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Maori Beginnings in Aotearoa
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Dates of the exhibits in this section:14th to 20th century

Maori are the indigenous(Aotea roa) people of Aotearoa (New Zealand).
In one tradition the name Aotearoa (long white cloud) describes the
cloud seen stretching over the land by the wife of the legendary Poly-
nesian explorer Kupe. Skilled sailors and navigators, the ancestors of
today’s Maori population made the remarkable voyage from Polynesia
across the Pacific Ocean in large double hulled canoes around the 13th
century AD.

The voyagers landed on the shores of a striking and beautiful land.
They travelled throughout New Zealand’s islands, naming the seas,
mountains, rivers, lakes, and every part of the land. New plants, fish,
birds, and stone resources soon became familiar. Tribal groups (iwi) led
by chiefs (rakatira) comprising family (whanau) and extended family
units (hapt), settled in different parts of the country.

Regional differences in climate meant that the tropical plants brought
from Polynesia survived in some areas but not in others. As a conse-
quence the way of life varied for tribes throughout New Zealand. In the
north, where it was possible to grow kiimara (sweet potatoes) and other
root crops, settlement was more intense. In the southern South Island,
where such plants did not survive the colder climate, Maori developed
a more mobile lifestyle that involved travelling inland and back to the
coastal areas for seasonal resources as they became available.

Maori are spiritual people, with mythology and oral traditions being
passed down through generations. Myths about the creation of the land
include accounts of epic voyages, creatures with supernatural powers,
and heroic individuals who traversed the new territory and carved out,
or were turned into, features of the landscape. Place names record these
land-shaping events, and thereby link the world of the gods to the world
of the living.
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Pounamu, paua shell
New Zealand
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Poi

Ball 1: 60 x 145 x 155 mm; string: 350 mm
Ball 2: 55 x 125 x 180 mm; string: 360 mm
Raupo, harakeke

New Zealand

Otago Museum Collection

Gift of Miss Kaa
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Poi

Ball 1: 175 x 150 x 55 mm; string: 350 mm
Ball 2: 150 x 145 x 60 mm; string: 310 mm

Ribbonwood, raupo

New Zealand

Otago Museum Collection

Gift of Miss Kaa
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Poi ornament
Ball 1: 25 x 35 x 30 mm; no string

Ball 2: 25 x 35 x 30 mm; string: 80 mm
Raupo, raffia palm fibre
New Zealand
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Gift of Mrs Wood
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360 x 180 x 40 mm

Made by Mrs Magda Wallscott Kete
Wool, feather
Otakou, South Island, New Zealand
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This kete was made after European contact.

Materials such as wool and the feathers of exotic

birds were used.
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Carved boxes such as these were used to store personal or-
naments and valuables. They are often called feather boxes,
as the items they held included the distinctively marked tail
feathers of the hiiia bird as well as pounamu and other pen-
dants. Papahou have a rectangular rather than ovoid shape
and are only found in a few districts, but they have the same
function as waka hiiia.
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Feather box

Waka hiiia

160 %200 % 515 mm

Wood, paua shell
New Zealand

Otago Museum Collection
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Carved meeting house panel
Poupou

1340x550x 100 mm

Wood, paua shell

East Coast, North Island, New Zealand

Otago Museum Collection

Thomson Collection
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Poupou are the carved wooden panels on the side

walls of Maori meeting houses.
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