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A  W H A K A PA PA  KŌR E R O

Kōkōwai also known as red ochre is a type of clay 
that contains an iron oxide compound called 
Haematite, found in Te Hoiere/Pelorus sound and 
other areas in Te Tauihu, it was utilized for its 
vibrant red/orange pigment in the manufacture of 
paint by the ancestors of the Kurahaupō Iwi of Te 
Tauihu. 

The Whakapapa of Kōkōwai is traced back to 
Ranginui (the sky father) & Papatūānuku (the earth 
mother). Bound together in embrace with their 
children trapped between them, Ranginui and 
Papatūānuku were to be separated by their son 
Tāne-mahuta.  

Not content with being trapped between his 
parents, Tāne-mahuta wanted to create room 
between them. In order to move freely, he pushed 
his shoulders against Papatūānuku and his feet 
against Ranginui, tearing Ranginui and 
Papatūānuku apart creating the space between 
the earth and the sky. It is the blood drawn from 
the separation of these two atua that is 
personified in Kōkōwai. 

Kōkōwai - Red Ochre

Photo: Ruihana Smith. A piece of kōkōwai I collected from Te Hoiere - Pelorus



Kōkōwai was traditionally used for self-adornment by 
Tangata Whenua, the clay would be cooked, ground and 
then combined with shark liver oil to create a paint, it 
would then be applied to the body, face and hair, this was 
a sacred practice that was also applied to the deceased. 
Kōkōwai was also used to paint the carvings on Whare and 
Waka as well as being used as a polishing surface in the 
production of Toki/adzes. 

The practice of self-adornment with Kōkōwai was 
witnessed by early European explorers,  the journals of 
such explorers give us a snapshot in time of the 
appearance of our Ancestors and how they utilized 
Kōkōwai. 

 It was the ancestors of the Kurahaupō Iwi of Ngāti Kuia, 
Rangitāne & Ngāti Apa who met with captain cook at 
Meretoto in Tōtaranui/Queen charlotte sound in 1770, 
1773 & 1777, one of cooks crew recorded the appearance 
of the Kurahaupō people, noting that “They Paint their 
faces in coarse red paint, and oil or grease the head and 
upper part of the body”,  

50 years later the Russian explorer Bellingshausen would 
arrive in Totaranui, the following observations were made 
on the use of Kōkōwai by the Kurahaupō Iwi – (they) 

“allowed the hair to descend in long locks at the back, but they cut it 
shorter at the front and either powdered it red or smeared some sort 
of red colouring substance over it” 

“one man.. used fish oil, mixing it with red chalk and roughing his 
cheeks with that compound” 

Their bodies were observed to be- 

“smeared with red” 

“smeared with fish-oil and ochre” 

“Swarthy, Tawny colour” (as a result of the above) 

In modern Times the descendants of the Kurahaupō Iwi still 
living in Te Tauihu are actively engaged in cultural 
revitalization in the harvesting and use of Kōkōwai in our 
Rohe, for use in our arts and adornment, using this 
precious resource to tell our stories and reconnect with our 
ancestral practices. 
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Arts Council Nelson acknowledges Mana Whenua and the whakapapa 
and histories of uku and indigenous practices of Ngā Iwi o Te Tauihu   
pre-dating European settlement.  

Hineahuone was the first person formed from the clay of Papatūānuku in 
varying accounts and uku was used in practices both ceremonial and 
practical.  In this kōrero we focus on Kōkōwai - Red Ochre, which was 
famous to Te Tauihu.   

Nā Ruihana Smith (Hamuera) – Ngāti Kuia, Ngāi Tara, Tumatakōkiri, Ngāti 
Apa ki te Rā To, Ngāi Tahu 
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