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Marks of
Distinction

The commitment and kuleana of the maka uhi,
the Hawaiian facial tattoo

hen you look at somebody
with a facial tattoo, you
cannot help but stare,” says Kyle
Makanaha, Three black lines run
down the left side of his face across
his ayelid to his chin. Two of the
linas zigrag in & pallern reminiscen)
of water or electric currents; and
wien he smiles they eddy around his
mouth, The rotired Maud fire caplain is
acaustomed to people moiding his gaze
or openly gewking, “I'm OK with that”
he says, “When [ falk to people, 1 want
to ook Into thetr face, too, | want (o see
their epes, thedr wailua [spiritl, [ want to
know wihio ['m talking m.”
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Npkanelus's markings signify a
potent evolution—Ffor him personally, but
alao for his incdigemsous cubture. He came
of age in the 1970 during what's now
known as the Hawalian Bengissance.
As a high school student, he witnessed
fellow Mathoe Hawailans vecladm their
identity, protest the US military's
bombardment of Kaho'olawe and Lunnch
the replics Polynesian voyaging canoe
Hifkdde's. "After Hdkdlels he says,

“our language came back, Hola came
tack, Men's hula came back. All these
things started o blossom, and kikeo—
tattooing—was o of the final things o
came forward
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The English ward “tation”
derives from “kakeu™ in Hawalian
and “ratau” in Tahitian and Samoan.
But contemporary tattoos bear only
auperfcial resemblance o the hand-
tapped Polynesian markings that date
hack eenturies. More than a decorative
art or means of self-expression, kikau
I= a spiritual practice, The itooist
chooses the markings, or uhi, for you
after yois perftaam varions protoenls,
These uhi repressnt & visible covenant
between pou, your akie {godls) and
your kuleana {responsibilicy} to your
anceators and community. The mos:
dramatic manifestation of this covenant
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is the maka uhi, or facial tattoc. Those
wiho wear it shoulder groat responaibiliny.

Nakanelua recalls a story his
friend Sam Kaai told him, an

indigenouws account of the Hawaiian
Eengissance: “When Captain Cook
landed in Hawai'i, he touched the mo'o
[lizard deity], The mo'o's tail foll off and -
it escaped. The meo's wis our spirit and
its tail was our identity. The mo'o ran
away io hide. So our whole identity was
hiding from us for two hundred-plus
years. Then, when Hokiles came on
scene and its steering oar bil the waler,
the me'e’s tail grew back.”

Makanelua's own tail grew slowly.
After school be served in the Air Foroe,
then joined the Maud Fire Department.
In 1989 he took on the responsibilin
of caring for his grandparents’ lo'i kalo
(taro farm) in Wailun, 8 remote village
in East Maul. He began incorporating
incligemus practices into his life—
speaking ‘Glelo Hawall (Hawatian
language), wearing a male {loincloth)
and practicing lua {fmartial ares). When
T talked about getting a tattoo, his
aister intervenad. She knew someons
who knew the proper protocols.

Full of confidence, Nakaneloa
flew to Crahu io talk to Keone Nunes,

1 figure [ tell him what T like and he's
Eming bo put it on me,” Nakanelug
remembers, “He says, 'Oh oo, we're wol
gring to do that. You need to learn your
mo'oki‘auhau [genealogy]. When you
get that sorted out, come back to me
and we'll look into the desdgns that are
wppropriate for you.” Nakanelua laughs,

“I was pissod off! But he told me axacily
what | nexded to hear”

After Makanelua dig into his
lineage—which includes powerful chicfly
familics—he felt an obligation o live
up o his ancestors. “l thought, “Wosd?
This is serious. I goa do the righe teing,
Because no can make them shame,

Mo bettah die than make them sad and
disappointed.”™ As promised, Nunes
identified specific modifs associated with
Makanelua's faimily and tatieped them

on his leg in the anchent ala niho aiyle,
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from the hip down to the ankle. “Ar thar
time thers were only four people in the
warld with the ala niho,” says Nakanelbua.
*I became oumber five” His brothers in
ink included cultural powerhouses: (he
artist Sam Kaai, revered hula teachers
Keall'i Eelchel and Ulywehi Guerrera,
ancd Nunes himsaif,

Today MNunes is recognized

“oworldwide as the anthority on

Hawmaiian tattoning, but at the time e
was siill a novice using a conventional
tatton gun. He reluctantly began
faltoning in 1991, only after realizing
that he posacssed rare knowladge.
Al that time, little information about
kakau existed. There were mentions
of the practics in the oral and written
histories, Drawings by early Enropean
explorers featured uhi, and mummificd
remaing offered further clues. But
there were no living practitioners,
Nunes Knew more than most: growing
up on Fah's raral leeward coast, he
heard kipuna {elders) describe old
traditions, including kakau, One of his
aunts had beon a tatiooist's assistant;
her firsthand knowledge was precious.

Nunes had learned the prayers and
patierns assacinted with kakaw, but not
the practlcal applicarion. So he soaght
oul a living master: Samoan tatteoist
Su'a Sulu'ape Paulo. While Hawaiian
and Samoan tattooing traditions aren’t
ideneical. they're similar encugh o
translate. Both approach the art as
a saered practice. Both use needies
carved from bird or fish bone and
use ink made with soob from the
burned nut of the kukui (candlenut)
irec, Paulo accepied the Hawalian
s an apprentice, showed him how to
make instruments and hand-tap in
the old way, Designated assistants or
stretchers” hold a person's skin taut
while the tatiooist (historically males)
gently hammers ink-drenched needles
infor the skin with a mallet,

Makaneha shows off the striking
checkerboard pattern on his inner
leg, “This was Keone's firat design with
traditional toals,” he says. “It's a very old
miotif called mo'o.” One of the definitbcas
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FACING PAGE | Hawalian tattoos
typinally foature geometrie shapas placed
asymmatrically on the bady, such as Kyle
Nakanedua's ahi moka {faolal tatvoo), which
evalms his Family lineage.

FREVIOUE PAGE { Heaha De Los Beyves"
marke allude to hie waork s o stome carmar=—
the dark, notched lines reprasent the stons
walls of & hedau [temple] or fishpond; the
spaces betwoon are pathways.

of 'mo'e’ [in addition o the lizard

deity] is ‘sucecsaion.” So Keone's first
traditional work was a succession of that
which was and that which was to come.”
From thal point fsrward, Nunes devoded
himself to treditional taticodng,

Munes maoved inbo an old
church in Mandkuli. whers he tattooed
hundresds of people. They came to him
with gencalogies in hand, ready bo
perform the required protocols, which
ranged from consuming special foods
to bearning 1o spesk Hawaiian. The
tattonist prepared, oo, ohserving
dreaims and Iviailona (signs) and
cleansing his tools in the ocean before
dawn. Makanehia participated in a
hua moa, or mooster's egg ritual, which
syvmbolizes rebirth. “They break the epg
on vour head and rul it on vour body,”
hie says. “That's the amniotic fluid and
the view from the womb.”

Makanelua recalls conversations

about the optics of facial tattoos.
In ancient Hawai'i the kahuna ke uhi
{master tattonlst) occupded a respecied
positicn; he alone could spill the blocd
of the ali't {chiefs) Lhi were treasares
that farnilies saved wp for, But in modern
snclety, tattoos—particulardy facial
Lattoos—carry & stigma, “We wanbed to
pull that paradigm more iowards the
michdle,” says Makanelua, “To highlight
sacredness and the aspect of disciplined
power, or power that was channalad.”
Feeling protective af kiks, Mones
caretully considered how to reintroduce
the maka 10 a modern audience. He
decided three men were ready for the
reaponsibility. One was a steelworker,
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FAZING PAGE | Kalehua Krig wears
multiple uhi maka: The loi hala (triangles
running from the back of his haad te his
ehin) symbalizes a pregression in leamkng.
The black stripe ooross his mouth
supparts hit rele as coramanial spoaker,

ABDVE | Kamali'l Hinohans deveted himas ¥
ta kikau [tattooing) from a young age and
viows the practice as & way te reastablish &
fully indigencus approach ta life,

Already fully inked. Another was a
Hawaiian immersion schoolteacher
The third was a Hawallan corriculum
specialist o the Liniversity of Haveai'i
"They were the perfect candidates " says
Makanelun, “The current face of the old
people who held these positions”

Bl what about & fire captain?
Could someone in & position of white
n':ul|:|:';.':ulh|:|ri13.' shaow up o work wes ri;n[__l;
amaka? “To celebrate my fuftiath year
am Lhe planet,” savs Nakanelua. "we
decided to de " This time part of his
preparatory proftocols included calling
the atate fire chiel and the union.
I".'w'.r_l.'nnn WiS supportive—maostiy,

“My immediate supervisor kind of
hermmed and hawed,” says Nakanelua.
“I had to tell kim, ‘T'm not asking for your

permission. Thers are no rules that
provent s, As a courlbesy o our rank
and privileges, I'm notifving you that
this & going o ocear”™

When the day arrived, Makanelua
lay down on a lauhala mat, sank i
a reverie and emerged less than an
howr Later with what he calls “one of his
greatest treasures.” His 13-vear-old son
served 85 & streicher.

“That pld ma'o, its tail is growing
back” he says. “With these traditions or
ceremonies, it's the old people and thedr
wiays coming forward. And now vou bae
obligation. You heve rf::_.puns;bil;lg,r_ 1It’s
nod vou anynvode; if's them, You're them,
here and now, and what comes from you
cxbends them,”

Makanehia's children have followed
his example. His daughier got ber ali
niher after graduating from law school,
His son is covered in ancestral motifs
His wife didn't want anything to do with
tattoos wniil last year. “She walke up one
day and said, | deserve an ala niho.™
MNakanelua says. “We were all prasens
mysell, my son and my daughicr—and
wi looked at each ather and said, “We
ran make it happen.” One of Munes'
stwdents came o their Gmily home with
tonls, ink amd siretchers, As Nakanelua
watched his wife endure the pain and
transformation with #ach ta p-tap-tap,
he says, he fell in love all over again,
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Kalehua Krug was among
those first three men w recsive
a maka i modern times, “ The pain
was actually cuphorse,” be says. He =l
ilense waves of sadness, joy and pride
o participate in the resurrecison al a
practaee that had almost died. His face
is now covered in ubi, including a solid
black strige scross his mouth that relaies
tex b role in ceremonial speaking.

His dramatic visage atirscis
atiention, At the airport he's always

“randomly” selected by secarity for

extra inspection. Bat at Ka Waihona

o ka MNa'auao, the Hawaiian charter
schanl in Mandiikuli where he serves as
pringipal, he receives nothing but love
and admiraticay, “The young ones see it
ais decorative, not scary.” he saya. *They
already want to do i b their faces”

horug grew up feeling amblvalent
about his identsiy. “My mom is Hawaiian-
Portuguese and my dad is from Montana,
50 | have this beautiful pink hue io
my akin” he says. “[ remember liking
that [ wes Hawailan, but not really
ul‘.ldl’.lﬂlin:n!i.l:q.‘f what that meant. | knew
the names of my family. [ Enew the
history. But I didn't know bow to tether
toy it

He was 19 when be sought out
Nunes, He already had s few Hawaiian-
style tats: the state flag on one aros
and “Hawaiian® written in O3d English
font on the other, Munes challemged
him to reach for something deeper—the
essenoe rather than just the appearance
of belng Hawaiian. Ii took a year for
borug to commit, bur from the first tap he
was hooked. When Mumes opened up his
firat formal ¢lass for siudents interested
in learning k&kau in 2000, Krug was
amuong the five chosen shrdents,

He studied with Nunes for eleven
yoars. He spent evenings and weekends
at the church, where the cadence of
tapping echoed from the past inio the
future. Today Krug weaves kikau into
hie life as a school prineipal, activisi
and musician. “Kiakay is not there to
ook itself in time,” he saye, "Its there o
evolve and peovide a form of magic for
people to believe in and be moved by”
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FACING PAGE ! "I don't wear this [uhd
maoka] as decaration ar to beautify mysslf?
aayk Honolulu building inspeotor Vaughn
Wiotor. "l wear this in represantation of
tha end hendred generations behind ma.
‘When | leave my howse, I'm an point svery
seeand, What | de and how | do it s oritioal,
bocavse I'm boing judged bofore | avan
openn my mouth.” Among Keons Hunes"

Firat students, Victor has himself tattooed

hundreds of poople.

Krug continues to expand upon
what he learned from Nunes. Hawalian
tatio meotifs tend o invalve straight
lines and sharp engles—precise
goometiies that don't leave mech room
for ervor, Initially Krug used stencils
and heat paper o iransler these
patterns onto the skin. As he grew more
confident, he switched oo pen, “But
cur ancesiors didn’t use pens,” he says.
He wanted to re-create the traditional
process as much as posaibe.

The oppartunity presented itself
around ten years ago, Krug was invited
o Kaho'alawe for the annual Makahiki
festival, The priests presiding over
the ceremonies all wanted uhi, It was
Bound to be a meaningful occasion:
the first kikau performed on the
island in living memody, in & hale
(howuse) that held an ancestor's sacred
bhones. As Krug prepared to work on
the first priest, he felt moved o put his
pen away, He asked if the young man
were comfortable being an experiment.
The response: “Yeah, go Hawaiian!"
And so Krug prayed, then tatteoed
the priest without any modern ad.

It was a success and has become his
standard method.

Krug has also experimented with
the: ink. Even hand-tap tattooisis tend
o i kukui soot with conventional ink.
Praciitioners of the past used a mixiure
of kukul sood, oil and sugar cans juice,
The old recipe is loss viscous and o
little finicky, but Krug gave it a try when
wiorking on his son. “My son's skin has
bean touched only by our treditional
inks,” he says,

For several years now, Krug
has been sharing the practical and

esoteric aspects of kikan with his son
and other studenta. “T weach them
carry themsalves in a way that allows
people o falk o them,” he says, *I'm a
big guy, and the tattons scare people
off sometimes. My intention is to be a
bridge builder,”

Eakau can serve as condoit
between people, living and departed,
and the natural environment, Tattooists
harness the mana (spiritual power) of
the plants and animals that they use; the
ki mut sood, the 'dled wood mallet and
bird-bone needbes, In turn, those specics
live again through the wols and the
resulting marks worn by people,

In 01 Krug traveled o Midwiay
Aroll to ask permission of the mali
{Laysan albatross), *T didn't want to take
anyihing from the hirds without them
knowing who [ was.” he says. Hawaiian
Latiooing needkes borrow their name
from the bird, and while mali needles
can be carved from various animals’
bomes or tusks, albatross 18 ideal. Less
poraus Lthan whale or cow, the long-
distanes flier's bones are dense, thin and
lightweight. Harvesting albatross bones
was probably never sasy. but today it
requires a trip o one of the most remote
patches of sand in the Pacilic.

Krug arrived on Midway as roughly
one million majestic black-andwhite
birds descended en masse to nest, Each
miorning he set out by bicyels in search
of a bird b interact with, He laughed
and yelped a8 uncooperative albatrosses
dodged his grasp and pecked his
arms. He dido't mind: it was all part of
rekincling the relationship.

“Just being able o see then and
rebaild that natural connection was
powerful,” he aays. “They each us
about themselves, but also about who
we are. Because when we use them,
we utilize their essence, we become
them, oo, We cnact behaviors that are
mebli-like and Jive & life that betters theie
existence.” That inchides vigiting them,
advocating for them and protecting
their habitat, he says. “That's our
responsibility to them,” During Krug's
stay om Midway, he carved a set of oaols
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and beft them there as testament to this
relationship. On his final day on the
atoll, as if preordainad. an albatross
allowed him o bold i,

Keone Nunes remains this

era's kahuna ke uhi. When he
mioveed 0 Thailand in 2009, he lefit his
youngest student, Kamali'i Hanohann, at
the helm of kikau in Hawai'l.

Hanohaneg was a devot student
from the start, He witnessed his lirs
kakau session in high school art class.
His teacher at Kamehameha Sehools
surprised students by caneeling the
final exam and instead Invitng Nunes
to tattod him in class, Hanohano was
transfizad. Afterward he spoke with
Munes, who agreed to work on him
provided he got his family's blessing.

“That meant asking my father, who s a
really staunch man.” says Hanohann,

“To make a bong story short, he said no”
But Hanohano was determined. Every
moath for the next four years, he asked
again, Une day his father unexpeciedly
replied, “OK. Take your brother,”

Tap by tap, Hanohano received
his ala nils in the Nandakuli church,

“l was ecstatic,” he says. T think [
amiled the whele time.” In retrospect
he's grateful that his father made him
wail. Those four years allowed him to
cultivate 8 decper connection Lo his
cilture and to Munes, The following
year, when MNunes asked him io come
sl with him, Hanohano knew it was &
test—"to see if I was the right fir” he
says. "Little did | know | was starting a
litefong apprenticeship.”

Hanolano dived in headfirst, He pur
his university degree on hobd and oeoeed
o Wai'anee - first into p spare room in
Munes house and then four houses down,

“Thar afforded me a day-in and day-out
learning environment.” says Hasohano,
who sought 1o replicate his ancestors'
learming style. *1 tried as best as possihile
b emubate my kuo [feacher]—in move,
breathe: and act as he did.”

He spent seven years in that
immersive experience, Apprenticeship

a7
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is unpakd, so to make ends meet he did
aedl jobs and sold possessions w get
by, His girlfriend supported him, even
wiile pregnant with their first child.

“Ii can be challenging when lzarning
tradition in a contemporary world. 8
was hard,” he admits. “It was a financial
swcrilice. Bul people invest thousamis
of doliars togo fo college and get a
dectorate.” And while he didn't end
up with a degree, “the knowledge and
experiences from Keone, in my aginion,
were far more valuable than schooling
fream an institution.”

Taday his life revolves around
kikag, When he so'l actively taticoing
someons, he's researching or preparing.

“The sonanel of the madli echoes in the
heart of my family,” he says, “1f poi
sustains oor bodies, kikao uhi sustains
our sadil.” He wiews kikau as a means
to sedvncate o all traditional Hawaiian
practices, *] woitld lowe (o see us regain
apiritual autononmy—bo reconneet
the natural world through ceremony
and protocod on our terme, and ot only
when we can financially afford to do
s ledeally, Hanobano bopes o create
a space for apprentices o learn without
the distraction of financial stress.

“Clur currency should be mana,” he says

“Lindil wee gt fo dhat point, we still have
work to do”

Im the meantime, Hanohano
continwes to hone his understanding
with every uli he bestows, Each is
different. Beyond ala nihe and maka.
there are marks to aceentuate o skill
of commemosate a loss. Historically,
tattons on the fongue gave the person
authority 1o speak for someone who
had passed,

“An uhi ks an embodiment of kipuna,

a living marking that is meant io build
a relationship,” says Hanohano. Mk
becomes part of you in g sense, bat in
the same breath it has a nature of s
own. | maintain conversation with my
uhid, | fead my whi, [ treat them as a
aonduit for kipumns.

“You don't have to be the all-knowing

Hawaitan, whatever thatl means, 1o

wear these markings. But the kahua

48

[feuwndation] has to be sat, The timing
has o be right. We have o be really
carehal abmat what is chosen, We're
opening the door a litile bit more for
kippuna and akua to come through,
If you're not ready o feed i, you can
expect it o bite back. [t can have
adwverae effects, In extreme cases the
sperson can actually go pupule [insane].
Events transpire in thelr life that are not
paositive: relationships being severed,
suffering hardships or steff like that”
Hanohano feels no shame in
acknowledging that sometines the
weight is a little too heavy, He has yet
to recevie a maka—ibough he eagerly
anticipates wearing one someday, =1
just feel that ['m not ready yet,” he says.
“Wisually, it communicates a certain
ameount of knowledge. [ would cather be
undersstimated than overestimated.”
His time is coming. Whea
Makaneivs's wife requested an ala
niho, 4t was Hanohano who [lew over 1o
perform the rites for the esteemed Maui
family. And last year. when Hanohano's
father retired from the fire department,
he asked his son for an ubi. “So we're
poing over our mo'okid'auhsu and heving

that diabog mow." says Hanohamo, “It's up
to me to determine whet will be the most

appropriate. He's trusting me—allowing
mi to dictate what permanently goes on
him It's very special” hh

FACING PAGE ! "I'm probably the only
persan in the federsl govarnmant with a
Facial tattas,” saye Tim Bailey Hie marks
reprasent tha flight pattern of the nénd, the
endemic geods he hes aafegisarded daring
his thirty-three-year oareer at Haloakald
Matianal Park, The placemant of these marks
honere his ancestor, Kahekili, the great Maud
wiarrior who wis famously tattooed from
haad ta tos an his right sida,
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