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Figure 2: The Interior of the Meeting House at Waitangi 
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 These traditional tattoos 

  are meant to frighten all enemies away, because 

    it is the duty of a Maori male is to provide protection to the 

        land given to them by divine powers. Females have tattoos on just their 

upper lip, lips, and chin. Theses tattoos are        an extension of their tongue. 

       Currently ―the Australian community theatre group      Zeal Theatre explores  

  the notion of ritual re-incorporation—involving actual           tattooing on stage—as  

a means of transcending‖   (Balme, Carstensen 35).   Another recent trend 

in Maori culture is              the    popularization of permanent                         tattooing, much as 

they did a hundred              years ago. As seen in                                               the previous study,  

the Maori people                      communicate heavily through the use                of symbolism. As 

illustrated by the                                         previous word symbols, each          has a unique story 

and meaning that      the Maori people        have  assigned it. Although 

  there is not a Maori                              alphabet, a bank                      of symbols, each carrying  

     complicated and      layered meanings has managed to endure the test of time.  

         In a manner similar                         to Western culture, colors also bring to mind several 

 images and ideas within the             Maori culture. The color red is prominent in 

       Maori land, cloth, food, and       architecture. ―The color red evokes, 

     as above, the dawn. It also is the color of the red mud from 

    which humanity was made by Tane. It is the  

                    primal color that most 
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indigenous people  

would associate with: blood of course and, in our  

meeting houses, the color that most wooden images have been  

  painted‖ (Ihimaera 2010). The Maori                people have managed to preserve  

           much of their culture and heritage without                       the use of formalized written 

      language as is common in the West. Instead, the                         Maori have preserved their 

  history through cultural symbolism, as illustrated through                        their facial tattoos and 

the walls of meeting                             houses. The                                         Maori also utilized 

performance as a                method of preservation. We                                 already know that the 

Haka is habitually               done by the All Blacks.                                       However, many other 

performance based  artists—musicians, theatre makers, and     school performers— 

are also making an         effort to preserve their Maori     culture. Recently 

musicians such as      Marco Allevi      have  created music that is 

   reflective of the    Aotearoa and Maori              customs.  These 

        sounds evoke a sense        of the land, air and water surrounding the Maori  

 people. Hopefully the   island of New Zealand will never lose the 

       natural beauty that has been preserved over all of the years. However 

                music like ―Invisible Winds‖ does a fine job of expressing 

and preserving its beauty. 
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Maori people honor their past. 

                 This idea of honoring elders in particular is 

       prevalent throughout Ihimaera‘s works.  It‘s important 

  to honor their elders as seen in figure 3, with a father and son in 

        a hongi, the Maori greeting. The      theatres are concerned with  

 celebrating and preserving their past.  ―We are          what we remember…It is  

        a theatre of remembering focused on rediscovering      cultural roots in order to 

    fashion a new identity, built  on old routes while    connected with the 

 modern world of inter-     culturalism and      globalized patterns 

of movement and          exchange‖ (Balme, Carstensen       35). The Te Arawa  

people preserve          Maori art by dancing the poi         shown in Figure 4.  

Unfortunately, the       preservation of Maori culture through           artistic means is  

a controversial             topic within Maori high  schools.           Most schools will 

have celebrations of        Maori culture, in        order  for the people of New 

 Zealand, Maori or not,      to support their Maori     past and commemorate it. 

   As such, annual secondary     schools ―celebrate indigenous Maori performances‖ at 

       festivals (Gershon, Collins,       1798). Maori people are being colonized today by 

   political pakehas like    David Lange, the late New Zealand Prime  

       Minister until 1989, who commented that achieving a valuable education 

  is not possible ―by getting dressed up and dancing in the street‖  

      (New Zealand Herald, March 21, 1997). The fight for  

    cultural preservation still remains between  

Maoris and pakehas.  
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Photo by: Holger Leue  

Figure 3: Hongi, the traditional Maori greeting 
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Photo by Holger Leue 

Figure 4: Te Arawa Women Poi Dancing  
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Witi Ihimaera’s Contribution 

         As a Maori  

 writer, Witi Ihimaera began a  

          literary trend among Maori artists 

         to spread their          art on a global  

scale. Ihimaera    is an acclaimed  

    author, not only to his own  

  people, but on a global level  

    as Western literary critics have reviewed 

            his work and labeled it ―New Zealand‘s brand 

         of magical realism‖          (The oxford compan- 

         ion to New Zealand        literature, 1998). Ihimaera  

is first and foremost a Maori man, and thus his  

      main literary influence is Maori life. To  

          further explore the Maori influences 

 on Ihimaera, I examine his relations to  

   Whenua, Maori origins, storytelling, and preservation of  

          Maori culture.  The rich whenua of Aotearoa permeates all of  

    Ihimaera‘s fiction. The land, at     times, seems like another character. 

   Also, several of his works focus on characters that belong to the working  

   class. ―For many cultural reasons, the landscape is crucial to building the 

    various resonances that enable me to create what I call ‗Maori country.‘  

        A further element is that most of my work is situated within a par- 

ticular part of Maori country: the Gisborne-Povery Bay region,  

     which tribally grounds me and ensures that there is a  

    specificity and authenticity to my work: a  

        location that is substantiated through 

my whakapapa or genealogy. 
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             The landscape is 

            therefore my specific Maori Atlas  

           with its own           compass points  

and features           emotional,  

    physical, spiritual, intellectual  

        and psychic‖ (Ihimaera  

           2010). Ihimaera places each of his stories 

in the specific area that he is from and hence most 

          familiar with. Like        many when Ihimaera writes 

          a scene happening           near a specific landmark,     

that scene will then be enriched by Ihimaera‘s own  

        feelings about that particular place. For  

          example, in The Uncle’s Story love, 

    in all forms exists within the walls of Sam‘s 

      parents‘ home. As the story unravels, Sam falls in love  

    with another man during the Vietnam War, a fact his father would  

       never accept. As the characters        collide and in time fight out their  

     differences, the father-son battle happens in the stables, not in the home.  

  Like Ihimaera, Sam finds comfort in his home despite his conflicts with his  

 family. The stable is a filthy place, but also the same place Christ was born. 

    The choice of landscape for that scene indicates a divergent meaning for   

      the stables and the home. ―His fiction‘s initial purpose [is] to establish  

        and describe the emotional landscape of the Maori people‖ (The ox- 

               ford companion to New Zealand literature). The emotional  

                    Whenua of Maori people is the strongest component  

  in each tale. Each character‘s emotional being  

             is very important as Ihimaera 
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     skillfully fleshes them out.  

 Most of Ihimaera‘s characters are  

         Maori; however,         many characters  

are pakeha colonizers. The dynamic  

      these two character types 

     bring to the page allow for 

           Ihimaera to create an immensely visual  

and auditory depiction of Maori people. Although  

          Ihimaera holds that he              does not employ the  

          color red to symbolize                something specific,  

   he will admit he ―does have a habit of associating  

        red-hair with the colonizer‖ (Ihimaera  

  2010). Ihimaera‘s incorporation of   

Maori origins into his works serves as an avenue for 

  bringing the Maori experience to a global audience. Thus, it is  

         not difficult to see why most of Ihimaera‘s stories include parables 

     of why the Maori, and not the               pakeha, are in charge of the land.   

     and legends of why the Maori        are in charge of the land. Witi‘s 

     Ihimaera‘s play, Woman far Walking, dramatizes the experiences of one    

      woman who survived the treaties and lies the pakehas have convinced  

       the Maoris to believe since the 1840s. The play is nearly a history (or  

         should I say herstory) lesson, warning against repeating mistakes. 

 Ihimaera strives to link his origin and identity throughout his  

     work. ―My tribal links are crucial for all my explorations  

        throughout all my worlds. They enable me to work 

    horizontally through my Maori world as  
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well as vertically  

   into its history. They are also  

the umbilical that binds me to my  

          roots‖ (Ihimaera         2010). A true  

           story teller, Ihimaera depicts many  

       voices within the Maori  

     culture in order to bring life  

           to his stories. ―The tribal voice in all its  

   forms: whaikorero (speechmaking), karakia  

           (prayer), waiata (song),  haka (male posture  

           dance)‖ are used in the            fiction of Ihimaera 

   (2010). The unifying voice of Maori persons  

        provide each of Ihimaera‘s stories with  

           independent, passionate characters  

     who link with the Maori people and perspectives  

   on social issues. Most often, Ihimaera uses the voice of a  

          woman to take center stage regarding social progression within 

       the Maori culture.  It‘s a woman‘s      voice in The Unlce’s Story that  

     articulates Ihimaera‘s belief on               standing up against the colon- 

   izing forces of Maori people and                homosexual Maori people.  

  Ihimaera has  chosen to write in English to ensure global preservation.  

     Another step toward further preservation is taken as he writes in  

          several different mediums. ―I have never been happy with  

               making academic divisions in the ways we see our- 

                    selves: the binaries of the real/unreal, past/ 

          present/future and so on.   
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Thinking like this,  

    I would therefore not want to  

separate one art‘s discipline from  

another or the           artistic from  

 the artisan. Also, the word should  

     be able to be deployed in all  

      its magnificence through  

      short story, film, opera, musical theatre,  

  play, non-fiction, essay and so on‖ (Ihimaera  

          2010). As a writer of               each of the previously  

            mentioned formats,                Ihimaera is a leader in 

preservation of Maori culture through performance 

  and other art forms as well, including visual art. 

    Ihimaera‘s influences and agenda 

within the context of Maori life—the landscape,  

    Maori origins, the Maori voice, and preservation of Maori  

        culture—run throughout his written work. While he is a major part 

       of Maori culture, Ihimaera is just        one of many voices that could 

      bring the issues of colonization for the Maoris via the arts to a global 

      audience. In addition to raising social awareness, Ihimaera stays true  

     to Maori thought as he transcends time within his works. Looking back 

          through time to find a more meaningful future is Ihimaera‘s aim 

 and result. Due to his environment, social goals, and artistic 

        choice of landscapes, Ihimaera‘s creative work is 

        deeply founded in Maori cultural-isms. 
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MORMONISM MEETS MAORI 

 

The Mormons, similarly to the Maoris, have a rich culture based on a divinely guided 

pilgrimage to a land of promise, and both cultures strongly believe in protecting their respective 

promise lands. Similar to their beliefs in a promise land, the cultural intelligence of the Mormons 

and the Maoris share several compatible beliefs. As a result, many Maori people have converted 

to Mormonism. According to Brigham Young University Mormon Religion Professor Grant 

Underwood: ―The rise of Mormonism among the Maori does indeed offer a compelling case 

study in how cultural conjunctures can yield an authentic hybrid‖ (Underwood 145). It is 

important to comprehend this new hybrid culture when attempting to understand Maori artists 

such as Witi Ihimaera. To further explore the nature of this hybrid culture and what it means for 

Ihimaera, we will examine the many similarities between the two, the Maori acceptance of 

Mormonism, Mormon symbols, and the Mormon dramatization of history. . In this section I use 

the following Mormon symbols and images as word art: the Salt Lake City Mormon Temple, the 

Angel Moroni, a beehive, the armor of God, the shield of faith, the sword of the spirit, the 

Mormon Tabernacle Choir and Orchestra, and another Mormon Temple. These images and 

symbols represent strength, strength in numbers, divine protection, and the voice of God. To 

conclude the findings of our study, we will examine the effect of Mormonism on the works of 

Witi Ihimaera. 
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Similarities between Mormonism and Maori Culture 

 

     Within 

   

        both 

   of           the                   Maori  

    and            Mormon                           cultures           there exists  

 seemingly     endless parallels                stemming        from their          religiosity. 

These           similarities         are        why there are ―nearly eight        thousand  

     Mormon     Maoris today‖   (Under-    wood 138). The most compelling similarity 

        between these cultures is their fight against colonization. In Mormonism‘s early years 

         the people fought hard against forces that aimed to annihilate Mormonism. Mormons 

          were forced to flee from many areas as a result of violent advances by outsiders and 

           hostile government policies. Hostility continued into the promise land, Utah. At the 

          same time, in what the Maori people call the Maori Wars, 1830s-1940s, the Maoris 

        were defending their land and place as a people against the strong colonizing Pakeha  

       forces, mostly from England. In an effort to protect Maori land, the Treaty of Waitangi 

       was signed by the Maoris and Pakehas in 1840. The Pakehas did not honor the treaty. 

       ―Maori, as other colonized peoples, readily identified with Israelite oppression at the  

               hands of Gentile neighbors‖ (Underwood 135). These attempts at demolishing  

cultures are no longer in active combat. However, current colonizing  

attempts remain strong in political arenas for both cultures.  
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  The divine 

 

        call 

         to 

                                  guard                    their                   land 

                                 and the       affect           colonization         has 

          had on the      cultures          are              not the        only similarities    found. 

          A strong        emphasis     on family      is present      in both. Also, patriarchy 

         is rampant    in their cultures, as both   communities mandate that leaders be male.  

        Their model of male power is consistent throughout all areas of culture, as men are 

      seen as the head of household. In the contemporary society, it is easy for any religion  

      to change doctrines or cultural norms to adapt to popular secular dogmas concerning  

      women in religious and official positions of power. However, the Mormon faith gives  

       divine consent to the Maori leaders to perpetuate patriarchal practices. Patriarchy, in 

       both cultures, manifest as a celebration of women in the domestic sphere. This classic 

      view of domesticity is seen by women within the cultures as offering women a certain 

      power, through shaping their children‘s lives and consequently the future. This power 

      dynamic is so similar that it is not surprising that the Maori culture was so accepting 

                  of the Mormon missionaries and their religious beliefs. Mormons and Maoris  

       also share a sense of strong community. As a member of either group 

      others in your cultural group will assist you when needed. 

            These similarities are essential for 

         understanding the union. 
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Maori acceptance of Mormonism 

 

      In  

   the beginning  

        of  

       the 1880s, The  

          Church            of           Jesus Christ  

    of Latter-               day Saints (LD 

       S) began colonizing         the Maori  

              people as they ―launched a sustained mission  

         to the New Zealand Maori…By the turn of  

 the century, the church        counted  

nearly a tenth of the    total Maori  

           population as members‖     (Underwood 

          133). The Maoris share 

           many cultural traditions 

with the LDS, thus the  

  high conversion rate is  

  unsurprising. The many 

  connections ―provided an  

    unusually rich, culturally  

    compatible  

           resource for  

 shaping and proclaiming   

       their identity‖ (Underwood 133).  
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As well 

  as the cultural ties,  

      the Maoris  

        also   have     several  

          religious               ideas that complement          

  the Mormon            faith and vice  

       versa. When the Mormons   and Maoris share a 

          religious genealogy and intersecting 

        histories. According to the Book of  

           Mormon, missionaries       traveled to 

           New Zealand with ―much       provisions‖ 

           and were ―never heard of         more‖ (Alma 

 63:6-8). LDS missionaries who went 

to the eastern islands   

noted the travelers from 

 early United States-iden- 

  tified with the Maori  

   leader, Hagoth ―settled  

    in the Marquesas or the 

     Tuamotus‖ - or even as far  

           away as Hawaii - 

                  ―Thus, the 

Book of Mormon was read to detail the Israelite 

                             origins of the Maori‖ (Undersood 137). 
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In essence, 

    the Mormon 

           missionaries  

             were able to 

  convert                 many          Maoris because 

      Mormon             history upholds Maori  

         ideas and beliefs                          in Mormon literature.  

         ―To this day, Maori Latter-day Saints  

cherish the Book of Mormon as  

 their story, before they  sailed in  

 their waka  (canoes) to     Aotearoa‖  

 (Underwood 140). In         a way, the  

  LDS missionaries            validated  

 Maori existence. Many  

 rangatira, Maori chiefs,  

even predicted the coming 

of a Christian religion, so the 

 Mormon faith was a perfect  

          fit. Maoris started 

  to ―incorporate the Israelite saga into their 

   own traditions‖ (Underwood 135). The LDS have a perspective that coincides  

with the Maori perspective. ―The Mormon elders may have been Pakeha…but they were 

 serving Maori determined ends‖ (Underwood144).  
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In 2011, 

       many Maoris are still Mormon.  

         Although the 700 student Mormon college  

   in New Zealand closed in 2009, the presence of this  

  school shows how large a Mormon population existed in  

       New Zealand. In Figure 5, the Maoris embrace the Mormon 

    religion in a hongi. This picture depicts the ongoing relationship  

  between Maoris and Mormons. This relationship has created a new 

    culture: the Moraoris or the Maomons. This new culture is a result of the 

                    enduring cultural impact made by the missionaries in the 1880s. As a result 

    of the preaching and doctrines, Maori culture would be forever altered; Maori art 

            and literature would from that point on differ as a result of the Mormon injection into 

          their society. Artists and writers would             be raised with stories of American 

          natives and their magical adventures.              The dramatic tale of Joseph Smith, 

   with its epic nature, will forever influence the minds of Maori people as they create 

    stories and                sagas of 

                 their        own. 
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Photo by Holger Leue 

Photo repeated to show the strong connection between Maori and Mormonism 

Figure 5: The Hongi of Maori acceptance of Mormonism 
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Mormon Symbols 

 

    In  

         the Mormon culture,  

     as in the Maori cultural beliefs, symbols have 

   great significance for the community. According to the Latter-day Saint (LDS) web-site, ―In 

 the scriptures we learn that we are engaged in a battle against evil and that we must protect our- 

 selves if we are to be victorious‖ (lds.com). The symbols discussed here all pertain to the daily  

battle Mormons engage in: a shield, sword and the whole armor. The shield, in Mormon culture, 

  is a ―shield of faith, wherewith [LDS] shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked‖  

   (D&C 27:17). The shield is a defensive piece, which is similar to a belief held by the Maoris. 

    ―In the Church we can teach about the materials from which a shield of faith is made: reve- 

         rence, courage, chastity, repentance, forgiveness, compassion…The actual making of  

            and fitting on of the shield of faith belongs in the family circle. Otherwise it may  

                 loosen and come off in a crisis‖ (Packer 8). According to Packer, a former 

                      President of the Mormon Church, the strength of a shield comes from  

          the strength of the family, a principle that is widely accepted  

          throughout the Maori people. Now Mormons wear the  

     shield in the form of jewelry, most commonly  

      a ring; Maoris also wear their  

                       symbols. 
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           The  

  sword in the  

        Mormon faith is the 

        ―sword of the Spirit,  

         which is the word of  

         God‖ (D&C 27:18).  

          Swords are used to  

           pierce, typically in 

          an offensive action.  

          The word of God is 

            ―sharper than any  

            two-edged sword‖ 

             (Hebrews 4:12),  

     and even has the  

ability to ―thrash 

the nations‖ with  

 preaching truth 

       according to LDS doctrine. (D&C 35:13).  

         It is this symbol which perpetuates the  

                         aggressive attitude  

within the LDS  

  community. Today 

 this stance is usually 

       expressed in the form of 

            missionary work.  

http://scriptures.lds.org/dc/27/18#18
http://scriptures.lds.org/heb/4/12#12
http://scriptures.lds.org/dc/35/13#13

