
NEW ZEALAND MAORI ORATOR’S STAFF TOP
A NEW ZEALAND MAORI ORATOR’S STAFF TOP ‘TOKOTOKO’ THE SEATED FIGURE CARVED WITH A LARGE HEAD AND TA

MOKO TATTOO HIS HANDS CLASPED BY HIS THIGHS RAUPONGA TATTOO SPIRALS ON HIS BUTTOCKS HIS PENIS
DISPLAYED

AN OLD COLONIAL SILVER MOUNT TO THE SHAFT
SMOOTH SILKY RICH BROWN PATINA

EARLY 19TH CENTURY
Â€¨SIZE: 24.5CM LONG - 9½ INS LONG

 
LITERATURE

THIS MALE IMAGE OF VIGOROUS FORM CAME FROM A STAFF WHICH WAS AN ORATORIAL ACCESSORY AND AN INSIGNIA OF
CHIEFLY OFFICE. THE CUSTOM OF WEARING DEEP FACIAL TATTOO ‘MOKO’ HAD A STRONG INFLUENCE ON THE SURFACE
DESIGNS OF MAORI WOODCARVING. THE HEAD WAS CARVED AS VERY LARGE IN PROPORTION TO THE BODY STRESSING

ITS SYMBOLIC IMPORTANCE, AND THAT IT WAS MORE ‘TAPU’. THE POWERFUL EXPRESSION OF THE TATTOOED FACE
EVOKES THE PRESERVED HEADS OF ANCESTRAL CHIEFS. IN 1805, JOHN SAVAGE, A SURGEON, WAS IN THE BAY OF

ISLANDS. HE RECORDS TATTOO AS A CLASS MAKER: ‘THIS SOCIETY IS DIVIDED INTO CLASSES, EACH DISTINGUISHED BY
DEVICES VARIOUSLY TATTOOED ON THEIR FACES AND PERSONS’. (SAVAGE 1807:20)

THE MAORI METHOD OF TATTOOING WAS PAINFUL AND OF GREAT SIGNIFICANCE. IT WAS USUALLY CARRIED OUT IN A
TEMPORARY SHELTER ERECTED IN AN AREA DECLARED ‘TAPU’. A VARIETY OF CHISELS WERE USED, OFTEN MADE WITH
ELABORATELY CARVED BONE HANDLES, AND HAVING A CUTTING EDGE UP TO A CENTIMETRE OR MORE IN WIDTH. THE

DESIGN WAS TRACED AND THE CHISEL DIPPED INTO A MIXTURE OF SOOT AND PLANT JUICE. THE PREPARED CHISEL WAS
THEN PLACED IN POSITION AND THE CUTTING EDGE DRIVEN THROUGH THE SKIN WITH A SHARP BLOW ON THE BACK OF

THE INSTRUMENT. TATTOO DESIGNS VARIED FROM REGION TO REGION AND REPRESENTED MORE THAN JUST
PERSONAL ADORNMENT SHOWING BOTH THE LINEAGE, STATUS AND MILITARY HONOURS OF THE WEARER.
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