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GEOA, 2nd Sem, Unit I, Māori 

 

 The Māori people 

Māori are the indigenous people of New Zealand Aotearoa. In the 2013 New Zealand 

census, nearly 700,000 people living in New Zealand were of Māori descent. The Encyclopedia 

of New Zealand - has some excellent reading. It covers the history of Māori arrival and 

settlement and an overview of Māori culture to the present day. It also discusses ‘biculturalism’ 

and how the relationship between Māori and Pakeha (Māori term for people of European 

descent) has changed over time. 

Distribution 

In 2013, most Māori (86%) lived in the North Island - nearly a quarter (23.8%) in the 

Auckland region. The areas with the highest percentage of Māori after Auckland were the 

Waikato region (14%), the Bay of Plenty region (11.5%), and the Wellington region (9.7%). If 

your work or lifestyle takes you to any of these regions (or to Northland or Gisborne) you will 

find Māori culture more visible than in other parts of the country. 

Māori Culture 

5 traditions of New Zealand’s Māori culture explained 

 Hongi.  

 Haka. 

 Ta Moko. 

 Whakairo 

 Hangi. 
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Hongi 

A gesture of respect, the Hongi is a traditional greeting done by pressing the nose and 

forehead against someone else’s. It’s the equivalent of doing a thoughtful handshake but is much 

more intimate, given the faces is placed so close together. Known as the breath of life, the 

tradition began when the first earthly Māori woman, Hineahuone, was born. Made of clay, she 

only came to life when the god Tane breathed life into her through her nostrils. You’ll have 

many opportunities to practice this greeting with your guides through New Zealand, as well as 

with some of the locals you might come to meet along the way. Don’t be terrified by the close 

interaction and use it as a great way to break the ice and get to know the people. 

This traditional greeting is something you’re likely to come across during your trip to 

New Zealand, but the majority of the country’s 14 per cent Māori population lives on the North 

Island, meaning you’re much more likely to encounter this important culture here. 

 

Haka 

Made popular by the New Zealand All Blacks, who have turned the traditional dances 

into an important cultural event on the world stage, the Haka is a Māori war dance that was 

traditionally saved for the battlefield. The action-packed dance is a display of strength and pride, 

which includes powerful stomps of the feet, wide eyes and the well-known tongue poking. 

Today, the Haka is used during Māori ceremonies, celebrations and to honour guests. 
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A heart-pounding Haka welcomes you to Rotorua as you become swept up in the magic 

of Māori culture in this town. Visit the living Māori village while you’re here and the arts and 

crafts centre too. 

Ta Moko 

Traditionally, Ta Moko was an important cultural representation of heritage, personal 

rank and wisdom. Now, these tattoos are most commonly worn on faces, bottoms and thighs for 

men and on the lips and chin for women. Before European colonisation, the tattoos were a 

complex series of designs that were carved into the skin using a sharp implement, usually made 

from sharp bone or sharks teeth, which was coated in ink and then tapped into the skin. The 

Māori people consider the head to be the most sacred part of the body and this is why that face 

and head is a popular place for tattoos. 

The Bay of Islands is a significant area in New Zealand as this is where a treaty was 

signed between the Māori and the Europeans. There are traditional ceremonies performed here, 

with some of the locals wearing their traditional Ta Moko with pride. 
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 Whakairo 

Whakairo is not just visually beautiful, but it tells an important narrative that expresses personal 

allegories and cultural histories. These stories are passed down from generation to generation and 

are generally carved by men on a series of objects including weapons, tools, instruments, 

buildings and canoes. Styles vary between tribes, too, while different figures represent different 

meanings. 

Head to Rotorua where the locals invite travellers to gain a better understanding of these 

traditional methods and can watch the artists at work. 
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Hangi 

The method of cooking known as Hangi has been used for thousands of years by the 

Māori culture, but is generally reserved for special occasions. The method of creating the perfect 

Hangi was perfected over many years and passed down from generation to generation. The 

process remains largely similar and includes preparing meats, potatoes and vegetables by placing 

them into a pit dug into the ground, on top of hot stones and untreated, both of which should 

burn for long periods of time. Three hours later and you have a meal fit for a whole community. 

Where to enjoy a traditional Hangi: An evening of history and culture awaits you in Rotorua at 

the Tamaki Family Marae where you can wander through the ancient forest village before 

enjoying an authentic Māori Hangi meal. 

 

Language and pronunciation 

Māori language (Te Reo) has been growing in use in recent years, with an increased number of 

Māori words, particularly greetings, used commonly by both Māori and non-Māori. 

Diet 

The Māori diet was based on birds and fish, supplemented by wild herbs and roots. In 

their tribal gardens, Māori also grew root crops including potato and kumara (sweet potato). 

Important foods included whitebait, the seaweed karengo, huhu grubs, pikopiko (fern shoots), 

karaka berries and toroi – a dish of fresh mussels with pūhā. 

Dresses 
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Kaitaka are among the more prestigious forms of traditional Maori dress. Kaitaka are 

cloaks of finely woven muka (Phormium tenax) fibre. The word 'piupiu' means 'to swing', and is 

also the name for a skirt with free-hanging strands. Piupiu could be worn either around the waist 

or across one shoulder. 

House 

A wharenui ([ˈfaɾɛnʉ. i] literally "big house") is a communal house of the Māori people 

of New Zealand, generally situated as the focal point of a marae. Wharenui are 

usually called meeting houses in New Zealand English, or simply called whare (a more generic 

term simply referring to a house or building) 

The marae (meeting grounds) is the focal point of Māori communities throughout New 

Zealand. A marae is a fenced-in complex of carved buildings and grounds that belongs to a 

particular kiwi (tribe), hapū (sub tribe) or whānau (family). Māori people see their marae as 

tūrangawaewae - their place to stand and belong. 

 

Ethnicity  

A very marked feature in the physical attributes of the Maori is noted in the many 

Melanesian affinities in evidence, showing that the Maori must have intermarried with those 

dark-skinned folk, probably since he left the sunlit isles of Eastern Polynesia. In the frequent 

occurrence of the dark skin colour, thick, protruding lips, flat nose, wide nostrils, and frizzy hair, 

we find proofs of a Melanesian admixture. 

Maori Religion 

Traditionally, Maori religion and spiritual life revolved around various gods. Most 

commonly referred to are Rangi-nui (the sky father) and Papa-tu-a-nuku (the earth mother). Even 

today, it is common to greet Rangi-nui and Papa-tu-a-nuku when speaking formally in a marae. 

You may also hear a lot about Maui in the creation story of New Zealand. Legend tells it that the 

demigod used the South Island as a canoe, and fished up the North Island. Such Maori gods are 

often depicted in Maori carvings, especially on Maori buildings like the wharenui. Christianity 

https://nzpocketguide.com/maori-etiquette-visiting-marae/
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has been incorporated into Maori beliefs with the arrival of the Europeans. Where some 

Christians will worship in mainstream churches, there are also two major Maori churches 

Ringatu and Ratana. 

 

Maori visual arts 

 

Māori Visual Arts is about visual art created by Māori artists – drawing, painting, 

printmaking, sculpting, weaving, carving, etc. ... skills to be able to create works of art. 

 

Activity 

Traditionally, the day began early, with prayers and singing to worship the rising sun. 

The daily life of the community was based around getting food, so most people spent their days 

in activities such as: planting and tending crops in communal gardens. fishing or gathering 

seafood 
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