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Documentation of graffiti
The Real Time Web Series (RTWS) traverses between a process video and oral history podcast. The RTWS is a
project that launched in 2016 by Dr. Bobby ‘Berst’ Hung. As an artist, researcher, and teacher, his objective is to
document graffiti in New Zealand and to capture the perspectives of past and present graffiti writers through
oral history. As an ephemeral artform, graffiti is often found on walls, trains, and other public spaces but its
lifespan is short lived. When painted illegally, the artworks risk being painted out by council within hours of
creation, or the likelihood of other graffiti writers covering the artwork in a fight for visual space. All that seldom
remains are the photographic images, video, and untold stories of the action. While the internet and social
media has helped to share, document, and promote graffiti in New Zealand, the contextual factors influencing
the stylistic developments of the scene, our whakapapa, ideological shifts, and histories, continue to remain
untold and inaccessible for wider audiences. With five decades of graffiti history in New Zealand since the 1980s,
there is no published record or documents that have consolidated an official graffiti story. As a result, there is
very little knowledge to pass down to aspiring graffiti writers for the future.

Figure 1 and 2: Early sketches by Episode 16 artist, Freak DTR. These early sketches feature a combination of tags, throw-ups, characters,
and pieces utilizing marker pens.

Process of the project
The RTWS creates intergenerational knowledge for the New Zealand graffiti scene. The format of the RTWS
involves a combination of audio and visual research. Past and present graffiti writers are selected by the
researcher and video recorded in real time painting a piece of artwork from start to finish. The duration of the
video ranges between 1-2 hours and enables viewers to gain insights into the process of making through a stepby-step tutorial style approach. A face-to-face audio interview is overlayed throughout the length of the video
and utilizes questions that have been sought from an online audience through social media. The participatory
engagement with the online graffiti community has become a critical methodology for enabling the researcher
to develop a collective inquiry. The perspectives that are shared in each episode are triangulated with the
accounts from people in other episodes to build a shared knowledge of ideas, viewpoints, and experiences.
Accompanying the conversation and painting in real time, images of artworks from the artist are displayed

throughout the video to reveal a contextual narrative underpinning their story. Each episode features between
150-200 still images. A final component of the project uses music created by local music producers from New
Zealand, which help to create the tone and feel for each episode.

Figure 3 and 4: Various pieces painted throughout New Zealand by Episode 16 artist, Freak DTR. Freak describes his style as a combination
of traditional graffiti lettering and calligraphy. These are reflected in his broad-brush stroke like approach to piecing. In addition, his
childhood influences from cartoons are integrated into his wall paintings forming a unique juxtaposition between text and image.

Availability and accessibility
The RTWS is an accessible online platform that shares local stories to international audiences. Since its inception
in 2016, the RTWS has been made available for free to the public through YouTube. With 18 episodes completed
so far, it has amassed a total of 680,000 views and received highly positive praise with over 2000 respective
comments. Visibility of the project has also been built through other writer’s social media followings, which have
helped to share and grow the stories from New Zealand. While YouTube, is the primary platform for
disseminating the content, the idea of longevity remains at the core of the project. In 2018, these RTWS episodes
were gifted to the Auckland Libraries oral history collection to ensure continued accessibility and permanence
of its stories. With both platforms available, it is intended that these videos can be used to understand the
medium of graffiti as an educational resource, particularly in the context for visual arts education.

Figure 5: A screenshot of Episode 1 of the RTWS from YouTube featuring the researcher and producer of the series, Berst GBAK. Since 2016,
this video has achieved 116,489 views and received highly positive feedback. It’s accessibility has opened up opportunities for conversation
and dialogue with local and international graffiti writers, which have shed insights and interest into graffiti in New Zealand.

Ethical responsibility
Ethical considerations in this project are paramount to protecting the identity of graffiti writers. As a project that
involves visual and audio recorded media, all participants have provided informed consent. Older generations
of writers chose to reveal their identity, while the more active, and younger ones opted to remain anonymous.
Participants also had the opportunity to review interview questions and the completed video before it was
uploaded online. It is important to ensure that minimization of harm was factored into the final output because
of the nature of some stories, and that the participants had been accurately represented.

Figure 6: Portraits of the participants from the RTWS in order of episode from left to right. Berst, Askew, Haser, Gasp, Phat1, Trave,
Frost45, Mast, Sakt, Deus, Dries, Kezam, Dews, Levi, Ikarus, Freak, Dezio, and Saves (2016-2020).

Discoveries and key themes
The RTWS has offered in-depth insights into people, places, events throughout various generational timelines.
A series of themes include acts of rebellion, masculinity, creativity, and cultural identity. Each of the participants
have shared perspectives about their cultural background, early experiences with graffiti, adventures travelling,
aerosol techniques and creativity, stylistic influences and developments, ideologies of graffiti, confrontations
with other writers, the intersection and clash between the formal and informal art worlds, and perspectives of
the evolving local and global graffiti movement.

Figure 7 and 8: Various commercial artworks painted throughout New Zealand by Episode 16 artist, Freak DTR. While grounded in the roots
of graffiti, Freak is also a full-time commercial artist who paints large scale public murals. The RTWS delves into his practice, approach, and
process of art making.

Remaining research
A majority of the episodes currently feature Auckland based participants; however, it is intended that data
collection from other major cities throughout New Zealand will provide a diverse cross section of perspectives.
These cities will include Whangarei, Tauranga, Wellington, Christchurch, Invercargill, and Dunedin, with some
participants already confirming their interest. An important aspect of the project is also ensuring that there is
fair cultural representation and a gender balance. With 18 episodes completed so far, all participants have been
men. A small percentage of the graffiti scene are women, and it is intended that their perspectives will be shared.
With an estimated three years of future research time, the RTWS aims to be used as the foundations for
publishing a New Zealand graffiti history book.
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