
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Maui 

 

Maui, fifth of his parents' sons, was born so premature, so frail and so underdeveloped that he could not 

Possibly have survived. So his mother, Taranga, wrapped the foetus in a knot of her hair and threw it into 

the sea - hence Maui's full name of Maui-tikitiki-a-Taranga ('Maui, the topknot of Taranga'). For certain he 

would have died, but the gods intervened and Rangi, the Sky Father, nursed him through infancy. As a 

grown child, Maui returned to confront his mother and to amaze his family with feats of magic. 

 

Not surprisingly, Maui's four brothers were jealous of the favouritism shown him by their mother Taranga, 

but when he offered to slow down the sun so that the days would be longer and they would all have more 

time to find food, they agreed to help. Carrying the enchanted jawbone of his grandmother 

Murirangawhenua, Maui led his brothers eastwards, to the edge of the pit from which the sun rises each 

morning. There, as it rose, the brothers snared the sun with huge plaited flax ropes. As they held it still, 

Maui with the enchanted jawbone cruelly smashed the sun's face time and time again, until it was so 

feeble that it could but creep across the sky - and continues so to do to this very day. 

 

Maui's brothers, weary of seeing their younger brother catch fish by the kit full when they could barely 

hook enough to feed their families, usually tried to leave him behind when they went fishing. But their 

wives complained to Maui of a lack of fish, so he promised them a catch so large they would be unable to 

finish it before it went bad. 

 

To make good his boast Maui carefully prepared a special fishhook which he pointed with a chip from the 

magic jawbone, and then hid under the flooring mats of his brothers' fishing canoe. At dawn the brothers 

silently set sail, thinking they had managed to leave their brother behind, and only when they were well 

out to sea did Maui emerge. The brothers were furious, but it was too late to turn back. The brothers 

refused to share their bait with Maui, so he struck his nose until it bled and smeared the hook with his own 

blood. As Maui began to chant a spell 'for the drawing up of the world' the line went taut.  

 

At last Maui's catch was dragged to the surface and they all gazed in wonder. For Maui's hook had caught 

in the gable of the whare runanga (meeting house) of Tonganui (Great South) and with it had come the 

vast wedge of land Te Ika a Maui (North Island). Such an immense fish was indeed tapu (sacred) and Maui 

hastily returned to his island home for a tohunga (priest) to lift the tapu. Though he bade them wait till he 

return before they cut up the fish, Maui's brothers began to scale and eat the fish as soon as he was gone - 

a sacrilege that angered the gods and caused the fish to writhe and lash about. For this reason much of the 

North Island is mountainous.  

 

Maui's final feat was to try to win immortality for mankind. Had not Maui tamed the sun? Could he not also 

tame the night of death? With an expedition, Maui set out to the west, to the place where Hine nui-te-Pō, 

the goddess of death, lay asleep. To accomplish his aim, Maui was to enter through her vagina which is set 

with teeth of obsidian and is the gateway through which only those who have already achieved death may 

freely pass.  He was to travel through her body and emerge from her mouth. If he succeeded death would 

never have dominion over humans.  

 

With the bird who went with him Maui discussed the plans for his most daring feat, for which he would 

take on the form of a lizard, his magic jawbone making such transformation Possible. But the sight of Maui 

as a lizard inching his way into Hine nui-te-Pō’s vagina as she lay sleeping was too much for the little 

tiwakawaka (fantail), who could not restrain his laughter. Hine nui-te-Pō awoke and crushed the helpless 

Maui in her vagina. So died Maui-tikitiki-a-Taranga, and so death remained in the world for ever more. 

Having defeated Maui, and maintaining the order, Hine-nui-te-Pō was able to welcome her descendants in 

death.  Maui’s final gift to humans was not immortality, but of homecoming following death.   

 

 

 

 

 


