 

 

Eyes 

Me te Ōturu 

Like the full moon. 

 

Harvest 

He kōanga tangata tahi, he ngahuru puta noa 

At digging time only one man will turn up; at harvest time there is no limit to the 

number of helpers 
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Land 

Toitū he kāinga, whatu nga-rongaro he tangata 

The land still remains when the people have disappeared 
 
Memories 
He kitenga kanohi, he hokinga whakaaro 
To see a face is to stir the memory 

People unfamiliar with Māori  custom wonder why tears are shed so openly when there 

appears to be no apparent reason for so doing. Two people, men or women, spend 

some time greeting each other and it is because both have memories of each other, or 

someone known to both, that they spend so long greeting each other. 
 

New Start 

Tūngia te ururua kia tupu whakaritorito te tupu o te harakeke 

Set the overgrown bush alight, and the new flax shoots will grow. 
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Conclusion  

 

The co-existence of cultures and cultural hybridity in Aotearoa is constantly evolving. 

This research has allowed me to discover and represent my personal whānau 

knowledge through the typographic form. It has been an important experience to be 

able to represent multiple aspects of my whānau culture through the typeface I 

created. Acknowledging my Grandmother’s and my life world and the experiences of 

Māori and Chinese cultural hybridity was my core focus; privileging whānau knowledge 

along the maternal line focussing on my Grandmother. My typeface represents my 

exploration and understanding of the hybrid sensory world of my Grandmother’s 

Pukekohe environment as well as our marae. My Grandmother’s co-existing cultures, 

Māori and Chinese, both culturally aligned strongly with the land and the agriculture 

environment; the land and the space and activities around it were important in her life 

world. With this influence of her home it allowed me to discover objects, handwritten 

whakapapa and recall her stories and experiences living in a hybrid community in 

Pukekohe.  

 

The purpose behind this project is for the people with experiences of co-existing 

cultures and hybridity to have a voice and to portray my whānau knowledge through a 

typographic design. I see that the conclusion of this project presents a new opportunity 

for further research. I have in this discovered a typeface that resonates my whānau. This 

is important to me and I believe that this question has potential for many indigenous 

groups that have a colonial overlay in their use of everyday language and an alien 

typography to represent what has always been a primarily oral tradition. 
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Masters Presentation  
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