
polynesian tattoo symbols and
meanings
Polynesian tattoo symbols and meanings are deeply rooted in the history and culture
of the Polynesian Islands. These tattoos, known as tā moko in Māori culture and tatau in
Samoan culture, are not just decorative art; they are a language of symbols that convey
personal stories, social status, family heritage, and spiritual beliefs. Each design is rich in
meaning and significance, often reflecting the wearer’s identity and values. This
comprehensive article will explore the various symbols used in Polynesian tattoos, their
meanings, and the cultural significance behind them.

Understanding Polynesian Tattoo Traditions

Polynesian tattoos are more than mere body art; they are an essential aspect of cultural
identity. The tradition of tattooing in Polynesia is ancient, dating back thousands of years.
Here are some key points regarding the tradition:

- Cultural Significance: Tattoos often signify important life events such as coming of age,
marriage, or achievements.
- Artistic Expression: Each design is unique, often created by skilled tattoo artists who
understand the cultural significance behind each symbol and pattern.
- Spiritual Connection: Many Polynesian tattoos serve as a connection to the spiritual world,
honoring ancestors and deities.

Key Symbols in Polynesian Tattoo Art

Polynesian tattoos feature a variety of symbols, each with its own distinct meaning. Below
are some of the most common symbols and their interpretations.

1. The Enata

The Enata symbol represents a human figure and is often used to signify a person’s status
within their community, such as a chief or a warrior. It can also indicate relationships,
family ties, and connections to ancestors.

2. The Tiki

Tiki symbols are anthropomorphic figures that represent deities or ancestors. They are
often used to provide protection and guidance. Many Polynesians believe that getting a Tiki
tattoo will bestow blessings and safeguard the wearer.



3. The Shark Teeth (Niho Mano)

Shark teeth are a powerful symbol of strength and bravery. In Polynesian culture, sharks
are revered as fierce protectors. This symbol is often used by warriors to signify courage
and resilience in battle.

4. The Ocean Waves

Ocean wave patterns symbolize the importance of the sea to Polynesian culture. Water
represents life, travel, and the flow of emotions. These designs often embody the
connection between the people and the ocean.

5. The Spearhead (Matau)

The spearhead is a symbol of strength, power, and protection. It often represents the
warrior spirit and the ability to defend oneself and one’s family. It is also a reminder of the
importance of survival and facing challenges head-on.

6. The Lizard (Mo’o)

The lizard symbolizes adaptability, transformation, and change. It is also linked to the
spiritual realm and is often seen as a protector against evil spirits. In some cultures, the
lizard is believed to hold supernatural powers.

7. The Sun and Moon

The sun represents life, energy, and growth, while the moon symbolizes intuition, emotion,
and the passage of time. Together, they can represent balance and harmony in one’s life.

8. The Spiral (Puhoro)

The spiral is a common motif that signifies the journey of life, personal growth, and the
cyclical nature of existence. It can also represent the connection between the physical and
spiritual realms.

Cultural Considerations

When it comes to Polynesian tattoos, it is crucial to understand the cultural context
surrounding them. Here are some considerations to keep in mind:



1. Respect for the Culture

Polynesian tattoos are deeply tied to the cultural identities of the people of the Pacific
Islands. It is essential to approach this art form with respect and an understanding of its
significance. Avoid appropriating symbols without understanding their meanings.

2. The Role of the Tattoo Artist

In many Polynesian cultures, tattoo artists are considered sacred figures with a deep
understanding of the art form. They often come from families with a long lineage of
tattooing traditions. It is vital to choose a skilled artist who respects and adheres to
traditional practices.

3. Personal Connections

Before getting a tattoo, individuals should reflect on their personal connections to the
symbols they wish to use. Each symbol carries meaning, and understanding its relevance to
one’s life can enhance the tattoo’s significance.

Modern Interpretations and Popularity

In recent years, Polynesian tattoo art has gained immense popularity worldwide. While
many people appreciate the aesthetics of these tattoos, it is essential to recognize the
cultural implications of their use in contemporary society.

1. Global Influence

Polynesian tattoo symbols have influenced many tattoo styles around the world. However,
this globalization can lead to misunderstandings and misappropriation of cultural symbols.

2. Preservation of Culture

Many Polynesian artists are working to preserve traditional tattooing techniques and
educate others about their cultural significance. Initiatives to promote awareness and
respect for these art forms help ensure that they are not diluted or misrepresented.

3. Personal Stories

For many individuals, Polynesian tattoos serve as a way to express their personal stories



and cultural heritage. These tattoos can symbolize a connection to one's roots, family, and
experiences, making them meaningful and unique.

Conclusion

Polynesian tattoo symbols and meanings encapsulate a rich tapestry of culture, history, and
personal significance. Each design tells a story, connecting the wearer to their roots,
ancestors, and the spiritual world. As the popularity of these tattoos continues to grow, it is
vital to approach them with respect and understanding. By honoring the traditions and
meanings behind these symbols, individuals can wear their tattoos as badges of honor,
celebrating both their personal journeys and the cultural heritage of the Polynesian people.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Polynesian tattoo symbols commonly used
for?
Polynesian tattoo symbols are often used to represent personal identity, heritage, social
status, and spiritual beliefs.

What does the turtle symbol mean in Polynesian tattoo
art?
The turtle symbolizes endurance, protection, and long life, often representing a connection
to the ocean and nature.

How are Polynesian tattoo designs traditionally
created?
Traditional Polynesian tattoos are created using hand-tapped methods with tools made
from natural materials, preserving cultural significance.

What is the significance of the manta ray symbol in
Polynesian tattoos?
The manta ray represents grace, strength, and freedom; it is also seen as a protector while
navigating through life's challenges.

Can Polynesian tattoo symbols be mixed with modern
designs?
Yes, many artists blend traditional Polynesian symbols with modern tattoo styles, but it is
important to respect their cultural significance.



What does the spearhead symbol signify in Polynesian
tattoos?
The spearhead symbolizes strength, bravery, and the warrior spirit, often associated with
protection and leadership.

What role do family and lineage play in Polynesian
tattoo meanings?
Family and lineage are crucial; many symbols represent the wearer's ancestry, honoring
their heritage and familial connections.

What does the wave symbol represent in Polynesian
tattoo art?
The wave symbolizes the ocean's power and the journey of life, reflecting adaptability and
the importance of water in Polynesian culture.

Are there specific tattoo symbols for women in
Polynesian culture?
Yes, certain symbols are associated with femininity, such as the hibiscus flower, which
represents beauty, love, and fertility.

How can one choose a Polynesian tattoo symbol that
resonates personally?
Choosing a symbol involves researching its meanings, reflecting on personal values, and
consulting with knowledgeable artists to find a design that resonates with one's identity.
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