
Māori 
Arts 

New Zealand

ZOE KASPERZYK

TOI MĀORI 
AOTEAROA



I hop

KO AU TE MAUNGA, KO TE MAUNGA KO AU
I AM THE MOUNTAIN, AND THE MOUNTAIN IS ME

The values of the Maori people are woven into the land, and 
the land is embodied in the indigenous people of Aoteoroa. The 
natural and spiritual worlds are embedded into the art forms that 
are practiced, as well as the structure of the language, the way 
food is harvested, and many other practices. In the Maori world 
view, there is no distinction between human life and the natural 
world. 

As a visitor to Aoteoroa, my independent study has given me 
an opportunity for personal exploration, breaking down my own 
way of seeing and reinforcing the boundaries between humans 
and the world around us. I am using Maori art and sculpture in 
the public realm as a method for learning about the indigenous 
stories embodied in the land as manifested through art. Through 
this exploration of art, I hope to learn about the legends, the 
landscape, and the way of life of the Maori people, connecting 
ancient practices with contemporary life.

The study of indigenous art provides an opportunity to learn about 
the resilience of the Maori people under colonization and how 
they tell their stories in an urban landscape that has excluded, 
erased, and destroyed many aspects of traditional life. I hope 
to broaden my own understanding of the landscape and how 
indigenous thinking must be integrated into our profession.  

E ngā uri whakatupu, whakaron-
go, kia kaha
Hapainga ake rā ngā mahi hua 
tau a ngā tūpuna i waiho ake nei
Hei painga mo te iwi o Aotearoa e

O coming generations, listen, be strong
Uplift the arts left by our ancestors
for the good of the people of Aotearoa

Nana Rangimarie





ERASURE & CRITICAL CARTOGRAPHY

Much like other indigenous groups around the world, including the 
Coast Salish Tribes where I come from in northwestern America, 
Aotearoa has been colonized by European settlers who stole their 
land and attempted to erase their culture and ways of life. As their 
land was stolen, place names that held great significance were 
changed and erased. The landscapes were burned, and the plants 
and animals were killed. Rivers were buried and water bodies were 
polluted. The generations that wove together spiritual, genealogical, 
historical, and physical information that bound people to place was 
disrupted, and in many cases lost. 

Using the process of critical cartography and counter mapping, I will 
take certain themes and stories I learned from Maori art to develop 
a series of representations of the Maori landscapes around me. 
These representations will focus on critiquing the contemporary 
ways that maps and cities reinforce colonial power structures. Just 
as public art reveals a people's relationship to the land, I intend 
to reframe the way standard maps of New Zealand reveal these 
relationships.

The purpose of my mapping process is to break down my own 
assumptions about this land to which I am a visitor. I hope to explore 
indigenous ways of respecting and stewarding the land in ways that 
have diminished. The story that unfolded to me was not one about 
specific sites marked on a map, but rather a story of connection 
and relationships.   

Toitū te whenua — Leave the land undisturbed.

METHODS

Public sculptures are often overlooked in public spaces, but 
provide an essential way of understanding the past and present 
significance of sites to the people who live in them. To carry out 
this project, I started out by mapping sites of Maori sculpture 
to find out what areas were most significant to local iwi, before 
going to these sites in order to learn what legends are centric to 
them.  By following these invisible routes, A new story of the city 
emerged, reflecting an invisible trail to an untold story of place, 
dispossession, and reclamation here in Aotearoa. 

whai - to follow, to chase, to pursue
follow the heritage trails and visit sites to find Maori public art

observe and catalogue Maori public art 

listen to stories, history, and local iwi to learn about the Maori 
landscape 

explore stories and lessons learned in the form of critical 
cartography to learn more about the Maori landscape 

titiro (tirohia) - to look

maji(a) - to do, work, make

whakarongo - to listen
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ANALYSIS



PLACES

The public realm tells the story of who we are – our 
histories, cultures, values, and creative expression 
are embedded in the fabric of this space. The identity 
of place is inseparable from the users’ experience of 
the city, how they identify themselves, each other, and 
this environment.

As a visitor to this land, I had a limited time in which 
to become familiar with a vast and complex body 
of places, sculptures, people, traditions, art, and 
language. The stories I have encountered on this 
journey are limited by my personal awareness and 
experience, but I hope that they provide a window to 
a broader perspective of this place and its people. 

I am honored to have visited these places and to have 
received a warm welcome from the people to whom 
they truly belong.

TĀMAKI
AUCKLAND

Gateway, Chris Booth + local iwi elders
Photo credit: Patrick Reynolds

TE UPOKO O TE IKA A MAUI  
THE HEAD OF MAUI’S FISH

WELLINGTON

Pouwhenua, Rangi Hetet + Sonny Davis
Photo credit: Patrick Reynolds

Ngā Whāriki Manaaki - Woven Mats of Welcome
Morehu Flutey-Henare and Reihana Parata

Photo credit: David Walker

ŌTAUTAHI 
THE PLACE OF TAUTAHI
CHRISTCHURCH



MAORI SCULPTURE LOCATIONS

My analysis begins with spatial data from my sample study that 
I gathered while in Auckland, Wellington, and Christchurch. 
My census of Maori sculpture in the public realm is largely 
incomplete, but the analysis still reveals interesting findings 
about where the art was found, the years the sculpture was 
installed, reoccurring themes featured in the sculpture, and 
the materials used.    

Maori art sites in Auckland are primarily 
found in parks and plazas, distributed 
across the city

In Wellington, Maori public art is 
concentrated around the waterfront, 
reflecting the harbor's importance 

Maori public art in Christchurch 
follows the Otakaro-Avon River and 
the Mahinga Kai sites nearby 

AUCKLAND

WELLINGTON

CHRISTCHURCH

AUCKLAND WELLINGTON CHRISTCHURCH



AU
CKLAND

M
A

TE
RI

A
LI

TY
TH

EM
ES

DA
TE

 IN
ST

A
LL

ED

W
ELLINGTON

CH
RISTCHURCH

N
U

M
B

ER
 O

F 
A

R
T 

PI
EC

ES
 

IN
ST

A
LL

ED
 P

ER
 Y

EA
R

1
2
3
4
5



CRITICAL 
CARTOGRAPHY



TĀMAKI REMEMBERED

Auckland sits on an active 
volcanic field that has 
influenced habitation 
patterns in the region since 
the first indigenous villages.

The craters were often the 
sites of pa (villages), with the 
chief living at the highest 
point on the crater. Maori 
terracing, food pits, and 
house sites are still marked 
on these landscapes.

The reclaimed land on 
which the present Auckland 
waterfront is built is a 
reflection of the destruction 
that took place at the 
hands of the colonizers, who 
developed ports for industry 
with no regard for local 
people, land, or traditions. 

The original coastline and 
mudflats were an important 
Mahinga Kai site until land 
reclamation and pollution 
destroyed them.

These icons represent some 
of the important elements of 
coastal life for iwi in  Tāmaki. 
It blends legend with 
travel, food gathering, and 
connection to the natural 
world.   

reclaimed land

original coast

mudflatsA
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TAKAPARAWHAU-BASTION 
POINT OCCUPATION

1800s: Ngāti Whātua marae (sacred meeting house) 
on Takaparawhā 

1912 to 1951: Ngāti Whātua launched a series of 
complaints and legal actions against illegal land 
acquisition of the Crown.

1840s to 1950s: surrounding land was confiscated by 
the Crown to make way for public works

1976: Protesters marched to Bastion Point in 
response to a high-income housing development 
plan on land sacred to Ngāti Whātua

May 25, 1978: Activists were forcibly removed by the 
military after 507 days of peaceful occupation

1980s: New Zealand Government returned the land 
to Ngāti Whātua as part of a Treaty of Waitangi 
settlement process
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Ngake, with his endless energy swam in circles 
around the lake every day growing bigger and 
stronger until he felt crammed. "Today is the day 
that I will break free of this lake and swim into the 
endless sea!" Using his tail he created a huge wave 
that propelled him out into the sea. His tail crashing 
against the bank carved out the Hutt River valley.

Whataitai, missing his friend, followed. But he 
wasn't as strong as Ngake and got stuck between 
the sea and the lake. The tides kept him wet and 
nourished as he lived stuck in between.

A great earthquake came many years later and 
lifted Whataitai out of the water completely, 
where his spirit lifted into a bird and flew to the 
top of Matairangi, Mount Victoria. The bird spirit 
looked at the taniwha body stretched above the 
sea and cried for the freedom Whataitai would 
never experience. The remnants of the rock 
smashed aside the harbour opening are still visible 
today at Te Aroaro o Kupe (Steeple Rock) and Te 
Tangithanga o Kupe (Barrett's Reef). 

The Taniwha Spirits of Te Whanganui-a-Tara 
Wellington Harbour

Long ago, Te Whanganui-a-
Tara was a lake cut off from 
the sea. Ngake and Whataitai, 
two sea spirits, lived in the lake, 
which was abundant with fish 
and birds. They loved their 
home, but were always curious 
about the crashing waves they 
heard echoing beyond their 
lake.

"Tell us, sea birds," they asked, 
"What is so special about the 
sea?"

"The sea is deep, it is vast, it is 
wide, it is where many different 
fish hide." 

This map focuses on the ways that legends and 
landscape are woven together in Maori traditions. 
The form of the Wellington Harbour is linked to Maori 
oral traditions and stories about taniwha (spirits) of the 
region. This representation recognizes the importance 
of this legend and demonstrates how maps can reveal 
the stories of a place.
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OTAKARO RIVER MAHINGA KAI

For Ngāi Tahu, Ngāti Māmoe, and Waitaha before them, the 
Otakaro was a rich ecosystem that was essential for survival. 
The local iwi developed detailed mental maps that they passed 
down for generations to help navigate the watershed and to 
know when to harvest. These maps contained iwi traditions, and 
legends that embedded important lessons and values within 
them. This map represents some of the key species that Ngāi 
Tahu would hunt and gather along the Otakaro River. 
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MATAPOPORE CULTURAL DESIGN STRATEGY
MAHINGA KAI SPECIES 

NGA MANU / BIRDS

NGA KAI MOANA / FISH AND SHELLFISH

NGA RAWA TAIAO / NATURAL RESOURCES



CENSUS OF 
PUBLIC ART



Tauranga Waka Carvings
Chris Bailey, 2018
Wakas (canoes) marking the pre-1860 shoreline and carved like those 
used for fishing, collecting, or transporting materials. 

Poutokomanawa
Chaz Doherty, Akekatera Maihi, 2006
Pou (carved posts) and kohatu (boulders) inscribed with “He kakano 
ahau I ruia mai I Rangiatea” I am a seed sown from Rangiatea, empha-
sizing the excellence of ancestors and reinforcing the potential of their 
descendants. 

Waharoa
Blain Te Rito, 1999
Waharoa (gateway) telling the story of Maui and his elder brothers 
catching the great fish, Te Ika-a-Maui (New Zealand’s North Island)

Pou Whakamaharatanga mo Maui Tikitiki-a-taranga
Robert Jahnke, 2016
Commemoration of Maui depicting three key stories involving Maui: 
Maui slowing the sun, Maui fishing up the North Island, and Maui ac-
quiring fire from Mahuika, the goddess of fire.

Daldy Street Play Structure
Hana Mailhi, Delani Brown, LandLAB, 2014
Play structure modeled after the form of a hinaki (eel trap). The circular 
arrangement replicates the sticks, flax netting, and cordage elements 
used in traditional traps. Proverbs about harvest wrap the structure with 
adorning abalone shells. 

AUCKLAND Pou Tu Te Rangi
Chris Bailey, 2011
The standing posts that reach for the heavens. These pou are central to the newly 
developed Britomart neighborhood, which was a significant Mahinga Kai location for 
local iwi. 

Te Waharoa o Aotea
Selwyn Muru, 1990
The gateway transforms the public square into a marae atea (courtyard of a Maori 
meeting house).The five symbols at the top represent Tama nui te Ra (god of the sun), 
Tangaroa (god of the sea), Tane Mahuta (god of the forest), Tawhiri Matea (god of the 
elements), and Whetu me te Marama (the crescent moon and stars).

Manu Tawhiowhio / Bird Satellite
Brett Graham, 1996
An abstracted bird representing the guides for early seafarers seeking new lands. The 
satellite is a reference that links past and present. The birds represent food and their 
role as spiritual messengers, some of which could foretell the future through behavior.

Te Waka Toi o Tamaki
Fred Graham, 2011
Stone artwork on the side of the Auckland Art Gallery references the building as a 
waka huia (a beautifully carved vessel for safe-keeping of one’s most precious pos-
sessions). The triangles reference the three pa of Rangipuke (hill of the skies), which 
begins the watershed that formed a river down Queen Street valley. 
He Aha Te Wa – Moments in Time
Arnold Manaaki Wilson, Anthony Wilson, 2011
Arnold and his son carved three giant columns using kauri – rakau rangatira (giant 
trees of the forest), endemic to the area which have largely been cleared. The columns 
represent Maori atua (deities): Raninui (Sky Father), Papatuanuku (Earth Mother), and 
Tane Mahuta (God of the Forest responsible for separating parents).

Gateway
Chris Booth, local iwi elders, 1998
The gateway is a magnificent, 18m structure disappearing into the tree canopy and 
emerging from it. The stones were chosen carefully by elders of Ngati Kura and Ngati 
Rehia hapu iwi. Ngati Kura elders ceremoniously lifted the tapu from the stones and 
gifted them to Auckland for the sculpture. 

Justice
Fred Graham, 1999
The three limestone components represent balanced scales for the court. The twelve 
pieces of timber draw their significance from the Maori legend of Tane who climbed 
through the twelve heavens to obtain three baskets of knowledge. The twelve river 
stones represent the twelve members of the jury. 



Pukekaroa Carved Ancestors
Restored by Alan Nopera
The carvings surround and protect a sacred totara planted on the first centenary of the 
signing of the Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Treaty of Waitangi). The tree was planted in 1940 
by Kingitanga leader Princess Te Puea Herangi, the great granddaughter of the first 
Maori King. The site has special significance to the Kingitanga (Maori royal family), 
as it commemorates the site where Te Wherowhero (the fourth Maori king) once lived 
and the tribal relationships that were formed between the Waikato tribes during the 
establishment of Auckland. The Pukekaroa carvings are similar to those found on the 
front of a whare runanga (meeting house) and represent the children Ranginui and 
Papatuanuku (the first parents of the nation)

Kaitiaki (Guardian)
Fred Graham, 2004
The large black hawk looming on the hilltop is a guardian symbol featured in the oral 
histories of Ngati Whatua. In Maori lore manu (birds) were the tangata whenua (first in-
habitants) of the land of Aotearoa and were regarded as its kaitiaki (guardians). Kaiti-
aiki looks across to Pukekaroa, a small scoria cone west of the museum where battles 
were foughts between Ngapuhi from the north and local iwi, Ngati Whatua. A tree was 
planted in 1940 to commemorate the 1828 peace treaty and settlement agreement.   

Matahorua and Tainui Anchors
Russell Clark , 1959
The stone pieces are sculptural representations of the anchors of the Matahorua and 
Tainui waka, which celebrate the great navigations of each waka. Kupe, the navigator 
of the Matahorua discovered Aotearoa and returned to Hawaiiki with navigational di-
rections which many waka followed over future generations. The Tainui landed in the 
Bay of Plenty area and then sailed on to the Waitemata. It portaged into the Manukau 
and sailed south to Raglan, Kawhia and Mokau. These pieces introduced adventur-
ous contemporary forms to public sculpture of the 1950s. With them, Russell helped 
change attitudes toward art in public spaces with his use of distinctly Maori themes.

Ngati Paoa Seating
Puhi Thompson, 2017
Recognizing the cultural footprint of the Ngati Paoa people in this place, the art rep-
resents food gathering, especially fishing. The color red represents the earth from 
which human life was first fashioned, among other meanings.

Pipi Beds
Chaz Doherty, Renata Blair, Bernard Makoare, 2003
This site was once the location of flourishing pipi (small shellfish) beds. The water 
feature reflects the past form of the land by having fountains that spray straight up just 
like pipi would do as iwi ancestors would walk across the mudflats. 



Waharoa
local carvers, 2006
This ceremonial entry gate to the powhiri mound at the western end of the 
Waitangi Park field marks the importance of this site and frames the signifi-
cance of the space.

Te Waka Pou
Logan Shipgood, 2007
Te Waka Pou is located on what was once a waka landing site. It symbolically 
acts as a beacon for those arriving in the Wellington harbor. Waitangi Park is 
near the site of the old Waitangi Lagoon which was fed by the Waitangi Stream. 
It was rich with eel, fish, and shellfish, and for centuries was used by Maori for 
food gathering, as a source of fresh water, and as a place to launch their waka. 

City to Sea Bridge
Paratene Matchitt, 1994
On top of the bridge are two birds with their wings open in a gesture of welcome, 
and nearby are two timber whales representing the taniwha Ngake and Whātai-
tai who, according to legend, were responsible for shaping Wellington Harbor.

Wharewaka Building
Architecture+, 2011
The korowai (cloak) was designed to resemble a traditional cloak, a structure 
that shelters many people just as one cloak provides shelter to a single human 
body. It protects the waka stored inside and offers space for special events to 
take place inside. 

WELLINGTON Pou Whenua - Wai-titi Landing, Place of Shining Waters
Ra Vincent, 2004
This land was originally a beach and tauranga (resting place for waka) used by 
Te Atiawa and Taranaki whanau before 1840 and was a significant entry point 
to the Pipitea Kumutoto area. The land takes its name from a stream which ran 
between the two Pa of Kumutoto and Pipitea. The Pou Whenua (traditional trib-
al boundary markers) were gifted by the Wellington Tenths Trust, on behalf of 
the Te Atiawa/Taranaki whanau. 

Wellington Manhole Covers
local iwi artist
This artwork, created by a local iwi sculptor, marks the spot of a historic river or 
stream. Many were buried when the city was developed by settlers.

Pouwhenua
Rangi Hetet, Sonny Davis
These pouwhenua (marker poles) mark the Te Ara o Nga Tupuna Trail that 
share Maori history, legends, and connection to this land. The Pou was de-
signed by Rangi and carved by Sonny Davis. The four other pouwhenua along 
the trail are cast from this original. 

Prow and Canoe
Kura Te Waru Rewiri, Shona Rapira Davies and Rob Pryor, 1988
Te Aro Park in central Wellington (between Manners and Dixon streets) marks 
part of the site of the major pā (village), Te Aro. The park, designed by ceramics 
artist Shona Rapira Davies, is in the shape of a canoe.

Te Moana
Logan Shipgood, 1999
This marble art piece depicts the legends connecting this land with the sea, 
which are significant to the stories told by local iwi. 

Rūaumoko
Ralph Hotere & Mary McFarlane, 1998
Rūaumoko is a surprising collaboration that brings together the distinct styles of 
Hotere and McFarlane in a unique fashion. Rūaumoko is the Māori god of earth-
quakes and volcanoes. The sculpture is an eerie display, as the old remnants 
from the State Insurance Building are strewn across the street, and the jumbled 
letters atop one of the pillars only add to the confusion.



Nga Whariki Manaaki, Woven Mats of Welcome
Chaz Ngai Tahu weavers Morehu Flutey-Henare and Reihana Parata, 2018
In sequence, the 13 mats reference the whakamanuhiri process of welcome for all 
peoples visiting Christchurch and support the guiding principle of the rebuild for Ngāi 
Tahu, ‘Kia atawhai ki te iwi’, Care for your people. ‘Kia tau tonu rā ngā manaakitanga 
i ngā wā katoa. May manaaki form the basis of all that we do all of the time.’ 

Mana Motuhake
Ngai Tahu carver Fayne Robinson,  2019
This carving pays tribute to the Treaty of Waitangi signatories and was gifted to the 
Christchurch City Council and commissioned by the Crown. Robinson said the work 
was to remind the people of New Zealand “there’s actually a partnership between the 
Crown and the local tangata whenua”. Puari Pā (village) stretched along the banks of 
the Ōtākaro/Avon River near where Victoria Square is, so it is “the perfect location to 
acknowledge and celebrate our shared cultural history”.

Victoria Square Poupou
Ngai Tahu Riki Manuel, 1994
This was carved by master carver Riki Manuel from a totara trunk given by a West 
Coast farmer. The main theme of the poupou is mahinga kai (food resources). It also 
depicts tipuna (ancestors) of the Ngāi Tahu-Waitaha people. The plaque reads, He 
poupou tohu ahi-ka o Ngai Tahu, A mark of the long burning fires of Ngai Tahu.

Wharau
Manaia Wilson-Moses
This overturned home forms the shape of a wharau. The project is supported by Nay-
lor Love Construction Ltd. and Tiny Huts New Brighton. It is located in the Red Zone. 

CHRISTCHURCH

Mahinga Kai motif benches
Jennifer Rendall, 2018
Representing mahinga kai, this sandblasted edge recognizes the historic impor-
tance of this site as a Mahinga Kai location for local iwi. It is now Victoria Square 
and the river is too contaminated to harvest from.

Parerau
J.K. Rendall Ngai Tanhu, 2017
This concrete and brass table depicts kanakana (lamprey), which are important 
species in the river, but have experienced population decline. 

Mōkihi Bench
LandLAB 2018
The benches were designed LandLab using eucalyptus saligna, bead blasted 
stainless steel, custom brass fixings. The benches are inspired by ‘mōkihi’ (reed 
canoes) and provide clustered seating within new and old park spaces.

Te Pou Herenga Waka
Fayne Robinson, Mahana Coulston, and James York, 2010
Pouwhenua named Te Pou Herenga Waka, which means the post that brings all 
the people together. The pou depicts three levels of tribal settlement in Canter-
bury: Waitaha, Ngāti Mamoe and Ngāi Tahu. It is situated in front of City Coucil 
to also represent the partnership between Council and local iwi.
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Ka Patua te whenua i te kino
Ka ngaro te mana me
te wairua mo te iwi

Violence against the land

is as destructive to the Mana and Wairua

of the people of that land

as it is to the land itself




