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Māori creation story – Te Orokohanga 
 
Before there was any light there was only darkness, all was night. Before there was 
even darkness there was nothing. Of these things it is spoken in our karakia, those 
that were given down from ancient time that name all the ancestors of Maori 
People. It is said in the karakia, at the beginning of time there stood Te Kore, the 
Nothingness. Then was Te Po, the Night, which was immensely long and immensely 
dark: 
 
• Te Po nui, 
• Te Po roa, 
• Te Po uriuri, 
• Te Po kerekere, 
• Te Po tiwha, 
• Te Po te kitea, 
• Te Po tangotango... 

 
meaning the Great Night, the Long Night, the Dark Night, the Intensely Dark Night, 
the Gloom-laden Night, the Night Unseen, the Night to be Felt. The first light that 
existed was no more than the glowing of a worm, and when sun and moon were 
made there were no eyes, there was none to see them, not even kaitiaki. The 
beginning was made from the nothing.  
 
Then Ranginui, the sky father, dwelt with Papatuanuku, the earth mother, and was 
joined to her, and land was made. But the children of Ranginui and Papatuanuku, 
who were very numerous, were not of the shape of men, and they lived in the 
darkness, for their parents were not yet parted. They sky still lay upon the earth, no 
light had come between them.  
 
At length the offspring of Ranginui and Papatuanuku, worn out with continual 
darkness, met together to decide what should be done about their parents, that man 
might arise. "Shall we kill our parents, shall we slay them, our father and our mother, 
or shall we separate them?" they asked. And long did they consider in the darkness.  
 
At last Tumatauenga, the fiercest of the offspring and the guardian of war, spoke 
out. "It is well. Let us kill them," stated Tumatauenga.  
 
But Tanemahuta, guardian of the forest, answered, "No, not so. It is better to 
separate them, and to let the sky stand far above us and the earth lie below here. Let 
the sky be a stranger to us, but let earth remain close to us as our nursing mother." 
 
Some of the other sons, and Tumatauenga among them, saw wisdom in this and 
agreed with Tanemahuta. Others did not agree, and one, now and forever has 
always disagreed with his brothers, and this is Tawhirimatea, the guardian of winds 
and storms. For Tawhirimatea, fearing that his kingdom would be overthrown, 
did not wish his parents to be torn apart. So while some agreed, Tawhirimatea 
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would not and was silent, he held his breath. And long did they consider further. At 
the end of a time no man can measure they decided that Ranginui and Papatuanuku 
must be forced apart, and they began by turns to attempt this deed.  
 
First Rongomatane, guardian of the cultivated food of men, rose up and strove to 
force the heavens from the earth. When Rongomatane failed, next Tangaroa, 
guardian of all things that live in the sea, rose up. He struggled mightily, but had no 
luck. And next Haumiatiketike, guardian of uncultivated food, rose up and tried, 
without success. So then Tumatauenga, guardian of war, leapt up. Tumatauenga 
hacked at the sinews that bound the Earth and Sky, and made them bleed, and this 
gave rise to ochre, or red clay, the sacred colour. Yet even Tumatauenga, the fiercest 
of the children, could not with all his strength sever Ranginui from Papatuanuku. So 
then it became the turn of Tanemahuta.  
 
Slowly, slowly as the kauri tree did Tanemahuta rise between the Earth and Sky. At 
first he strove with his arms to move them, but with no success. And so he paused, 
and the pause was an immense period of time. Then he placed his shoulders against 
the Earth, his mother, and his feet against the Sky. Soon, and yet not soon, for the 
time was vast, the Sky and Earth began to yield.  
 
The parents of the children cried out and asked them, "why are you doing this crime, 
why do you wish to slay your parents love?"  
 
Great Tanemahuta thrust with all his strength, which was the strength of growth. Far 
beneath him he pressed the Earth. Far above he thrust the Sky, and held him there. 
The sinews that bound them were stretched, taunt. Tumatauenga sprang up and 
slashed at the bonds that bound his parents and the blood spilt read on the earth. 
Today this is the kokowai, the sacred red earth that was created when the first blood 
was spilt at the dawn of time. As soon as Tanemahuta work was finished the 
multitude of creatures were uncovered whom Ranginui and Papatuanuku had 
begotten, and who had never known light. 
 
The revenge of Tawhirimatea 
 
Now rose up Tawhirimatea, the guardian of winds and storms, who all this time had 
held his breath. Great anger moved him now, and this was the wish of Ranginui. 
Tawhirimatea, who feared that his kingdom would be overthrown, feared also that 
the Earth would become too fair and beautiful.  
 
And so Tawhirimatea followed Ranginui to the realm above, and consulted with him 
there. Tawhirimatea begot his numerous turbulent offspring, the winds and storms. 
He sent them off between the Sky and the Earth, one to the south, another to the 
east, another to the north-east. Then, in his anger, and remembering the wish of 
Ranginui, he sent the freezing wind, the burning dusty wind, the rainy wind, the 
sleety wind, and with them all the different kinds of clouds. Most powerful of 
all, Tawhirimatea himself came down like a hurricane, and placed his mouth to 
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that of Tanemahuta, and shook his branches and uprooted him. The giant trees of 
Tanemahuta in the forests groaned and fell, and lay on the earth to rot away, and 
became the food of grubs.  
 
When his fury had dealt with Tanemahuta, Tawhirimatea turned on Tangaroa the 
guardian of sea life and Kiwa guardian of the Sea. From the forests he swept on 
down to the sea and lashed it in his rage. He heaved up waves as high as cliffs and 
whipped their crests away, he churned the sea to whirlpools, he battled with the 
tides, till Tangaroa took flight in terror from his usual home, the shores, and hid in 
the ocean depths, where Tawhirimatea could not reach him.  
 
As Tangaroa was about to leave the shores, his grand-children consulted together as 
to how they might save themselves. For Tangaroa had begotten Punga, and Punga 
had begotten Ikatere, the father of fish, and Tutewanawana, the father of lizards and 
reptiles. These two could not agree where it was best to go to escape the storms. 
Tutewanawana and his party, shouting into the wind, cried ‘Let us all go inland´ but 
Ikatere and his party cried ´No, let us go to the sea.´ Some obeyed one and some 
obeyed the other, and so they escaped in two parties. Those of Tutewanawana hid 
themselves on land, and those of Ikatere in the sea. This is what is called, in the 
ancient traditions of our people, ´The Separation of Tawhirimatea´, and it is put this 
korero:  
 
The Shark was for going to the sea, but the Lizard was for going inland. Shark warned 
Lizard, ´Go inland, and the fate of your race will be that when they catch you and 
before they cook you, they will singe your skins off over a lighted wisp of fern.´ Lizard 
answered, ´Go to the sea, and the fate of your race will be that when they serve out 
baskets of food to each person, you will be lain on top to give a relish to it.´  
 
So they fled their separate ways, the fishes in confusion to the sea, and the lizards 
and reptiles to the little hiding places in the forests and the rocks. And for this reason 
Tangaroa, enraged that some of his offspring deserted him and were sheltered by 
the forests, has ever since made war on Tanemahuta, who in return has helped 
those who are at war with Tangaroa. So the sea is forever eating at the edges of the 
land, hoping that the forest trees will fall and become his food, and he consumes the 
trees and houses that are carried down to him by floods.  
 
When Tawhirimatea had done with Tangaroa he returned to the land again and fell 
upon his two most peaceful brothers, on Rongomatane and Haumiatiketike, the 
guardians of cultivated and uncultivated food. But Papatuanuku, the Earth Mother, 
to save them for her other children, snatched them away and hid them in safe 
places. And so well did she protect these children, the sweet potato and the fern 
root, that Tawhirimatea pursued them in vain.  
 
Tawhirimatea, having attacked four of his brothers, determined next to try his 
strength with Tumatauenga, the war guardian, and rushed against him. 
Tawhirimatea stormed and howled, but Tumatauenga withstood him, for he 



© Maurea Consulting Ltd 2020  
 

4 

placed his feet securely on the breast of the Earth his mother, and was safe. Thus 
Tumatauenga alone, the only one of the party who had been for murdering their 
parents, stood upright and unshaken. And so at last Tawhirimatea let his winds die 
down, and Ranginui ceased to urge him on. Their rage was spent, and peace was in 
the space between the Earth and Sky. 
 
 
 
The wrath of Tūmatauenga 
 
But now the savage mood came over Tūmatauenga the war guardian, wrath of man. 
Since Tanemahuta and the other three had left him to withstand Tawhirimatea on 
his own, he felt a wish to injure Tanemahuta and Tanehokahoka. Besides, he knew 
that the offspring of Tanemahuta and Tanehokahoka were increasing and were 
making the earth more lovely, and he feared that they might become his enemies. 
He therefore gathered some of the long stringy leaves of the ti whanake tree and 
twisted them into nooses, and when he had made enough he went into the forest 
setting snares, and hung them in cunning ways. Soon the offspring of Tanehokahoka 
were caught in his snares and lay trembling, unable to fly away, and became his 
food. He also gathered the children of Tanemahuta and ate them, extracting their 
healing properties.  
 
Next, Tumatauenga took revenge on Tangaroa for being no help to him against 
Tawhirimatea. He sought out the sea guardian´s offspring, and found them leaping 
and swimming in the water. He cut down strips of Tanemahuta flax and wove them 
into nets, and dragged them in the sea and hauled out Tangaroa children. And he 
cooked them, and made them common, and ate them.  
 
After that he took revenge on the meekest of this brothers, Rongomatane and 
Haumiatiketike. He found them by their tell-tale leaves, which still show man where 
food is growing. From a stout piece of one of Tanemahuta trees he shaped a digging-
stick, or ko, and with some flax he plaited baskets, and dug up the children of 
Rongomatane and Haumiatiketike, and by cooking them de-sanctified them and 
made them common, and he ate them.  
 
His four brothers of the earth and sea, Tumatauenga had now defeated entirely, and 
their offspring were his food. But Tawhirimatea he could not defeat nor make into 
food. And so Tawhirimatea, remains as an enemy for man today, and both are 
eternally at war.  
 
Thus Tumatauenga, the guardian of war, is man, but only the spirit and not the body, 
for man was not yet made, there being no woman.  
 
When Tumatauenga had completed the conquest of all his brothers he assigned 
certain karakia to each of them. These karakia were to make their offspring 
plentiful for his food. There were karakia proper to Tanemahuta, karakia for 
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Tangaroa, for Rongomatane and for Haumiatiketike. There were karakia also to 
Tawhirimatea to give favourable winds, and karakia to Ranginui to give fair weather; 
and to Papatuanuku, the Earth, to produce all things in abundance. There were also 
karakia for man himself, suited to the different occasions in his life: karakia for the 
naming of an infant, for protection against sickness, and for strength and victory in 
war. And karakia for all of his belongings, for his houses and fortifications, his spears 
and his war clubs. 
 
Up to the present time Ranginui, the Sky, has remained separate from his wife, the 
Earth. But their love has never diminished, and Ranginui at the beginning shed an 
immense quantity of tears. So great was this weeping that much of the land that had 
been dry was covered by the sea. 
 
At length, lest all the land be lost, a party of the other children of Ranginui and 
Papatuanuku resolved to turn their mother over, so that she and Ranginui should not 
be always seeing one another´s grief and grieving more. This was done and is called 
Te Hurihanga a Mataaho, the Overturning of Mataaho, after the child who saw to its 
being done. In consequence of this, Ranginui tears are less copious than they 
formerly were, when all the world was flooded. They are now the dew drops that 
form in the night on Papatuanuku back. The morning mists, that form in the valleys, 
are her sighs.  
 
When Papatuanuku was turned over by Mataaho, Ruaumoko was still at her breast, 
and he remained there and was carried to the world below. To keep him warm there 
he was given fire. He is the guardian of earthquakes, and the rumblings that disturb 
this land are made by him as he moves about.  
 
From the time of the separation of Ranginui and Papatuanuku clear light increased 
upon the earth, and all the beings that had been hidden in the dark now multiplied 
and spread.  The passages of time continued. The children of Ranginui and 
Papatuanuku adorned the earth and the heavens with their offspring. 
 
Humankind 
 
The time had come for the human form to be produced. Urutengangana was anxious 
that the earth should be provided with the element of ira tangata – human kind. He 
encouraged his siblings to search for the female element to enable the creation of 
woman. Urutengangana knew that the ira tangata needed would only come from 
the earth and not just from himself or siblings as they were of ira atua.  
 
The guardians search was long, they searched both land and sea, then finally 
Tanematua sought out his mother, Papatuanuku, for her advice and knowledge. 
Papatuanuku consoled Tanematua for his own and his siblings plight. Taking pity on 
him, she advised that he search for Kurawaka, for in that place the female is in a 
state of potentiality, as she is tapu as she contains the seed of the likeness of 
humans. It would be here that he would find ira tangata, here that he would 
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find the earth that would be essential to create the form of woman.  
 
Tanemahuta returned to his siblings and spoke of his mothers words. They 
journeyed to Kurawaka and here they found the red clay that Papatuanuku had 
spoken of.  
 
The siblings shared in the creation of woman, each contributing to her form. The 
older siblings were responsible for the shaping of her body, and the younger added 
the flesh, fat, muscles and blood. Tukapua and a few others provided the lungs and 
kidneys. These parts were made separately and then fitted together. After this was 
completed, Tanematua put the breath of life into her mouth, nostrils and ears. The 
eyelids opened, the eyes lit up, breath came from the nostrils, hot breath from the 
mouth, and the living body sneezed. Tihei Mauri Ora! Tis the breath of life! 
 
It is important to note that although Tanematua supplied the breath, Rehua, the 
head mangai of Io, following the instructions from Io Matua, implanted the thoughts 
and the living spirit (hau) into her. 
 
 


