
Art from the Sea
Give and Take



{ŀƛƭƻǊΩǎ !Ǌǘ

Åhttps://www.mysticseaport.org/explore/exhibits/sailor-made-folk-
art-of-the-sea/

https://www.mysticseaport.org/explore/exhibits/sailor-made-folk-art-of-the-sea/


Figureheads

A figurehead is a carved and painted figure ornamenting the bow of a ship. (For 
thousands of years people have been carving and imaginatively decorating the vessels in 
which they take to the water.

Many figureheads relate to the name of the vessel, or to the owner, although some are 
simply a random decorative device. Caryatids, allegorical figures, putti, gods, warriors and 
other devices are all borrowed from high art. The style will often derive from whatever 
artistic or architectural ideas are most popular on shore at that time.

To the earliest seafarers figureheads had religious/spiritual significance. The earliest 
figurehead was in fact the actual head and skin of a real animal. The worldwide 
superstition about installing a protective figurehead and not removing it has continued to 
this day. Then, as now, a figurehead signified artistic skill and prestige, tribal allegiances 
and ownership.

CuttySark Figurehead Restoration

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-erEA7JoVg

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LX-vZTIRuOk(shorter)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-erEA7JoVg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LX-vZTIRuOk
















Scrimshaw

Scrimshaw is a kind of carving that was done by primarily the crews of deepwater
whaling vessels in the 1800s. And no nation had more whaling ships afloat in that 
era than America: In 1846, for example, it had some640 whaling ships, which was 
ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ǿƘȅ 
scrimshaw is widely seen as an indigenous American art form τand the only one, 
in fact, outside of Native American handwork.

So what distinguishes scrimshaw from mere whittling? According to E. Norman 
CƭŀȅŘŜǊƳŀƴΩǎScrimshaw and Scrimshanders, it comes down to nautical ties. 
IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǎŎǊƛƳǎƘŀǿ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ όŀƪŀ άǎŎǊƛƳǎƘŀƴŘŜǊǎέύ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƘŀƭŜƳŜƴΣ 
sailors, or others who made their living on the sea. They used materials taken from 
sea animals, mainly whales but also porpoises, walruses, and even mollusks. And 
finally, they tended to depict nautical scenes and motifs: ships, flags, anchors, and 
so on.

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9DVqWOaLKic

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iqm4oajpSF4(long no sound) 

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2012/02/the-spectacular-rise-and-fall-of-us-whaling-an-innovation-story/253355/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9DVqWOaLKic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iqm4oajpSF4










{ŀƛƭƻǊΩǎ ¢ŀǘǘƻƻǎ

Tattooing has a rich and long history, originating in prehistoric times. The word tattoo 
comes from the Tahitian word tattau, meaning "to mark". Records of tattoos in European 
and American sailing culture prior to the eighteenth century are scarce, with descriptions 
first appearing in association with voyages such as Captain James Cook's passage through 
Tahiti and New Zealand. However, evidence exists that the practice of marking the body 
with ink existed amongst American and European seafarers long before eighteenth-century 
contact with Polynesians ensued. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 
documentation of American sailor's tattoos became much more detailed and complete 
when Congress passed an "Act for the Relief and Protection of American Seamen" in 1796. 
The act was passed in order to protect American seamen from impressment into the Royal 
Navy in the years that led up to the War of 1812. Each sailor who served on United States 
vessels applied for a certificate of protection and had a strong incentive to make sure that 
his description on the document was accurate, including the description of his tattoos 

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RE9iLHjoQgg (history)

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ztY5vl-V7OM (good)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XJbySScAbDw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XJbySScAbDw


Polynesian Tattoos

IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ tƻƭȅƴŜǎƛŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ tƻƭȅƴŜǎƛŀƴΩǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘŀǘǘƻƻ ŀǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ 
full of distinctive signs to express their identity and personality. Tattoos would indicate status in a 
hierarchical society as well as sexual maturity, genealogy and ones rank within the society. Nearly 
everyone in ancient Polynesian society was tattooed.

The Polynesian islands that were first first visited were the Marquesas Islands, which were found by 
European explorers and the Spanish navigator, Alvaro de Mendanade Neira, in 1595. However, the 
European navigators showed little interest due to the lack of valuable resources.

Captain James Cook (as mentioned in our comprehensive guide to Maori tattooing) was the first 
navigator trying to explore the aforementioned Polynesian triangle.

In 1771, when James Cook first returned to Tahiti and New Zealand from his first voyage, the word 
άǘŀǘǘƻƻέ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦ IŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ behavioursof the Polynesian people in his voyage, 
which he called tattaw. He also brought a Tahitian named aŀΩƛto Europe and since then tattoo 
started to become rapidly famous, predominentlybecause of the tattoos of aŀΩƛ.

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dVm663sm44&t=24s

Åhttps://www.pbs.org/video/polynesian-tattoo-0pq1sy/(use this) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dVm663sm44&t=24s
https://www.pbs.org/video/polynesian-tattoo-0pq1sy/


Sharks are one of the favourite
forms that aumakua choose to 
appear to man. They represent 
protection, guidance and strength 
as well as fierocityhowever, they 
are also symbols of adaptability in 
many cultures.

Human figures, otherwise known as enatain Marquesan 
language, represent men, women and sometimes gods. They 
can be placed within a tattoo to represent people and their 
relations. If they are placed upside down then they can be used 
to represent defeated enemies. 

The spearhead is used to represent the warrior nature is the 
spear. Spear-heads are very symbolic in relation to sharp items 
too and they can be used to represent the sting of some 
animals.



The ocean is a second home to Polynesian people and the place of rest when they leave for their 
last voyage. Coincidentally, turtles are said to join the departed guiding them to their 
destinations. So sometimes, the ocean can be used to represent death and the beyond. Since 
the ocean is the primary source of food, it is no wonder it impacts so much tradition and myth. 
All the creatures living in the ocean are associated with several meanings, usually mutated from 
their characteristic traits and habits. The ocean and the sea can be represented by waves.

One meaning of the word tiki is figure, so tiki is the name given to human-like figures that 
usually represent semi-gods as opposed to atua, who usually appear to men under the shape 
of animals such as lizards.
The tiki can also represent deified ancestors, priests and chiefs who became semi-gods after 
their passing. They symbolize protection, fertility and they serve as guardians.

Tiki Eyes 

The turtle or honu is another important creature throughout all 
Polynesian cultures and has been associated with several 
meanings. The first being the fact that turtles symbolisehealth, 
fertility, longevity in life, foundation, peace and rest.
The word hono, meaning turtle in Marquesan language, has other 
meanings which encompass things such as joining and stitching 
together families and representing the idea of unity.

Turtle shell pattern


