
polynesian tattoo symbols and what
they mean
Polynesian tattoo symbols and what they mean have a rich history that
reflects the culture, beliefs, and values of the Polynesian people. These
tattoos, also known as "tatau," are not merely decorative; they tell stories,
signify social status, commemorate significant life events, and connect
individuals to their ancestry and community. This article delves into the
various symbols commonly used in Polynesian tattooing, their meanings, and
the cultural significance behind them.

Understanding Polynesian Tattooing

Polynesian tattooing has its roots in the ancient traditions of the Pacific
Islands, including Hawaii, Samoa, Tahiti, and New Zealand. Each island group
has its unique styles and symbols, but the common thread is the deep
spiritual and cultural significance of the tattoos.

The Art of Tatau

The term "tatau" itself comes from the Samoan word that means "to mark."
Traditionally, these tattoos were applied using hand-tapping methods with
tools made from natural materials, such as bones, shells, and wood. The
process was often painful and lengthy, symbolizing the endurance and strength
of the individual receiving the tattoo.

Cultural Significance

Polynesian tattoos serve multiple purposes:
- Identity: They represent a person's heritage and familial connections.
- Status: Certain designs indicate rank and social status within the
community.
- Milestones: Tattoos often commemorate significant events in a person's
life, such as coming of age, marriage, or triumphs.
- Spiritual Beliefs: Many symbols are imbued with spiritual meanings, serving
as talismans for protection, guidance, and connection to ancestors.

Common Polynesian Tattoo Symbols and Their



Meanings

Polynesian tattoo symbols are rich in meaning and often interwoven to create
complex designs. Below are some of the most common symbols and their
interpretations:

1. Enata (Human Figure)

- Representation: The enata symbol often depicts a human figure or a stylized
representation of a person.
- Meaning: It signifies human beings, their relationships, and the bonds
between family members. In some designs, it may also represent the journey of
life and the importance of community.

2. Tiki (Deity or Ancestor)

- Representation: Tiki symbols can vary in design but generally depict a
humanoid figure.
- Meaning: Tiki figures represent ancestors or deities and are believed to
offer protection and guidance. They are often seen as guardians of the family
and serve as a reminder of one's heritage.

3. Manaia (Guardian Spirit)

- Representation: The manaia is a figure often depicted with a bird-like head
and a human body.
- Meaning: It symbolizes a spiritual guardian that protects against evil
spirits. The manaia is believed to connect the physical and spiritual worlds,
providing balance and harmony.

4. Shark Teeth (Strength and Courage)

- Representation: Stylized shark teeth are often depicted in rows or
patterns.
- Meaning: This symbol represents strength, bravery, and resilience. It is a
reminder to embrace challenges and face fears head-on.

5. Waves and Ocean Motifs

- Representation: Waves are frequently stylized and incorporated into
designs.



- Meaning: Waves symbolize the ocean’s power and the connection to the sea.
They represent life’s journey, the ebb and flow of experiences, and a deep
respect for nature.

6. Marquesan Cross (Unity)

- Representation: The Marquesan cross is a geometric pattern resembling a
cross or "X."
- Meaning: This symbol represents unity, balance, and the interconnectedness
of life. It is often seen as a protective symbol that brings together
different aspects of existence.

7. Double Helix (Life and Family)

- Representation: The double helix design resembles intertwined spirals.
- Meaning: It symbolizes the concept of life, family, and the intertwining of
generations. This design often signifies the importance of ancestry and
lineage.

8. Fish Hook (Prosperity and Abundance)

- Representation: The fish hook is typically represented in a stylized form.
- Meaning: This symbol signifies prosperity, abundance, and the sustenance
provided by the ocean. It is a reminder of the importance of fishing and the
resources the sea provides.

9. Spiral (Growth and Progress)

- Representation: Spirals can be simple or intricate in design.
- Meaning: Spirals symbolize growth, evolution, and the journey of life. They
represent the idea of moving forward and the continuous cycle of life.

10. Lizard (Adaptability and Survival)

- Representation: The lizard is often depicted in a stylized manner.
- Meaning: Lizards are symbols of adaptability and survival. They signify the
ability to navigate life's challenges and the importance of being in tune
with one’s surroundings.



The Process of Getting a Polynesian Tattoo

For those interested in receiving a Polynesian tattoo, it is vital to
understand the cultural context and the significance behind the symbols. Here
are some steps to consider:

1. Research

- Understanding Symbols: Familiarize yourself with the meanings of different
symbols and the stories they tell.
- Cultural Respect: Learn about the cultural significance of tattoos within
Polynesian communities to ensure respectful representation.

2. Choose a Design

- Personal Connection: Select symbols that resonate with you and reflect your
personal journey and values.
- Consultation: Work with an experienced tattoo artist who specializes in
Polynesian designs, preferably someone with knowledge of the culture and its
significance.

3. Ceremony and Protocol

- Traditional Practices: In some cultures, the tattooing process may involve
ceremonies or rituals. Be open to participating in these practices to honor
the tradition.
- Respect for the Artist: Acknowledge the skill and artistry of the
tattooist, as they carry the responsibility of transmitting cultural heritage
through their work.

4. Aftercare

- Healing Process: Follow the proper aftercare instructions to ensure your
tattoo heals well.
- Cultural Reflection: Remember that your tattoo is not just body art; it is
a representation of culture, identity, and personal history.

Conclusion

Polynesian tattoos are much more than mere body art; they are a profound



expression of identity, culture, and spirituality. Each symbol carries its
own unique meaning, telling a story that connects the individual to their
heritage, family, and community. As the art of tattooing continues to evolve,
it is crucial to approach it with respect and understanding, ensuring that
the rich traditions of Polynesian tattooing are preserved and honored for
future generations. By appreciating the significance behind these symbols,
individuals can wear their tattoos with pride, embodying the spirit and
essence of the Polynesian culture.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Polynesian tattoo symbols commonly used
for?
Polynesian tattoo symbols are often used to represent personal identity,
social status, and cultural heritage. They can signify life experiences,
achievements, and connections to family or community.

What does the shark symbol represent in Polynesian
tattoos?
The shark symbol represents strength, protection, and guidance. It is often
associated with a warrior spirit and is believed to provide safety to the
wearer.

How do Polynesian tattoo artists choose symbols for
their clients?
Tattoo artists typically collaborate with clients to understand their
personal story, family lineage, and cultural background. This helps in
selecting symbols that are meaningful and relevant to the individual's life.

What is the significance of the manaia symbol in
Polynesian tattoos?
The manaia symbol is often depicted as a bird-man and represents balance and
protection. It is believed to be a spiritual guardian that connects the
earthly realm with the spiritual world.

Are Polynesian tattoo symbols standardized across
different islands?
No, Polynesian tattoo symbols vary significantly across different islands and
cultures. Each region has its own set of symbols, styles, and meanings,
reflecting local traditions and beliefs.



What does the wave symbol signify in Polynesian
tattoos?
The wave symbol represents the ocean, which is central to Polynesian culture.
It signifies life, change, and the journey of navigating through challenges,
as well as a connection to one's ancestors.

Can Polynesian tattoos be considered sacred?
Yes, Polynesian tattoos can be considered sacred, as they often carry deep
spiritual significance and are rooted in cultural traditions. Many designs
are reserved for specific individuals and ceremonies.
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