
 

Leonati, Artist to the King 
 
Sixty years ago, on the small islands of Tonga’s northern 
Vava’u group, there were only two occupations open to 
young boys, farming or fishing. But Fakatava Motuliki, a 
farmer and jeweler, must have seen something special in 
the son who was born on the family plantation at ‘Utungake 

on April 4th 1949. He chose the name Leonati, the closest 
Tongan transliteration to Leonardi. And, later, when he 
noticed his young son imitating him by carving small three 
dimensional sea creatures from turtle shell and mother of 
pearl, he quietly took these pieces to the market place and 
used the funds they brought to buy art supplies for Leonati.  
 
By age 12 Leonati had discovered oil painting and caught 
the attention of tourists who came to visit these islands. 
An unfortunate accident at age 14  left him with a badly 
burned and scarred left arm and eventually rendered the 
muscles of that hand unusable but this did not deter him 
from pursuing an art education at the College of Nuku’ 
Alofa, specializing in painting. Leonati returned to Vava’u 
where he returned to his roots of carving and began 
working in black coral, whales tooth ivory, rosewood and 
fossilized whalebone. By 1980 his work began attracting 
the attention of collectors from Europe and the United 

States. Recently his main market has 
been the yachtsmen who sailed 
through these waters and, after 
seeing the wide variety of carving 
created by craftsmen in other parts 
of the Pacific, have a firm 
appreciation of the fine quality work 
Leonati creates. 
 
Some professional highlights include– 
   1978 -  invited to display his work 
and share his skills at the Art 
Festival of Hawaii.  
   1981 -  commissioned by the Royal 
Family of Tonga to create a unique 
gift for  the wedding of Charles the 
Prince of Wales and Diana Spencer. 
(Using black coral, he carved a 
delicate nest with two birds alighting 

to feed their young and mounted it on a base of Tongan 
rosewood.  

2008, Inducted into the 
Order of Queen Salote Topou at 
the coronation ceremonies for 
King George Topou V in 
recognition for his contributions 
to the arts of this island nation  

 
Many of Leonati’s works, 

both large and small, decorate 
the finest hotels throughout the 
Tongan islands. Along with his 
smaller works he is currently 
carving an 8 foot replica of a 
whale from local plantation 
grown cypress for one of the 
king’s advisors. With the banning 
of the use of whale ivory, Leonati 
now does some of his most 
beautiful pieces using cow bone 
and is creating intricate neck 
pendants carved from the very 
hard local timbers.  

 
Currently he is designing 

some special pieces to take with 
him when he is a guest at the 
Dream Festival in Brisbane Australia in 2009. 

 
 
Lillian, “Anni”, Leonati’s wife of 36 years not only 

assists with the final polishing of his 
pieces but creates the intricate 
bindings and braids used for the 
pendants and at the same time is an 
avid gardener, propagating and 
selling unusual flowering plants and 
spices as a hobby. Together they 
have six children, the youngest, 12 
year old Andrew, shows some 
interest in the carving that has 
served Leonati so well. 

Leonati Motuliki can be  
contacted at: 

Falaleu 
Neiafu, Vava’u 
Kingdom Of Tonga, South Pacific  




