
AN UNUSUAL MAORI KAURI GUM PORTRAIT PLAQUE
AN UNUSUAL MAORI KAURI GUM PORTRAIT PLAQUE

DEPICTING THE HEAD OF A CHIEF WITH MAORI ‘MOKO’ OR TATTOO
CIRCA 1880

AN OLD LABEL ON THE REVERSE INSCRIBED ‘HISTORY OF THE MAORI HEAD CARVING. HEAD OF A GENEALOGICAL STAFF (
TWAKAPUPA ). THESE WERE USED AS AN AID TO MEMORY WHEN RECITING GENEALOGICAL TABLES. EACH NOTCH SHOWN

IN THE CARVING REPRESENTS AN ANCESTOR. PRESENTED TO MY LATE FATHER BY SIR JULIUS VOGEL 1888’
SIZE : 13 CM HIGH, 10 CM WIDE, 4.5 CM DEEP – 5 INS HIGH, 4 INS WIDE, 1¾ INS DEEP

( ONE EDGE WITH OLD RESTORATION )

 
LITERATURE

SIR JULIUS VOGEL ( 1835 - 1899 ) WAS A NEW ZEALAND STATESMAN, JOURNALIST AND BUSINESSMAN. BORN IN LONDON,
HE STUDIED METALLURGY AT THE ROYAL SCHOOL OF MINES AND EMIGRATED TO AUSTRALIA IN 1852 ATTRACTED BY THE
PROSPECT OF THE GOLD DISCOVERIES IN VICTORIA. IN 1861 HE MOVED TO OTAGO AND BECAME THE FOUNDING EDITOR

OF THE OTAGO DAILY TIMES. IN 1863 HE BECAME AN MP AND WITHIN TEN YEARS HE HAD BECOME PRIME MINISTER. 
THIS PLAQUE IS MADE FROM THE GUM OF THE KAURI TREE, AGATHIS AUSTRALIAS. THE RESIN BLEEDS FROM WOUNDS ON
THE TREE CREATED WHEN A BRANCH IS DAMAGED OR BROKEN. KNOWN AS 'MAORI AMBER' THESE LUMPS OF HARDENED
RESIN WOULD FALL FROM THE TREE AS IT SHED ITS BARK AND WOULD BECOME BURIED UNDER HUNDREDS OF YEARS

OF FOREST LITTER WHERE THEY WOULD DEVELOP THEIR COLOUR. IT WAS EXTENSIVELY DUG BY BOTH THE INDIGENOUS
MAORI WHO USED IT FOR CARVING AND THE EUROPEAN SETTLERS WHO USED IT IN THE PRODUCTION OF A HIGH

QUALITY VARNISH. THE GUM IS NOW VERY RARE AND THE KAURI TREE IS PROTECTED. 
BUSTS OF MAORI CHIEFS AND DIGNITARIES MADE OF THE SAME GUM OR RESIN WERE MADE LATER ON IN THE EARLY

20TH CENTURY AS SOUVENIRS AND ARE SOMEWHAT CRUDER AND LESS POWERFULLY MODELLED THAN THIS PORTRAIT
PLAQUE.

 


