
On new Zealand’s 
nOrth Island,  the 
tradItIOnal MaOrI  art 
Of tattOOIng Is  gettIng 
a 21st-century update.

mark 
of the 
maori
b y  j e n n i f e r  g o l d s t e i n
p h o t o s  b y  t o d d  w e i n b e r g e r

Clockwise from top left: 
Auckland-based tattoo artist 
Gordon Toi; carved wooden 
statue by Toi; Te Tauhu-o-
Kawa-tapu-a-rangi-Paul, with 
tattoos by Toi; the koru (young 
fern frond), a symbol of life in 
New Zealand.
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aking my way through the 
stale air of the Wellington 
Airport after a long journey 
to New Zealand’s North 

Island, I can imagine what the crew of Captain 
James Cook’s ship felt like when they reached 
this same landmass after months at sea: foggy-
headed and out of their element, hoping to meet 
the locals but unsure what to expect. When the 
airport’s glass exit doors slide open, the winds 
of a cool spring day wash over me. Refreshed, I 
step forward without thinking—directly into a big, 
barrel-chested guy. I look up to apologize and 
there’s a swirling sea of inky black lines covering 
the contours of his face. My eyes lock on one and 
began tracking it down the side of his nose to a 
nostril, where it curls like a nautilus. There I pick 
up another line that flares out in an arc follow-
ing the groove from nose to mouth. And finally, 
I’m hypnotized by a swirling vortex of concentric 
circles that loop around and around a strong 
chin. I can’t summon apology or even a smile, so I 
shuffle awkwardly to the side and try unsuccess-
fully to stop staring.  

If this is my reaction as a well-traveled, tattooed 
journalist who has set off on a 8,000-mile journey 
to learn more about Maori tattoos—the very art 
form staring me in the face—imagine what Cap-
tain Cook and his crew were thinking when they 
saw the same thing back in 1769. The first Euro-
peans to interact with the Maori people were so 
fascinated by the native New Zealanders’ skin art 
that a few of the bravest decided to get their own 
ink, perhaps starting the tradition of tattooing that 
continues amongst sailors to this day. Cook and 
his men called these Maori markings “tattows,” 
most likely after tatau, a Tahitian word meaning to 
mark. But the Maori people called them ta moko 
(see “INKED’s Guide to the North Island” on page 
79 for a glossary of Maori words).

There are many stories describing the origins of 
ta moko, and most of them have something to do 
with the deity Ruaumoko, god of earthquakes and 
volcanic activity and the youngest son of Sky Father 

(Ranginui) and Earth Mother (Papatuanuku). At the 
beginning of time, Ruaumoko inhabited the under-
world deep inside Earth Mother’s belly, where his 
violent kicks created earthquakes and volcanoes 
that scarred his mother’s skin with mountains and 
ravines, much like stretch marks scar a woman’s 
stomach after pregnancy. As one legend explains, 
Ruaumoko’s great-granddaughter, Niwareka, left 
the underworld to marry a Maori chief, but came 
running back when she realized her mortal hus-
band was abusive. Crazed with sorrow and guilt, 
the Maori chief painted his face and body and set 
off on the long journey to find his wife and win her 
back. By the time he made it to the underworld, he 
was a mess, with sweaty pigment running all over 
his face and body. The gods, who all had beauti-
ful permanent markings, pitied his sorry attempt at 
body art, so they taught him ta moko. With his newly 
decorated skin, the chief convinced his wife to give 
him another chance and together they returned to 
humankind, bringing the secrets of ta moko. 

Today, Maori-style tattoos are still called ta 
moko, whether they’re on someone’s face—like 
those belonging to the man I bumped into at 
the airport—or elsewhere on the body. But mod-
ern ta moko are only flat replicas of what the art 
form once was, as I learn the next day while visit-
ing Te Papa, New Zealand’s impressive national 
museum. There, in a small glass case on the fifth 
floor, I find something that more closely resembles 
the ta moko Captain Cook and his crew saw back 
in the day. It’s a plaster cast of chief Taupua Te 
Whanoa’s face taken in 1853. Under halogen 
spotlights, the swirling lines are thrown into relief 
and it becomes obvious that these are not just tat-
toos; they’re actual carvings. 

As museum guide Darren Luke explains, tradi-
tional Maori ta moko artists used chisel-like instru-
ments to carve grooves into skin and comb-like 
serrated tools to tap in pigment. The ta moko they 
created, which was typically on a man’s face and 
buttocks and a woman’s lips and chin, wasn’t sim-
ply ornamentation; it denoted everything from the 
wearer’s particular tribe and lineage to his or her 

hometown, occupation, and social status. Although 
some young Maori people today believe most of 
their ancestors were tattooed in this fashion, 
records indicate that in the late 1700s (about 700 
years after the first Maori arrived on the island) only 
five to 20 percent of the population had ta moko. 
And despite a brief resurgence in the art during 
wars against the British in the 1860s, the practice 
fell out of fashion throughout the 19th century and 
was officially banned by the government in 1907.

These days, it seems almost half of young 
Maori men and women I meet have ta moko. And 
if you include other tattooing styles—and New 
Zealanders of every age and ethnic background—
Kiwis are some of the most-tattooed people in the 
world. When I leave the museum to wander the 
streets of Wellington I see skateboarders sport-
ing calf tattoos that echo the traditional motifs 
carved on a Maori canoe in an exhibit I had just 
seen. On trendy Cuba Street, a bartender shows 
me his chest piece, which has designs similar to 
those featured in paintings of Maori chiefs from 
the late 1800s. And later I meet a college student 
with a spear of black swirls and dashes on the 

Carving by Waiheke Island sculptor 
Paora Te Rangiuaia. Opposite:  
a geyser in Rotorua, a geothermal 
hotspot and Maori cultural center. 

“surrounded by jagged 
crags and dotted with 
hot  spr ings,  geysers , 
and sul fur - r ich  mud 
pools ,  rotorua would 
be a  perfect  home 
for  ruaumoko,  god 
of  earthquakes and 
volcanic  act iv ity.”
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back of her hand, and a grandmother with black-
ened, tattooed lips. So how did tribal carvings 
like those on Chief Taupua Te Whanoa’s face turn 
into all these tattoos made with modern electric 
machines?

to find out, i head north to rotorua, an epicenter of 
Maori culture near the Bay of Plenty. Surrounded by 
jagged crags and dotted with hot springs, geysers, 
and sulfur-rich mud pools, Rotorua would be a per-
fect home for Ruaumoko. The area was first settled 

by the Maori Te Arawa tribe in the 14th century, 
and many of their ancestors still live in Whakar-
ewarewa, a Maori village turned tourist attraction 
in the shadow of Pohutu Geyser, which sends an 
almost-constant stream of scalding water skyward, 
like the neighborhood’s own welcoming fountain.  

West of Pohutu is Te Puia, a Maori tourist 
operation that is also home to the well-respected 
New Zealand Maori Arts and Crafts Institute, 
where young men and women train in the tradi-
tional arts of wood carving and weaving. When I 
stop in the Carving School, many of the students 
at work have ta moko, and they good-naturedly 
pull up their pant legs and roll up their sleeves 

to show off their ink and share the names of their 
artists. But when I ask why they got it, they look at 
me like I’m crazy. A few explain they are honoring 
their ancestors and showing pride in their culture, 
but it’s obvious they don’t expect a white girl from 
New York City to understand. “It’s just something 
you do when you’re Maori,” one says. 

But I’ve already noticed that only seems to be 
true if you’re under 40. These guys are all in their 
20s and have been lucky enough to grow up tak-
ing pride in their culture and learning the Maori 
language in school. But in the not-too-distant 
past, the Maori story followed the same tragic 
path as other native populations around the world: 
Europeans moved in and fought with the locals, 
took control of the land, introduced their religions, 
and squashed the traditional customs. Some of 
these students’ grandparents, like a woman in 
her 70s I met in Whakarewarewa village, remem-
ber when speaking Maori was forbidden. The ta 
moko ban was lifted in 1962, but even in the ’80s 
tattoos were extremely rare, and as recently as 
2009, Maori men with ta moko have been denied 
entrance to certain bars for fear their tattoos indi-
cated gang membership. 

James Rickard, one of the school’s teachers, 
who has been watching his students show off 
their ink, says there was always a grandmother 
here or there who had her chin or lips tattooed, 
but he agrees ta moko was pretty much nonexis-
tent until the 1990s. he also points out that many 
of the designs used in this resurgence move-
ment bear only a passing resemblance to those 
used centuries ago. Instead, modern ta moko 
often borrows its patterns from other Maori art 
forms like weaving, painting, and wood carving—
something that’s easy to see when I compare the 
patterns on the students’ skin with those on the 
wood panels they’re working on. 

Even though the designs may reference their 
wearers’ genealogical history and provide certain 
information about their life and ancestors, Rick-
ard says today’s moko are more generic than the 
distinct tribal symbols of the past. The students 
seem to disagree, but they would never question 
their teacher. So I do it for them, asking what their 
Maori ancestors would think of today’s ta moko. 
he laughs and says: “They’d take one look at it 
and go, What the…?” 

Shaloh Mitchell, who shows me around Ohine-
mutu, a lakeside Maori settlement in Rotorua, 
agrees the art form has changed over the cen-
turies. As a former rollerblader on the extreme 
sports circuit and the grandson of a Te Arawa 
chief, he seems like an ideal candidate for ta 
moko, yet his skin remains bare. Although he is 
planning to get tattooed, he believes being Maori 
isn’t about the color of your skin—or what you put 
on it. “It’s about speaking the language, honoring 
ancestors, protecting the land, and keeping tradi-
tions alive,” he says. To prove his point, he takes 
me to hinemihi Marae ki Whakarewarewa.

Marae are sacred meetinghouses that have held 

an important place in Maori culture for hundreds of 
years, and in order for a non-Maori visitor to step 
inside, he must be properly announced and wel-
comed. Mitchell explains that guests visiting this 
marae are asked to recite a traditional speech in 
Maori, then switch to English to share a brief history 
of their family and sing a song. Despite my protests, 
he explains there’s no getting out of this if I truly 
want to learn about ta moko and the Maori culture. 

At the marae, several members of Mitchell’s 
tribe are waiting out front, including Julia Schuster-
Rika, who briefly explains the formal steps of the 
welcoming ceremony before taking her place at 
the door. A few of Mitchell’s non-Maori friends 
join me in the yard, whispering about how excited 
they are to finally see inside a marae. Moments 
later, Schuster-Rika’s rich alto voice calls out the 
chilling, mournful notes of the karanga welcoming 
call, with only the cuckoo-like calls of a tui bird 
in a nearby tree providing accompaniment. When 
she finishes, we silently march forward, remove 
our shoes, and enter the marae. Inside, evidence 
of the rich Maori carving tradition is everywhere. 
The totem-pole-like center support, chairs, and 
walls are covered with the swirling motifs I’ve 
seen in ta moko tattoos. Before I have a chance to 
look around, the ceremony begins. After listening 
to each tribe member’s Maori welcome and reci-
tation of family history, I make it through my own 
part in the process, hoping the prayer I sing (the 
shortest thing I have memorized) is acceptable. 

With formalities dispensed, everyone relaxes 
and I notice painted decorations featuring two 
symbols I’ve seen a lot of in the Rotorua area: a 
curly T-shaped design and a spiral that looks like 
a question mark without its dot. Tane Singh-Lagah, 
a local carver and friend of Mitchell, explains their 
meaning. he says the T-shaped design represents 
the head of the mangopare, or hammerhead shark, 
and it indicates strength. The spiral is the koru, or 
uncurling fern frond, a potent symbol of life and 
growth that’s been fully incorporated into New 
Zealand’s culture (even the national airline, Air New 
Zealand, uses a riff on the koru as its logo). 

Singh-Lagah, who also does ta moko, explains 
that these designs as well as others—such as the 
wave-like ngaru designs and the unaunahi, or fish 
scales—are often used in modern ta moko. But 
unlike traditional wood carving, which adheres to 
strict artistic guidelines, ta moko is not yet an art 
you can be formally trained in, and every artist I 
meet has a different take on how to do it.

Jason Philips, who works in a small shop in 
Whakarewarewa village tells me ta moko should 
always follow certain rules. On paper, he sketches 
a custom ta moko design for me and shows how 
he would incorporate a koru for each member of 
my family. Puma Doctor, a tattoo artist in Roto-
rua, isn’t trained as a carver like Singh-Lagah 
and doesn’t work full time as a ta moko artist like 
Philips, but he calls the tattoos he does ta moko 
when they incorporate Maori design motifs like 
shark’s teeth, feathers, and waves. his own ta 

Wood carving from Rotorua. Opposite, 
clockwise from top left: a painting of 

ancestors in Rotorua’s hinemihi Marae ki 
Whakarewarewa; Tane Singh-Lagah, in Rotorua; 

inside hinemihi Marae ki Whakarewarewa; 
Mate Taitua and her traditional chin ta moko in 

Wellington’s Wainuiomata Marae.
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represents strength on my (weaker) right side.
Toi’s clients usually offer up a swath of skin 

and let him freehand, but I’ve seen how big these 
Kiwis like their tattoos, so I’m hesitant to do that. 
Instead, I ask him to sketch a rough outline, and 
after the usual back and forth, we arrive on a wave-
like shape about the length of his hand that will 
curve along my right hip. While we talk, a neighbor 
arrives to get some work done by Toi’s apprentice, 
hirini Katene. After Katene and Toi set up their 
stations, Toi flicks off the radio and it gets very 
quiet. I look up from my spot lying on the table to 
see what we’re waiting for, but Katene, Toi, and 
his neighbor have their heads lowered. Then, in 
unison, the artists start chanting a karakia, which 
I later learn is meant to soothe the client and call 
on Maori ancestors to bless the undertaking of ta 
moko and ensure its success. 

As their rhythmic recitation echoes off the walls 
and the sunshine warms the chill of evaporating 
alcohol on my leg, the karakia lulls me into a bit 
of a trance. I relax so deeply I don’t even realize 
when the sound of chanting is replaced with the 
familiar buzz of the needle. Whether it’s Toi’s light 
touch or the ancestors’ satisfaction with my jour-
ney to come closer to comprehending the Maori 
culture, the session is speedy and painless. 

Afterward, Toi escorts me to a mirror and points 

out what he calls the design’s manawa, or main 
energy channel, and a large mangopare (hammer-
head shark symbol) he put in the center to give 
me the strength he thinks I need. Surrounding the 
mangopare, there are four ngutu kaka, C-shaped 
designs inspired by a native shrub that represent the 
pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. Finally, he points 
to the patterns that fill in the rest of the design, 
including pakati (dog-tooth notches) and unaunahi 
(fish scales), which are important to his Maori tribe 
and serve almost like a signature for the work.

I walk back and forth in front of the mirror 
watching the wave-like outline roll with each step, 
and I can’t help but feel I’m starting to understand 
the Maori culture. And with this understanding, 
I can no longer claim ignorance: I know some 
Maori will say a pakeha, or non-Maori person, 
like me can never truly experience ta moko, and 
that my tattoo should be called kirituhi, or skin art, 
because it represents nothing deeper. But unlike 
others who’ve picked tribal flash off a wall without 
the slightest idea where the patterns originated, I 
realize the importance of the symbols etched on 
my skin. And I hope the ancestors of the Maori 
people I’ve met aren’t offended by my ta moko. 
From what I’ve learned during my travels, they’ll 
more likely be happy to know I’m spreading a little 
seed of Maori culture wherever I go. 

moko is actually copied from a drawing by tradi-
tional Maori carver Lyonel Grant (Doctor says he 
always asks a carver for permission before turn-
ing any work into a tattoo). Even traditional tat-
too artists have their own thoughts on ta moko. 
Mike Wilson, of 1081 Tattoo on Waiheke Island, 
explains he thinks ta moko is tapu, or sacred, and 
it would be wrong for him to claim to be a tohunga 
(or expert) in ta moko even though he does some 
tribal-style work. In fact, it seems the more artists 
I meet, the more ta moko explanations I get, but 
several people suggest I seek out artist Gordon 
Toi for further insight. Toi trained as a carver in 
Rotorua, and several people credit him as one of 
the forces behind the Maori tattooing revival of the 
early ’90s. (he’s also an actor and has worked 
on famous New Zealand-filmed movies like the 
Piano and the Whale Rider, so he’s well known 
even outside tattooing circles.)

after a few days, i leave rotorua and head north to 
New Zealand’s capital, Auckland, where Toi lives. 
Along the way, many of the Maori motifs turned 
ta moko designs appear in the early spring land-
scape. In Kaimai Mamaku forest, impressive ferns 
unfurl their koru toward the sunlight seeping 
through the canopy of beech trees. To the west 
of Auckland, a scenic drive through the Waitak-
ere Ranges twists back and forth over the moun-
tains, like the spiraling whakarare pattern. And 
when I stop to trek along the black sand beaches 

of Karekare, rough whitecaps in the Tasman Sea 
resemble the wave-like ngaru design. The cos-
mopolitan streets of Auckland also offer evidence 
of Maori art, with koru incorporated in business 
logos and familiar patterns painted on buildings. 
One Chinese restaurant even has Maori motifs 
carved into its wooden place mats. 

I spend a few days exploring the city before I 
drive to Toi’s suburban home, just a few hundred 
yards from Mangere Mountain—an extinct volcano 
that looks like a crater-topped grassy hill. When I 
arrive, the door of the stand-alone garage out back 
is open, revealing a tattoo studio filled with counter-
culture artifacts. There are skateboard decks on the 
walls, and animal skulls, ancient-looking weapons, 
and Polynesian artifacts on the shelves. With two 
rambunctious pit bull puppies afoot, it’s not unlike 
other tattoo shops I’ve visited. And when Toi arrives, 
he looks like he’d fit right in at an American tattoo 
convention, with his shaved head, goatee, camo 
shorts, and leather vest. When he lowers his impos-
ing frame to a chair and we begin to chat, I notice 
how peaceful he seems. he peppers his conversa-
tion with allusions to a deep spirituality and speaks 
slowly and thoughtfully, issuing a quiet humph 
sound when he wants to emphasize a point. 

Toi studied traditional wood carving in the ’80s 
at the same school I visited in Rotorua. Before that 
time, he says, Maori culture wasn’t celebrated as 
openly as it is now—and certainly wasn’t put on 
display with ta moko. “In the early ’80s, our people 

developed Maori institutions and total immersion 
schools so the children could learn the language 
and discover their heritage,” he explains. “I think 
it’s safe to say that time period was when the 
modern renaissance of Maori culture happened. 
The language became stronger and the culture 
strengthened, and when that happened, the arts 
began to flourish.” 

In the late ’80s and early ’90s, Toi says he and 
his friends, and a few other artists, started teaching 
themselves to tattoo and began working traditional 
Maori motifs into their designs. Since there was no 
tattoo industry to speak of in the country, he even-
tually moved to Amsterdam so he could work as an 
artist in residence with hanky Panky and gain more 
technical knowledge. he also learned to make the 
traditional ta moko tools, called uhi, out of alba-
tross bones. he explains that he usually uses an 
electric machine, since the carving process is 
time-consuming and he’d need to create a new 
set of tools for every client since the bones cannot 
be sterilized. But Toi, like some of the other artists 
I met, doesn’t think ta moko has to be tapped with 
uhi to be considered authentic. he says it’s more 
important to enter the ta moko process respectfully 
than to use a specific set of tools. 

As he explains all this, I start thinking I might 
actually be able to get my own ta moko, and when 
I ask Toi, he agrees. After I tell him I’ve had five 
orthopedic operations on the right side of my body 
in the last decade, we decide I need a piece that 

GETTING THERE
Air New Zealand (airnewzealand.com) oper-
ates 145 flights from North America to New 
Zealand each week, with direct routes from 
Los Angeles and San Francisco to Auckland. 

GETTING INKED
Ta moko is always custom, so call ahead to 
set up an appointment before you travel, and 
expect to pay up to NZ$150 (about $115) per 
hour. Here are a few artists who do ta moko 
work on the North Island: 
• Gordon Toi and Hirini Katene  
 (hetohuotewa.com)
• Jason Phillips (jptamoko@hotmail.com)
• Elton Buchanan (globusgallery.co.nz)
• Tane Singh-Lagah (temauritoi@yahoo.com)
• Manu Edwin (manutattoo.com)

WHERE TO STAY & PLAY
Wellington: Check in to Quality Hotel 
(hotelwellington.co.nz) on the city’s coolest 
corridor, Cuba Street, just steps from Tattoo 
City (tattoocity.co.nz), a great spot for tradi-
tional or black-and-gray work. Spend a few 
hours getting lost at the Te Papa museum 
(tepapa.com), then relax during a Wild About 

Wellington boutique beer tasting tour 
(wildaboutwellington.co.nz).

Rotorua: Tour geothermal hot spots through-
out Whakarewarewa Village (whakarewa 
rewa.com), visit the New Zealand Maori Arts 
and Crafts Institute at Te Puia (tepuia.com), 
and experience Maori culture firsthand with a 
tour or Ohinemutu Village (ohinemutuvillage.
com). When you’re ready to unwind, book a 
room at The Regent of Rotorua (regent 
rotorua.co.nz), which has slick, rococo-styled 
rooms, a mineral-spring-fed soaking pool, and 
an excellent restaurant (don’t miss New Zea-
landers’ favorite dessert, a meringue, whipped 
cream, and fruit confection called pavlova). 

Outside Rotorua: You can’t go to the adven-
ture capital of the world without at least one 
adrenaline-rush-inducing activity. INKED recom-
mends visiting Agroventures (agroventures.
com), where you can spin out in a jet boat, 
levitate over a blasting column of air, and drop 
130 feet to the ground tucked safely in a giant 
swing. Afterward, head across the road to Zorb 
(zorb.com), where you can roll down a hill like a 
human hamster inside a giant cushioned ball.

Auckland: Start your day with a delicious 
flat white (the Kiwi version of a latte) 
made by the adorable inked baristas at 
The Quadrant hotel (thequadrant.com), 
then take the ferry to Waiheke Island 
for a vineyard tour (ananda.com) and 
have dinner at the unbelievable Mudbrick 
restaurant (mudbrick.co.nz). The next day, 
tour the countryside on the back of a 
Hog (harleytoursnewzealand.co.nz) and 
end your trip with an adrenaline-spiking 
bungee jump off the Auckland Harbour 
Bridge (ajhackett.com).

GLOSSARY
karakia: chant or prayer
karanga: welcome call
kirituhi: skin art
koru: spiral-shaped fern frond
mangopare: hammerhead shark
marae: communal sacred place
ngaru: wave-shaped pattern
pakati: dog-tooth notches
ta moko: the Maori art of tattooing 
tapu: under religious restriction, sacred
tui: a honeyeater bird native to New Zealand
uhi: traditional tattoo chisel

INKED’s GuIDE to thE North IslaND

Shaloh Mitchell (top row, second from 
right), Julia Schuster-Rika (bottom row, far 
left) and community members and visitors 
at the hinemihi Marae ki Whakarewarewa.

From left: artist hirini 
Katene at work in 
Auckland; Kain Raureti, 
of Rotorua, shows off 
his ta moko.
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