
This excerpt from National Geographic’s interview with a Maori Chief explains where they 

believe moko originated. 

The moko is our signature…It is what our ancestors signed their documents with. They used 

their facial moko when they first traded with the Europeans—the British. Historically, we say 

that moko comes from the underworld. 

The gods associated with the tattooing gave it to the people to bring up to the surface. It is a 

beautiful metaphor for the revival, because we say that it was underground when it was 

abolished and there was persecution. We have brought it back up to the surface again like 

they did in the ancient times…It is not a static art form. It is a breathing, living, growing art 

form. 

Mitchell Ryan, National Geographic 

 

 

 

“A moko – traditional Maori tattooing, often on the face – is a taonga (treasure) to Maori for which 

the purpose and applications are sacred. Every moko contains ancestral / tribal messages specific to 

the wearer. These messages tell the story of the wearer’s family and tribal affiliations, and their place 

in these social structures. A moko’s message would also contain the wearer’s ‘value’ by way of their 

genealogy, and their knowledge and standing in their social level. Kirituhi means skin art and 

describes more general tattooing.” 

Why do people get facial moko?  

A moko on the face is the ultimate statement of one’s identity as a Māori. The head is 

believed to be the most sacred part of the body. To wear the moko on the face is to bear an 

undeniable declaration of who you are. 

Is it only men that get moko?  

Women wear moko on the face too. A woman’s moko is worn on the chin, as well as 

occasionally appearing on the forehead, upper lip, nostrils, and throat. 

Why does facial moko look so scary?  

Sometimes facial moko is unfairly seen as intimidating, regardless of the wearer’s intentions, 

but this can depend on the countenance of the wearer. The lines of a moko accentuate the 

lines of the face so emphasise the expressions. 

“To wear the moko on the face is to bear an undeniable declaration of who you are.” What a 

powerful sentence! Getting a face tattoo isn’t like some westerners’ face tattoos that are a result of a 

drunken night. Maori’s moko is a declaration of who they are and a symbol of their culture and is 

seen as living art.” 


