
215. “Ahu ‘ula (feather cape) 

Hawaiian. Later 18th century C.E. Feathers and fiber 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 worn with feather helmets (mahiole) . . . . Such cloaks and capes were called 'ahu'ula, or "red garments." 
o Across Polynesia the color red was associated with both gods and chiefs. In the Hawaiian Islands, 

however, yellow feathers became equally valuable, due to their scarcity 

 

 These were symbols of the highest rank reserved for the men of the aliʻi,[2] the chiefly class of Hawaii. 

  There are over 160 examples of this traditional clothing in museums around the world.[1]  

 At least six of these cloaks were collected during the voyages of Captain Cook.[3]  
o One of these cloaks was included in a painting of Cook's death by Johann Zoffany 
o When Captain James Cook visited Hawaii on 26 January 1778 he was received by a high chief called 

Kalaniʻōpuʻu. At the end of the meeting Kalaniʻōpuʻu placed the feathered helmet and cloak he had been 

wearing on Cook. Kalaniʻōpuʻu also laid several other cloaks at Cook's feet as well as four large pigs and 

other offerings of food 
o Large numbers of feathered cloaks and capes were given as gifts to the sea captains and their crews who 

were the earliest European visitors to Hawaii. Some of these attractive items would then have passed into 

the hands of the wealthy patrons who financed their voyages. It is not known who brought this particular 

cape to England 

 These cloaks are made from a woven netting decorated with bird feathers and are examples of fine featherwork 

techniques.  
o All species had become extinct by 1987, with the probable cause being disease. Black feathers were also 

sourced from the two species of mamo, which are also now both extinct. The distinctive red feathers 

came from the ʻIʻiwi and the ʻApapane. Both species can still be found in Hawaii, but in much reduced 

numbers. 
o Hundreds of thousands of feathers were required for each cloak 

 for ceremonies and battle 
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