
History Of The Tiki

History of the tiki culture is a captivating journey that reflects a blend of
indigenous tradition, post-war American enthusiasm, and modern
reinterpretation. Tiki, often associated with tropical drinks, carved wooden
figures, and vibrant party atmospheres, has roots that stretch deep into the
Pacific Islands and emerged significantly within American popular culture in
the mid-20th century. This article will explore the origins of tiki culture,
its rise in popularity, and its evolution over the decades.

The Origins of Tiki Culture

Tiki culture is heavily influenced by the indigenous cultures of the South
Pacific, particularly the Polynesian islands. The word "tiki" itself refers
to a humanoid figure in Māori mythology, often carved from wood or stone and
symbolizing ancestors or deities. This section will delve into the historical
aspects that contributed to the formation of tiki culture.

1. Indigenous Influence

The roots of tiki can be traced back to the ancient Polynesian societies
where art, mythology, and spirituality were deeply intertwined. Key elements
include:

- Carvings: Tiki figures were traditionally carved to represent gods or
ancestors, serving as important cultural symbols.
- Mythology: Legends and stories surrounding these figures reflected the



beliefs and values of Polynesian societies.
- Social Functions: Tiki figures were often used in rituals and ceremonies,
playing a crucial role in community life.

2. Western Discovery

The European and American fascination with the South Pacific began in the
18th century, marked by explorers and traders who encountered these vibrant
cultures. Key moments include:

- Captain James Cook: His voyages in the late 18th century brought European
attention to the Pacific Islands, sparking interest in their cultures.
- Art and Literature: The romanticized depictions of the South Seas in
literature and art fueled a growing interest in Polynesian aesthetics.

The Rise of Tiki in America

The history of tiki in America began in the 1930s, reaching its peak in the
1950s and 60s. This section will cover the pivotal moments that transformed
traditional Polynesian culture into a popular American phenomenon.

1. The Birth of Tiki Bars

One of the most significant developments in the history of tiki culture was
the establishment of tiki bars. Notable venues include:

- Don the Beachcomber: Founded in 1934 in Hollywood by Ernest Raymond
Beaumont Gantt, this bar featured exotic cocktails and a tropical atmosphere,
laying the groundwork for tiki culture.
- Trader Vic's: Established by Victor Bergeron in 1934, this restaurant and
bar further popularized tiki drinks and decor, leading to a franchise that
spread across the globe.

2. The Post-War Boom

Following World War II, American soldiers returning from the Pacific Islands
brought back souvenirs and stories that ignited a nationwide tiki craze. This
period saw:

- Tiki Parties: The trend of hosting tiki-themed parties became popular,
featuring tropical cocktails, Hawaiian shirts, and tiki decor.
- Media Influence: Movies like “South Pacific” (1958) and “Blue Hawaii”
(1961) showcased tiki aesthetics, further embedding it in popular culture.



The Tiki Aesthetic

Tiki culture is characterized by a unique visual style that combines various
elements from Polynesian and broader Pacific cultures. This section will
explore the defining features of tiki aesthetics.

1. Tiki Decor

Tiki decor includes an array of elements that create a tropical paradise
atmosphere. Key components include:

- Carved Tiki Statues: Often made from wood, these figures are central to
tiki decor, representing gods or ancestral figures.
- Bamboo and Thatch: Building materials commonly used in tiki bars and
restaurants to evoke a thatched-roof hut feel.
- Exotic Plants: Incorporation of tropical plants like palm leaves, ferns,
and flowering plants enhances the island vibe.

2. Tiki Cocktails

Tiki culture is equally famous for its elaborate cocktails, often colorful
and fruity. Popular tiki drinks include:

- Mai Tai: A classic tiki cocktail made with rum, lime juice, and orgeat
syrup.
- Zombie: A potent mix of various rums and tropical juices, often garnished
with fruit and herbs.
- Scorpion: A combination of rum, brandy, and orange juice, typically served
in a large bowl for sharing.

The Decline and Resurgence of Tiki Culture

After its peak in the 1960s, tiki culture began to decline, but it has
experienced a renaissance in recent years. This section will examine the
factors behind this decline and resurgence.

1. The Decline of Tiki

The decline of tiki culture can be attributed to several factors:

- Changing Tastes: The rise of health-conscious drinking and the craft
cocktail movement led to a shift away from sugary, rum-based tiki drinks.



- Cultural Appropriation Critique: Increased awareness of cultural
appropriation led to a reevaluation of tiki culture and its representation of
Polynesian traditions.

2. The Tiki Revival

Despite the challenges, tiki culture has seen a revival in the 21st century,
characterized by:

- Craft Tiki Bars: New tiki bars with a focus on high-quality ingredients and
authentic recipes have emerged, attracting a new generation of tiki
enthusiasts.
- Tiki Events and Festivals: Events like Tiki Oasis and the Hukilau celebrate
tiki culture through music, art, and cocktails.
- Social Media Influence: Platforms like Instagram have allowed tiki
enthusiasts to share their love for the culture, leading to a vibrant online
community.

Conclusion

The history of the tiki is a rich tapestry woven from the threads of
Polynesian tradition, American pop culture, and modern reinterpretation. From
its origins in the South Pacific to its rise in mid-20th century America and
its current revival, tiki culture continues to evolve while celebrating its
roots. As more people embrace the tiki lifestyle, it remains a joyful
celebration of tropical aesthetics, cocktails, and communal gatherings,
reminding us of the allure and mystery of the islands.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of tiki culture?
Tiki culture originated in the United States in the mid-20th century,
influenced by Polynesian motifs and styles, particularly after World War II
when American soldiers returned from the Pacific Islands.

Who is Donn Beach and what is his significance in
tiki history?
Donn Beach, also known as Don the Beachcomber, is credited with popularizing
tiki culture in the U.S. with his tiki bar and restaurant in Hollywood, which
opened in 1933, serving tropical cocktails and exotic decor.



What role did Trader Vic's play in the development
of tiki culture?
Trader Vic's, founded by Victor Bergeron in 1934, became a significant chain
of tiki-themed restaurants and bars that further popularized tropical cuisine
and cocktails, contributing to the expansion of tiki culture across the
country.

How did tiki culture evolve in the 1960s and 1970s?
In the 1960s and 1970s, tiki culture reached its peak in the U.S.,
characterized by a surge in tiki bars, Polynesian-inspired decor, and the
rise of tiki-themed parties, fueled by the escapist desire for leisure and
relaxation.

What impact did the 1970s and 1980s have on tiki
culture?
The 1970s and 1980s saw a decline in tiki culture as tastes shifted towards
more modern and minimalist aesthetics, leading to the closure of many iconic
tiki bars and restaurants.

How has tiki culture experienced a resurgence in
recent years?
In the 2000s, tiki culture has experienced a revival, with new tiki bars
opening, a resurgence of interest in classic tiki cocktails, and a growing
community celebrating Polynesian pop culture through events and festivals.

What are some key elements of tiki aesthetics?
Key elements of tiki aesthetics include carved wooden tikis, bamboo decor,
tropical plants, thatched roofs, and vibrant colors, all evoking a sense of
escapism and a connection to Polynesian culture.

What is the significance of tiki cocktails in tiki
culture?
Tiki cocktails, characterized by their elaborate presentations and use of
rum, fruit juices, and exotic flavors, play a central role in tiki culture,
symbolizing the escapist and festive spirit associated with the tiki
lifestyle.
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