
 

Embodied Fonua: Reconstructing a Tongan (customary) tātatau 
practice in Aotearoa 

 
 
The creative work of this research project was included in a group exhibition of Tongan arts 
titled Inasi First Fruits held at Māngere Arts Centre Ngā Tohu o Uenuku from 4 February – 
18 March 2023. 
 
My work included two parts. The first a sculpture of the Tongan ‘Otua fefine (goddess) 
Hikule’o, titled Tupu’anga. This sculpture was hand carved from Recycled rimu, and charred 
black with fire, and presented on a custom made plinth. 
 
The second part of my creative work was the exam activation titled Fakakikite Tātatau, an 
insight into my tātatau practice as it stands today, and a vision towards a potential future of 
customary Tongan tattooing. 
 
Fakakikite Tātatau took place on Friday march 3rd as follows: 
  
10:30 am - Terje and Kava Reading Group to gather in the main gallery space and set up 
faikava. The to’ua is likely to be Ata Siulua, and the matāpule is Eric Soakai; 
11:00 am - Examination panel arrives; Janine will brief them in a private room provided by 
Mangere Art Centre; 
11:15 am – Matāpule Eric will call in the examination panel to the entry of the main galleries 
as Saia Tu’itahi plays the fangufangu; the matāpule will indicate where the panel can sit in 
the Kava Reading Group faikava circle; 
11:20 am – Faikava ceremony starts; 
11:45 am – Terje will provide some context to Fakakikite Tātatau; Tatau session starts, and 
examiners can ask questions; 
12:00 pm – Examination panel can stay as long as they require; kava drinkers keep drinking, 
and the Tatau session continues until it is completed; 
c. 1:00 pm – Session complete. 

 
 
 



 
 
Title: Tupu’anga 
Medium: Recycled rimu, handcarved and charred, MDF and paint 
Dimensions: various 
Year: 2023 
 



 
 
 
Tātatau faka-Tonga 
Hand-tapped Tongan (customary) Tātatau 
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