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The Pungawerewere 
pattern on the head 
depicts a  double spi-
ral,    with one side 
representing inward 
absorption and the 
other side represent-
ing outward filtra-
tion. 

Tewhatewha, Among 
the Maori, it is both 
a weapon of war and 
a symbol of leader-
ship. I carved it from 
puriri wood.
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A desktop bowl I carved from an olive tree. The form was not designed 
in advance.  The wood guided me. This shape came out. 
Below is another example living with Val and Allan.

  Patu. This 
time, it’s an 

olive tree. 
Lives with my 

friend Peter, 
who owns an 

olive grove 
and produces 

olive oil.
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  “Kia Ora” means “Hello” 
in Te Reo Maori.

Tokotoko, in the Maori world, it 
is used particularly by kaumatua 
(elders, wise leaders) or by people 
who perform korero (storytelling, 
speaking). It has a high symbolic 
meaning. I carved it from puriri 
wood..
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My drum, to be played standing 
on the feet. Carved from Tasma-
nian blackwood. Double spiral 
Raperape on the upper section. 
Whirling Dervishes symbolism 
on the lower section. Rumi’s 
famous call, “Come, whoever you 
are, come,” and the figure of the 
whirling dervish in the ceremony.

The other photo shows the state 
after the skin was put on.
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A replica of a piece I saw 
in a museum and took a 

picture of. Olive tree.

Taraire tree, handmade, 
in working condition.

Cutting and/or 
cheese board.
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Two-sided desktop Tiki. I’ve never seen 
anything similar. Made from Silky Oak 
wood. 
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They are telling their stories.
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A large Tekoteko. 
Eight and a half feet 
tall. Its name is Co-
rona. There is a virus 
symbol below its feet. 
I carved it from Totara 
wood during the Covid 
days. It is decorated 
with Pakati, Takurangi, 
Raperape patterns.
The eyes are Paua 
Shell. There is a Fish 
Hook on the left arm 
and a Tiki on the right.
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In Maori art, Pikorua “Twist” is a very important symbol 
that usually carries the meanings of infinity and connec-
tion.

It represents the growth and connection of different life 
paths, different people, or cultures.
Since the twist shape is continuous, it expresses relation-
ships that never fade over time, such as eternal friendship, 
love, and family bonds.  
It symbolizes people going in different directions but even-
tually coming back together.  
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When William saw the drum I carved for 
myself, he asked me to carve his drum too. 
He liked the Kiri Kiore pattern, so I ap-
plied it all around. Tasmanian Blackwood.

Koru, which I made for 
Alexa and Roy, symbolises 
them and their two dogs at 
that time.
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I carved this from Kauri wood that 
William gave me, which was taken 
from a swamp. The wood told me how 
it wanted to look. I put a Tuatara on it. 
The tuatara is a reptile, unique to New 
Zealand, a remnant of the dinosaurs. 
It is a dinosaur species that has sur-
vived for approximately 200 million 
years with little change. For this rea-
son, it is often referred to as a “living 
fossil.” Although it resembles a lizard, 
it is actually a separate order of reptiles 
in the dinosaur family.

The word “tuatara” means “spiky back” in the Maori 
language. (Tua = back, Tara = spike).
I made the spikes on its tail with teeth I pulled from 
the jawbone of a deceased shark. I decorated it with 
famous Celtic knot motifs and gave it to Val and 
Allan.
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 Examples of driftwood I 
found on beaches.

Snakes, Wolves, Seals.
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Uenuku is one of the oldest 
works of art of the Maori people. 
The original, made in the 1400s, 
is in the Te Awamutu Museum. 

I carved two separate examples 
from old totara fence posts.

Uenuku means rainbow in the 
Maori language. 

In Maori mythology, it is often 
associated with weather phenom-
ena, prophecy, war, and commu-
nication with ancestors. 

The four sticks and three gaps 
at the top represent the seven 
colours of the rainbow.
The right one lives with Ian.
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 A large Manaia carved from taraire 
wood.
Bird head, human body, and fish tail. 
My master and I created and drew the 
design together.
On the back are Paua shell, 
Koru, Unanahi, and Takurangi patterns. 

Taraire, is a tree endemic to Aotearoa 
(New Zealand), having soft wood, but 
with beautiful patterns. 
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The body is decorated 
with takurangi, pakati, 
raperape, and unanahi 
patterns. Taraire tree.

Hoe, means “paddle” in the Maori language and is the name of the traditional 
waka (canoe) paddle.
Hoe is not only a physical means of movement, but also symbolises finding 
direction in life. 
Using a waka requires everyone to paddle in the same direction and rhythm; in 
this sense, the hoe is also a symbol of unity and coordination.
Carefully carved hoes are owned by chiefs (rangatira) and are a sign of prestige.
Some hoes are considered tapu (sacred) and are used for ceremonial purposes.

   The head is decorated with 
a takurangi pattern and paua shell. 
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Koru, is an integrated symbol in Maori art that represents new life, growth, strength, and 
peace. Koru resembles the number 9, and there are 9 of them on this piece. It represents the 
“nine-month pregnancy period for birth.” 

In numerology, the number nine represents completion because it is the last of the single-digit 
numbers (known as cardinal numbers) and has the highest value. However, it also symbolically 
emphasises the pinnacle of wisdom and experience and is filled with the energy of both end-
ings and new beginnings. 

This piece reflects the Murray family. Two big Koru’s at the bottom are Pınar and John, the 
one higher is Winter. That Koru is born and grown from, with, by the parents.  Each member 
of the family has two small Koru’s. These represent mental and physical growth and strength.
 
This is made from the rare Kowhai tree of New Zealand. Kowhai is highly valued by the Mao-
ri for its hardwood durability and many medicinal properties.  
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This piece came from the stream on our 
property. We stared at each other for a few 
months. It looked to me like a pig. 
A hawk was perched on its head. 
I placed seashells in their eyes. 
A little makeup too. 
Kauri tree.

This piece is of a totara tree that came out of 
the swamp. I love its wonderful shape. 

The snake coming out of it and some makeup 
added an extra beauty.
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Poupou’s are vertically carved wooden panels that 
decorate the interior walls of a Marae, traditional 
Maori meeting houses. 

Arranged side by side, poupou’s form the backbo-
ne and spiritual protection of the structure.

Each poupou is carved as a physical representation 
of a tribal ancestor.  

The carved figure carries the mana of the ancestor 
it represents and acts as a protector.

Each tribe (iwi) or sub-group (hapü) displays its 
lineage through poupou.  

Through carvings, genealogy, wars, and migrations 
are narrated.

Poupou are considered sacred (tapu) and are ap-
proached with respect. 

Paua (sea shells) are placed in the eye areas to give 
them a living spirit effect.

I was inspired by the examples I photographed 
and also by the ones I saw on the internet.

I decorated them with Unanahi, pakati, and rape-
rape patterns.

Silky Oak tree.



ı  am the carver
039

My various jewellery experiments.

I carved the Twin Idols of Anatolia for my brother Selçuk.
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Manta rays are considered the gentle guardians 
of the seas. They are silent  but powerful.
Their flowing movements represent harmony 
with nature and the spirit.
Their ability to defend themselves without being 
aggressive signifies strategic strength.
They are believed to carry the wisdom of the 
deep waters and the spirits of their ancestors.
They are regarded as a spiritual animal (kaitiaki) 
that guides the way.

This beautiful animal is carved from a block of 
Totara wood.

Manta Ray’s are com-
monly referred to as 
whai in Maori art and 
carry significant symbolic 
meaning. 



Wheke, or octopus, in Maori carving art 
is a link between the natural and spiritu-
al worlds and also a symbol of versatility, 
knowledge, and protection.

Wheke’s eight arms symbolise skills and 
knowledge in different directions.
Does this one really have eight arms?

In some tribes, wheke is the guardian 
spirit of certain families or places.

The octopus’s agility, ability to hide, 
intelligence, and adaptability symbolise 
wisdom.

Because it lives in the deep sea, it is 
associated with secret knowledge and 
spiritual depth.

The mighty sea creature Wheke is a mys-
terious being pursued by the legendary 
sailor Kupe. It guides with knowledge 
and shows the way.  
This played an important role in the 
Maori people’s arrival in Aotearoa (New 
Zealand).  

The design is mine. I carved it from 
beech wood.  
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Toroa (Albatross) is a sacred bird in 
Maori carving art with strong connec-
tions to both the natural and spiritual 
worlds. As an elegant and powerful 
bird that travels across the oceans, it is 
associated with the spirits of ancestors, 
wisdom, and guidance due to its migra-
tory routes and connection to the sea.

According to traditional Maori stories, 
Kupe was a great navigator who first 
discovered Aotearoa. He reached the 

shores of Aotearoa in his large canoe (waka) from the Pacific. It is said that Kupe used toroa to 
navigate.

This piece of wood came from the stream on our property and whispered to me that it wanted 
to be a TOROA. I don’t know how old the wood is, but we had a beautiful journey together. I 
also placed an evil eye charm in its eye. 



Our journey continues. Let’s see where we end up and how the wind blows us. 

I collect wood wherever I see it. My friends immediately offer me the trees that have 
been cut down or fallen on their property. 

In the bush on our property, I have piles of valuable wood in the drying period. I 
probably won’t have enough time in my life to carve them all.
On the one hand, my master wants to do a doctorate and wishes to include me in his 
team.

I also want to get an academic education. I applied to NorthTec University in 
Whangarei. I was accepted into the 5th grade of the 7-grade Whakairo program, but 
I didn’t start because of the attendance requirement, that I cannot fulfil due to our 
lifestyle. 

Another desire of mine is to be part of a large Maori carving project as one of the 
carvers. But I lack Maori genes. 

Stay tuned. Who knows? 

KEMAL AYATA 
August 2025
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In 2014, an artist was born from a spark of curiosity. 
The patterns and forms of Maori culture, carved in 
wood, gradually embraced Turkish culture through 
new syntheses. Over time, our own stories entered 
the wood — and we, too, entered with them.
Each touch became both an act of patience and a 
way of storytelling.
Even his teacher, who once said, “Perhaps you were 
Maori in a past life,” honored Kemal at every
opportunity, while he, with humility, continues to 
make stories visible.

Health to your hand and heart, my “Master”.
May our journey remain joyful.
Nesrin Ayata

I AM THE CARVER
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