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DEPTH STUDY 4: THE ASIA-PACIFIC WORLD

TOPIC 5c
The Polynesian expansion 
across the Pacific

5c.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the concepts covered in this topic.

LEARNING SEQUENCE
 5c.1 Overview 355
 5c.2 The Pacific 356
 5c.3 The Polynesian settlement of the Pacific 359
 5c.4 The Polynesian people and their land 362
 5c.5 Life and death on Easter Island 367
 5c.6 Life in the land of the long white cloud 370
 5c.7 Maoritanga - the Maori way 374
 5c.8 Polynesian power and politics 377
 5c.9 Maori culture and art 381
 5c.10 Review 385

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this topic students will investigate:

• Theories about the origin and spread of Polynesian settlers throughout the Pacific 5c.2, 5c.3
• The way Polynesian societies used environmental resources (sustainably and unsustainably), including the 

extinction of the moa in New Zealand, the use of religious/supernatural threats to conserve resources, and 
the exploitation of Easter Island's palm trees 5c.4, 5c.5, 5c.6

• The way of life in one Polynesian society, including social, cultural, economic and political features, such 
as the role of the ariki and related tribal roles in Maori and in Rapa Nui society 5c.4, 5c.5, 5c.6, 5c.7, 
5c.8, 5c.9

• The cultural achievements of one Polynesian society, such as the Ta moko, the haka and hangi in Maori 
society and/or the moai constructed on Easter Island 5c.4, 5c.5, 5c.6, 5c.7, 5c.8, 5c.9

5c.1.1 Introduction
The traces of the people of the Pacific are found in myths and legends, the design of canoes, and in the 
small pieces of pottery they left behind. The journey of the Pacific people began on the small islands to the 
north of New Guinea and spread to the furthest corners of the great Pacific Ocean.

The final Pacific voyage took the Polynesian explorers from the tropics to the stormier seas and the 
cooler climate of New Zealand. It was here, in approximately 1000 CE, that the story of the Maori began. 
The new arrivals became one of the most powerful of the Pacific peoples. The Maori adapted Polynesian 
traditions to suit life in a land of forests and mountains topped with ice and snow in winter. The languages, 
tattoos, art and beliefs remain as evidence of the origins and shared Polynesian identity of the Pacific 
people, and their place in the longest and most adventurous journey of human history.
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5c.2 The Pacific
5c.2.1 Geographical setting
More than one million years ago, the ancient people, Homo erectus, stood on the shores of Asia and gazed 
upon the Pacific Ocean. By 75 000 years ago, modern people had made their way from Africa to Asia and 
were to begin the long migration from Asia across the Pacific. Their journey was finally completed when 
Polynesian navigators found and settled the islands of New Zealand in approximately 1000 CE. Rising 
oceans and thousands of years of human history have left only faint traces of this epic voyage across the 
vast Pacific.

Starter questions
1. The settlement of the Pacific Ocean could be regarded as the greatest journey of discovery in human history.  

Identify three challenges that you consider these Pacific explorers would have faced.
2. What do you think is the meaning of the term cultural identity?
3. Imagine you are an archaeologist studying the first Pacific Peoples. Write a paragraph identifying what 

sources of information you could use to investigate the history of people who did not leave written records of 
their achievements.

4. Imagine beginning life on a remote, uninhabited and tiny tropical island. There is very limited space on the 
canoe that will transport you there, and no chance for picking up further supplies in the near future. Compile 
a list of ten essential items you would take with you, and then explain their usefulness.

 Watch this eLesson: Polynesian expansion across the Pacific (c.700–1756)

RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY

Raiatea Islanders sail their canoes to New Zealand, by Herbert Kawainui Kane, 1974
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The settlement of the remote islands of the vast Pacific Ocean is the greatest story of exploration in 
world history because the Pacific islands were the most difficult places for humans to reach. The Pacific 
Ocean covers one third of the Earth’s surface and is larger than the Atlantic and Indian oceans combined. 
The Pacific could contain the total landmass of the Earth and still leave enough room for another continent 
the size of Asia.

There are more than 20 000 islands scattered throughout the Pacific. Most are tiny coral reefs; others are 
the tips of volcanic peaks that jut out of the ocean. Many of the remote islands are separated by hundreds 
of kilometres of open sea. The Pacific islands region is divided into three sub-regions:
 • Melanesia — the major Melanesian islands are the largest in the Pacific and contain a wide range of 

landforms and natural environments. The island of New Guinea has a mountain range dotted with 
valleys that are covered in open grassland. The highlands are the source of many large rivers that flow 
down to the forests of the lowlands and form vast coastal swamps. The people of New Guinea have 
adapted to both coastal and mountain habitats. A diverse culture has developed, with hundreds of 
distinct languages and a great range of traditions.

 • Micronesia — within the huge ocean area of Micronesia there are around 2500 tropical islands with a 
wide variety of landforms, ranging from the mountainous volcanic peaks of the Marianas to the coral 
islands of the Kiribati and the Marshall islands.

 • Polynesia — the huge Pacific Ocean region bordered by Hawaii in the north, Easter Island in the east 
and New Zealand in the south-west is generally referred to as Polynesia. Tropical vegetation grows 
abundantly in the rich soils of the valleys of many of the volcanic islands of the Polynesian region. The 
low-lying coral islands, called atolls, are wooded with coconut trees and generally sparsely vegetated. 
The surrounding coral reefs provide breakwater protection for the small islands against the waves of the 
open ocean. Occasional large storms can flood the atolls, destroying crops and villages.

5c.2 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Fill in the gaps in the following summary paragraph:
2. The Polynesian journey across the Pacific was complete when the islands of New Zealand were settled in 

approximately ________ CE. The Pacific Ocean covers one ________ of the Earth’s surface and contains 
more than ________ thousand islands. The Pacific islands region is divided into three sub-regions: ________, 
________ and ________. The islands of the Pacific are built from ________ reefs or they are the tips of 
________ peaks jutting out of the ocean.

Develop source skills
3. Refer to the SOURCE 1 map.

(a) Name three Melanesian, Micronesian and Polynesian countries.
(b) How long ago were the islands in the west of the Pacific settled?
(c) What date did settlement take place in the Polynesian islands of Hawaii, Easter Island and New Zealand?

Research and communicate
4. Each of the Pacific island nations has an interesting history. In pairs, carry out research in the library or on 

the internet into the original human settlement and cultural traditions of one Polynesian nation of your choice. 
Prepare a short report to present to your class including some images of the landforms and people of the 
Pacific.
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5c.3 The Polynesian settlement of the Pacific
5c.3.1 The origin of the Polynesian people
The origin of this remarkable story of exploration 
goes back to the simple boats, or dugout canoes, that 
brought people across the ocean passages between 
South-East Asia and New Guinea, and Vanuatu and the 
small  surrounding island groups. The Pacific explorers 
travelled in sail-powered canoes designed with unique 
features such as a twin hull for maximum storage 
over very long distances. They developed an extensive 
knowledge of stars, weather and ocean currents. They 
closely observed the animals and birds of the Pacific, 
 following their paths of migration and watching for 
the tiny clues that pointed them towards land.

5c.3.2 The Polynesian explorers
Archaeologists believe that a group of people called 
the Lapita arrived in Polynesia more than 3000 
years ago. The remains of their distinctive pottery 
left a record of their movements eastward through 
the Solomon Islands and then into the open ocean. 
Between 1200 and 1000 BCE, their double-hulled 
canoes reached Samoa, Tonga and Fiji. One thou-
sand years later they set sail again, moving east 
across 3000 kilometres of open ocean. They dis-
covered the islands that were to become central to 
Polynesian culture — the Marquesas, the Tuamotus 
and the Society Islands.

The Polynesians prospered in the Marquesas, then 
took to the seas again and discovered Easter Island 
and Hawaii between 300 and 800 CE. In approxi-
mately 1000 CE, the Polynesian explorers made their 
way south to the largest of the Polynesian islands — 
Aotearoa or, as we know it, New Zealand. Aotearoa 
presented a very different climate and environment 
for its Polynesian settlers to adapt to. This new land 
was larger and colder than their previous islands, and 
covered in heavy forests.

By the fifteenth century CE, the Polynesians had explored and settled the eastern, northern and southern 
Pacific. The distances they had travelled were immense and can only be appreciated when compared to the rest 
of the world. For example, North America is closer to Europe than Hawaii is to Tahiti.

5c.3.3 Pacific archaeology and myths
The Polynesian explorers who first colonised the Pacific did not leave written records. The archaeological 
remains, and the traditions and myths of the region, have provided clues for archaeologists’ theories about how 
the Pacific islands were discovered and settled.

SOURCE 1 A 1779 painting by John Webber 
showing Hawaiian sailors aboard their double-hulled 
canoes. Two thousand years ago their canoes were 
tied together with ropes made from coconut fibres, 
and their sails were made from woven leaves.

SOURCE 2 A newly reconstructed example of the 
Lapita pottery found across Oceania. The locations 
of the pottery remains indicate where the Pacific 
trade links were and the spread of people across 
the Pacific island region.
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5c.3.4 Myths
Traditional myths and legends migrated across the Pacific with the people. Myths indicate the contact dif-
ferent groups of people had with each other, and the path people took in their voyages of settlement.

Many Polynesian peoples celebrated the Sky father and the Earth mother as sources of life and knowl-
edge. The most widely known god in Polynesia is Tane, the god of all beautiful things. In Tahiti he is 
the son of the Sky father, Atea, and the Earth mother, Papa. In New Zealand the Sky father is known as 
 Ranginui, the Earth mother is Papatuanuku and their son, Tane, is the god who separated the heavens and 
the Earth and is the ancestor of birds and trees. Tane is also known by the Dayak people of Borneo and 
can be traced back over 6000 years to the beliefs of the ancient Lapita people located in the Bismarck 
Archipelago.

Speaking of history
The great distances between the Lapita communities eventually produced two different pottery styles and 
two cultural groups known as the Western and Eastern Lapita. The spread of Lapita culture is also associ-
ated with the spread of the Austronesian languages. Language provides a great deal of information for his-
torians. Language experts known as linguistic archaeologists can compare the grammar and vocabulary of 
different languages and find links between them that might indicate the speakers of those languages share 
a common ancestry.

Linguistic archaeologists believe that the Austronesian languages have developed into over 800 modern 
languages, spoken by more than 250 million people throughout the islands of South-East Asia,  Micronesia, 
Polynesia and coastal Melanesia. Like Lapita pottery, the Austronesian languages of the eastern and western 
Pacific developed special characteristics.

In the highlands of Papua New Guinea and the islands of eastern Indonesia, the major languages 
belong to another group, known as the Papuan languages. The origin of Papuan languages goes back over 
40 000 years. These languages have evolved into more than 700 languages spoken today.

SOURCE 3 Translated excerpt from a 
traditional Maori speech acknowledging the 
significance of Rangi, the Sky father; and 
Papa, the Earth mother, to Maori belief

Greetings to the Sky father, the great 
heavens, the expansive heavens,

The heavenly winds, the life-giving winds, 
the winds that caress the skin of all people.

Greetings to the Earth mother, extending 
beyond the visible land and beyond the 
visible heavens.

The Earth mother trampled by our 
ancestors, the Earth mother left in heritage 
by the ancient ones

The Earth mother that stretches unto the 
sunrise, that stretches unto the sunset

The embracing Earth mother, which 
embraces each of us from all generations 
sustained by her grace.

She that sustains us night and day.

SOURCE 4 A nineteenth-century 
Maori carving of Rangi and Papa in an 
embrace
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A study of the development of 
the Pacific languages suggested that 
Papuan speakers had established a 
hunter–forager and agricultural way of 
life in New Guinea 30 000 years before 
the first Austronesian people arrived. 
The trade and contact between Aus-
tronesian and Papuan peoples brought 
with it a vibrant and ever-changing 
Pacific culture.

The Hokule’a
In 1976, a group of modern Polynesian 
seafarers sailed back into history when 
they embarked on the 10 000 kilometre 
sea voyage between Hawaii and Tahiti 
aboard a canoe named the Hokule’a. 
The Hokule’a was a reconstruction 
of a 1000-year-old  Polynesian dou-
ble-hulled canoe. It was sailed using 
only  traditional navigation and Poly-
nesian long-distance voyaging tech-
niques. They sailed as their ancestors 
had, and proved that the epic voyages 
across the Pacific marked the highest 
level in seafaring achievement of the 
ancient world.

Pacific life
The Pacific people typically established permanent coastal communities and built houses on stilts over 
lagoons and coral reefs. They were mainly fishermen, but they also grew crops and raised  domesticated 
animals. A common cooking method involved placing hot stones with food in earth pit ovens.

Archaeologists believe the Pacific explorers intended to settle the remote corners of the ocean. The 
 evidence for this is in their double-hulled canoes, which were designed to carry entire family groups and a 
wide range of items including:
 • tools such as polished stone adzes (a woodworking tool shaped like a chisel and fastened to a handle)
 • domesticated animals such as pigs, dogs and poultry
 • plants such as taro, yam and breadfruit
 • fishing equipment such as nets and traps.

A culture of exploration
Archaeologists have put forward a number of suggestions as to why people embarked on these long and 
dangerous ocean voyages. They may have wished to escape:
 • warfare, overcrowding, resource and food shortages on their home islands
 • natural disasters such as tsunamis or volcanic eruptions
 • diseases such as malaria.

In recent times, archaeologists have suggested another theory of exploration and settlement — that the 
people of the Pacific had developed a culture of exploration. These people had established themselves 
as the greatest navigators in human history and travelled the mighty Pacific Ocean because they had the 
knowledge and skills to do it.

SOURCE 5 The Hokule’a setting sail for the journey from Hawaii 
to Tahiti in 1976
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 5c.3 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note : Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Put the following sentences into the correct order; then use this paragraph as the introduction to a half-page 

explanation of the origins and key features of Polynesian society. 
(a)    Polynesian culture developed and prospered in the Marquesas, spreading to the remote islands of Hawaii 

and Easter Island through continued exploration and further settlement.  
(b)   The Lapita people provided a record of their eastward migration through the remains of their distinctive 

Western Polynesian pottery, dating back to approximately 1000 BCE.  
(c)   From the Solomon Islands, human settlement then spread to Samoa, Tonga and Fiji.  
(d)   Crossing 3000 kilometres of open sea in double-hulled canoes, the Polynesians discovered and settled 

the Marquesas, Tuamotus and Society Island groups.    
2.   Briefl y explain how the study of languages is of use to archaeology.   

   Develop source skills 
3.    Describe the   SOURCE 1   image of a Polynesian canoe under sail and suggest what the various purposes of 

the canoe would have been to daily life and culture.  
4.   Refer to   SOURCES 3   and   4   to write a short description of how Rangi and Papa were represented in Maori 

culture. Suggest why they were of such signifi cance to the Maori people.  
5.   Create a 30-second radio news bulletin announcing the arrival of the Hokule’a in Tahiti. Your bulletin should 

express the signifi cance of the event and explain how it provides important evidence for archaeologists 
studying Polynesian exploration.  

6.   Refer to the   SOURCE 6   extract to describe the features of Tahiti that impressed George Robinson in 1767.   

  SOURCE 6  An account of the fi rst British sighting of the islands of Tahiti, written by George Robinson in 1767 

 The country hade the most Beautiful appearance its posabel to Imagin, from the shore side one two and three 
miles Back there is a fi ne Leavel country that appears to be all laid out in plantations, and the regular built Houses 
seems to be without number, all allong the Coast, they appeared lyke long Farmers Barns and seemd to be all 
very neatly thatched, with Great Numbers of Coca Nut Trees and several oyr trees that we could not know the 
name of all allong the shore — the Interior part of the country is very Mountainous but there is beautiful valeys 
between the Mountains — from the foot of the Mountains half way up the Country appears to be all fi ne pasture 
land, except a few places which seemd to be plowed or dug up for planting or sowing some sort of seed — from 
that to the very topes of the Mountains is all full of tall trees but what sort they are I know not but the whole 
was Green. This appears to be the most populoss country I ever saw, the whole shore side was lined with men, 
women and children all the way that we Saild allong. 

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following 
resources and auto-marked questions:    

 � Polynesian expansion   

  5c.4  The Polynesian people and their land 
 5c.4.1 Farming, fi shing and trading 
 A shared Polynesian origin is indicated by the archaeological trail left by the Lapita pottery and the 
similarities between the many Polynesian languages. There were also strong similarities in the physical 
features of the Polynesian people and in how they organised their society and celebrated their culture. 
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The Polynesians were seafaring peoples, but they 
were also skilled farmers. The Pacific islands gave 
the  Polynesian explorers the chance to establish new 
communities and to continue farming and fishing for 
their food. The  Polynesians practised intense culti-
vation of crops, which meant that, with the labour 
of most members of the community, large quantities 
of food could be produced from small areas of land. 
Crops such as taro  provided enough food to support 
large populations.

In Pacific locations such as Tahiti and Hawaii, the 
Polynesians settled volcanic islands covered in dense 
tropical vegetation, with rich soils ideal for culti-
vation. The Polynesian farmers cleared and terraced 
the sloping valleys and built channels to irrigate the 
growing crops. Along the coastlines they constructed 
stone-walled fish traps.

When settlers moved into eastern Polynesia, they 
established trade and social links between the island 
groups of Fiji, Tonga and Samoa. Alliances were 
formed through the marriage of members of the 
ruling families. This ensured that valuable items such 
as canoes, parrot feathers, sandalwood and whale 
teeth could be traded between the island groups. 
Boar tusks, whale ivory and red feathers were highly 
prized trade items and reserved for the Polynesian 
aristocracy.

5c.4.2 Tribal power
Polynesian society was organised according to kinship, tribal groups and clans. Community elders held 
the knowledge of clan ancestry running back hundreds of years. A man’s rank or importance within a clan 
determined the political power he could have and how much land he could own. A person’s position or 
status in society was of great importance in Polynesian culture.

The farming way of life divided Polynesian society into two distinctive classes: the chiefly group, who 
owned all the land, and the commoners, who worked the land. The chiefs ruled the commoners and lived in 
large, finely thatched houses. Polynesian priests, drawn from the chiefly group, led ceremonies worshipping 
ancestors and important gods responsible for war and agriculture. Large platforms made from coral or vol-
canic rock were constructed for the celebration of these religious ceremonies.

5c.4.3 Women
Although leadership positions were held by men, women had their own titles and played an important role 
in establishing group alliances. Men often improved their rank through marriage, and females in many 
Polynesian communities were often ranked more highly than males. A woman could have a higher social 
status than her brother, and could use her influence to provide the male members of the family with polit-
ical power. A woman's power lay in her lineage — her ability to pass on her ancestry to the next generation 
of leaders. The chief’s sister, for example, was frequently married to a leader outside the tribal group in 
order to develop the strongest possible alliance. Tongan princesses were often married to Fijian chiefs to 
increase the authority of the ruling families. The daughters of the chief carried out important ceremonial 
roles wearing elaborate headdresses that symbolised their high status.

SOURCE 1 Wedding day for a young Fijian couple 
of high rank. The boar tusk ornament hanging from 
the man’s neck was an object reserved for royalty. 
The woman’s cowrie shell necklace was a symbol 
of fertility. Their clothing was made from bark 
cloth, decorated by a technique involving rubbing 
the garment over stitched leaves. They both wear 
decorative combs in their hair.
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Life in Polynesian communities was organised around growing and gathering food, and war. Very few 
people were born into chiefly families; most were commoners whose lives were dedicated to producing 
food. Men took nets on their outrigger canoes to fish and collect seafood from the reefs around their 
islands. The routine of daily life for women involved fetching water, gathering shellfish and tending the 
gardens (in which grew the fruits and vegetables their ancestors had brought with them from South-East 
Asia). Women made clothing from shredded leaf strips or a bark cloth called tapa, and wove household 
objects such as mats from pandanus leaves.

5c.4.4 Warfare
Power in Polynesia was inherited, but it could also be gained through war. From the earliest times, warfare 
and warriors were a very important part of Polynesian culture. The Polynesian aristocracy maintained their 
authority over their people by brutal punishment, ritual and battle.

The rulers of Tonga and Hawaii commanded thousands of highly trained and disciplined warriors who 
pledged and demonstrated their obedience through rituals and ceremony. Tongans believed their chiefs 
were tapu, or descended from the great god Tangaloa. On important ceremonial occasions, kava (an intoxi-
cating drink made from the roots of the kava plant) would be drunk and the ranks of various chiefs declared 
before the people. Finally, the superiority of the Tu’i Tonga, or king of Tonga, was acknowledged.

Polynesian warfare occurred in three ways.
 • Small raids were carried out as revenge for alleged insults or kidnapping.
 • Battles would take place between rival tribes over land or resources.
 • Thousands of warriors would undertake a large-scale invasion of a group of islands.

Every Polynesian island community has an oral history of fierce conflict over land or political power. 
In the Marquesas, Tahiti and New Zealand, the tribes constantly warred against each other so it was never 

SOURCE 2 An extract from the journal of Captain 
James Cook describing the fierce reputation of the 
tribes of Fiji

Feejee, as we are told lies three days sail from 
Tongataboo, in the direction North West by West. 
It was described to us as a high, but very fruitful 
island: abounding with hogs, dogs, fowls, and all 
the kinds of fruits and roots that are found in any 
of the others; and as much larger than Tongataboo 
… Feejee and Tongataboo frequently make war 
upon each other. And it appeared, from several 
circumstances, that the inhabitants of the latter 
are very much afraid of this enemy. They used to 
express their sense of inferiority to the Feejee men, 
by bending the body forward, and covering the 
face with their hands. And it is no wonder that they 
should be under this dread; for those of Feejee are 
formidable on account of the dexterity with which 
they use their bows and slings; but much more so 
on account of the savage practice to which they 
are addicted … of eating their enemies whom they 
kill in battle. We were satisfied that this was not a 
misrepresentation. For we met with several Feejee 
people at Tongataboo and, on inquiring of them, 
they did not deny the charge.

James Cook, A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean, 
vol. 1, London 1784, page 374.

SOURCE 3 Fijian warriors in traditional 
dress. The warrior on the right is holding 
his battle club in the ceremonial position 
on his shoulder. The club that had killed an 
enemy was honoured, given its own name 
and used as a memorial to a warrior upon 
his death.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS

diacriTech
Highlight



TOPIC 5c The Polynesian expansion across the Pacific 365

c05cThePolynesianExpansionAcrossThePacific.indd Page 365 16/07/17  3:04 PM

possible for a single ruling royal family to take control. In Fiji, archaeologists have found the remains of 
many large round ditches that were constructed in ancient times as fortifications. The Fijian language also 
provides evidence of a land plagued with warfare; there are many specialised words describing clubbing, 
spearing, weaponry and details relating to cannibalism. Captured enemies were cooked and eaten during 
elaborate rituals designed to display the power of the victorious Fijian tribe.

5c.4.5 Art and decoration
From the mountain peaks of New Guinea to the tiny coral atolls of Polynesia, the people of the Pacific 
expressed their culture and belief through their brilliant arts and crafts. The skill of the carver was particu-
larly important in expressing religious beliefs, communicating myths and images of gods, and honouring 
the ancestors. Art captured and expressed the spiritual power of the natural world, known as mana, for the 
Polynesians.

The earliest known Pacific jewellery dates back 10 000 years. Arm rings made of trochus (a very large 
sea-snail) shell and shell necklaces decorated the bodies of people in the region. As the Lapita people 
pushed eastward, they took their art and crafts across the Pacific. Distinct Melanesian, Micronesian and 
Polynesian cultures began to develop and new art forms appeared.
 • Samoans created intricately woven mats.
 • Hawaiians created stunning cloaks made of thousands of tiny red and yellow feathers.
 • Rarotongans in the Cook Islands carved detailed poles recording their family ancestry.
 • Maoris carved exquisite hei tiki figures and ornaments out of South Island greenstone. They protected 

their sacred buildings by decorating them with fearsome figures with bulging eyes and protruding 
tongues.

 • Easter Islanders carved monumental stone statues called moai maea.

SOURCE 4 Traditional Samoan costumes 
featuring the highly decorated headpiece worn 
on ceremonial occasions

SOURCE 5 Modern-day image depicting the attire 
of a Hawaiian king. The king wore a semicircular 
cape that identified his rank. The cape was made 
from red and yellow feathers and was not allowed 
to touch the ground.
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Natural crafts
In the hands of a craftsperson, materials were transformed into works of art. The most commonly used 
materials were:
 • stone, such as jade and slate
 • a range of plants, such as mulberry, flax and pandanus
 • timbers, including palm wood and bamboo
 • teeth from sharks, dogs, fish, whales, fruit bats, dolphins, boars and humans
 • turtle shells and coconut shells, and sea shells such as the nautilus, pearl, cowrie and clam
 • feathers from the bird of paradise, frigate bird and cassowary.

5c.4.6 The treasure seekers
Gathering all the materials required by artists and craftsmen often involved dangerous journeys over treach-
erous coral reefs, or even war against rival villages. The Pacific people valued the beauty and power of their 
art, and so were prepared to make great sacrifices for its creation. Materials such as pearl shell were highly 
sought after by all Pacific peoples and so were often used as a form of money.

Some materials were treasured for their symbolism and the connections they were believed to have with 
the ancestors and the gods. Boar tusks, for example, represented strength and fierceness and so were worn 
by warriors as body ornaments. In Micronesia and Polynesia, human hair — taken from ancestors — was 
plaited into necklaces, belts and ornaments because it was believed to strengthen the family connections. 
In the Pacific cultures the history and livelihood of the people was derived from the sea, so the image of 
the fish hook had great significance. Fish hook shapes were used to create necklaces and religious objects.

5c.4.7 The art of tatau
During his eighteenth-century journeys of exploration, Captain James Cook wrote about the Polynesian art 
of skin decoration known as tatau. The British called it tattoo. Archaeologists believe that the Lapita people 
were tattooed over 3500 years ago and carried the tradition with them on their great journeys of Pacific 
migration. Melanesian tattooing was practised from Papua New Guinea to Fiji. In Micronesia, the Caroline 
and Marshall Islanders wore tattoos, and in Polynesia the tattoo came to have great cultural and spiritual 
importance. Tattoos gave  Polynesians status because they signalled strength and power.

Polynesian tattooists were regarded as master craftsmen who 
took many years to perfect their skills. They worked with fine 
bone chisels set with sharp teeth. The chisel was dipped in a 
pigment and then a small mallet was used to tap the chisel teeth 
into the skin. Thousands of small skin punctures were made 
to create a tattoo. The painful process could result in death, 
because infections developed readily in the tropical Polynesian 
climate.

In Samoa, the full male tattoo involved detailed geometric 
patterns that covered much of the face and body. They took 
many years to complete, and being able to bear the intense 
pain of large body tattoos was regarded as a test of manhood. 
Tattooing began at adolescence to mark the passage to adult-
hood. New tattoos marked different stages in life or particular 
achievements. Traditional designs represented an individual’s 
life history or family background, or acted as protection against 
natural dangers or evil spirits. In Polynesia, the most elaborate 
tattoos were reserved for chiefs and warriors. A man who was 
completely tattooed, a to’oata, was greatly revered, whereas a 
man without any tattoos was despised.

SOURCE 6 A nineteenth-century 
image of a woman from the Marquesas 
Islands, showing the tattoos and 
jewellery indicating her high status in 
Polynesian society
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Women’s tattoos were generally located on one particular area of the body. Maori women had a tattoo 
on the chin and lips, known as a moko. Marquesan women had tattoos on their arms, hands, stomach and 
lower back. In Fiji, tattooing was a female art. Only women were tattooed, and women were the tattooists.

The tattoo represented culture and belief to the Pacific peoples. It was a mark of Pacific identity that 
could never be lost or stolen. Only death could destroy the tatau.

5c.4 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Explain how power was gained and shown in Polynesian society.

Developing Source Skills
2. Briefly explain how the newly married couple in SOURCE 1 displayed their position in Polynesian society.
3. Using evidence from SOURCE 2, explain why the Fijians were feared. Suggest why Fiji developed such a 

strong warrior culture.
4. SOURCE 3 shows the connection between warfare and ceremony in Polynesian societies. Imagine that you 

are one of the warriors in the photograph. Write a short speech explaining your attitude towards warfare and 
your place in Polynesian society.

5. Imagine you are making a documentary on Polynesian history, culture and art. Using the range of sources in 
this section, design a promotional poster for your documentary featuring a selection of sources that you feel 
express Polynesian life and belief.
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SOURCE 1 Map showing the remote Pacific location 
of Easter Island at the most south-eastern point of 
Polynesia

5c.5 Life and death on Easter Island
5c.5.1 Rapanui
In approximately 800 CE, Polynesian explorers 
sailed their canoes to Easter Island and estab-
lished a settlement. The island and its people were 
known as Rapanui. The volcanic island is only 
170 square kilometres in size and lies in a remote 
corner of the Pacific, 27 degrees south of the 
equator and 3600 kilometres off the coast of Chile. 
Easter Island is 2000 kilometres from its nearest 
inhabited island neighbour. At the time of the first 
Polynesian settlement, the island was covered in a 
rich volcanic soil and was heavily forested with a 
wide range of trees, shrubs, ferns and grasses. The 
largest palm trees in the world, called Paschalo-
cocos, grew up to 20 metres high in the island’s 
forests. The island was also the breeding site for a 
wide variety of land and seabirds.

Settlement of Rapanui
The first settlers brought with them plants such 
as yams and taro and animals such as pigs, dogs, 
chickens and rats. The Polynesian way of life was 
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transplanted to Easter Island, but the remote  location meant that the island community was totally reliant 
upon the local natural and marine resources for survival. The settlers cleared the forests, planted their crops 
and constructed the ahu, which were the  ceremonial platforms typical of traditional  Polynesian villages. At 
its peak, the island probably supported a community of about 15 000 people.

The moai
Easter Island’s most famous landmarks are called 
moai. They are huge stone carvings of human-
like faces and upper bodies. The settlers brought 
with them the traditional Polynesian craft of stone 
carving. Construction of the moai is believed to 
have begun in approximately 1000 CE and ended 
in the seventeenth century. More than 200 moai 
stand on stone platforms in a line around the perim-
eter of the island. They are believed to represent 
 deified   ancestors. They stand with their backs to 
the sea, protecting the living from the ocean’s spirit 
world.

Archaeologists believe that the Paschalococos 
palms were cut down to be used to roll the huge 
moai statues into place. Some moai stood nearly 
10  metres high, weighed more than 80 tonnes and 
were transported 10 kilometres from the quarry site.

Polynesian civilisation on Easter Island experi-
enced a crisis around 1150–65, which archaeolo-
gists suggest coincided with the declining numbers 
of the  Paschalococos palms. Statues were toppled 
and there was an increase in the production of stone 
weapons, called mataa. By 1600, the tiny island 
and its people were devastated by what archaeolo-
gists suggest were a series of ‘clan wars’, eventu-
ally bringing about the  final  collapse of traditional 
Rapanui  society. With the arrival of Europeans 
in 1722, the population of the island dwindled to 
around 2000. European missionaries reported that the island community was divided into a strong class 
system with an ariki, or high chief, in control of nine other clans and their chiefs. Ancestor worship and 
moai carving were replaced by a warrior elite who were chosen through a physical ordeal determined by 
the island’s strange ‘Bird Man’ cult. Europeans noted the deforestation of the island and suggested a range 
of possible causes:
 • climate change — lower condensation and rainfall because of the reduction in the number of large  

palm trees
 • rat infestation — rat teeth marks have been found on most preserved palm nuts, suggesting the nuts 

were eaten before germination
 • loss of the birds and insects necessary for plant pollination
 • contact with Europeans — European diseases such as smallpox and tuberculosis devastated the Rapanui 

population; then, in the 1860s, slave traders from Peru kidnapped half of the island’s population for 
work in the mines and plantations of the Americas.

SOURCE 2 The moai were carved from rock taken 
from the island’s volcanic crater and transported to 
locations across the island. They were then stood 
upright and finally decorated with eyes made from 
coral. The most important moai wore a round red 
hat made from scoria, or burnt lava.
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5c.5.2 Skill builder: Explanation and communication: Explaining the 
fate of Easter Island
When we write an explanation of historical events, we begin by examining evidence from a range of sources. 
Developing explanations and historical arguments takes us beyond just memorising facts or writing summary lists. 
Our ideas and arguments will develop as we research and then apply historical reasoning to the facts we have found 
and the sources we study. We begin the process of developing explanations and historical arguments by using 
research skills to conduct a historical inquiry.

You are going to conduct your own historical inquiry into the causes of the collapse of traditional Rapanui culture 
and society. In conducting any historical inquiry you need to follow these steps.

• Define what you need to find out.
• Locate information.
• Select the most relevant information for your inquiry topic.
• Organise your information.
• Present your findings in an appropriate form.
• Assess the value of your inquiry to the topic you chose.
The fate of Rapanui society is a historical inquiry that is the subject of much archaeological investigation and 

debate. Some historians believe that the source evidence from Easter Island suggests the destruction of the Rapanui 
was caused by exploitation of the giant Paschalococos palm tree, leading to deforestation of the entire island.

Work in small groups to conduct your historical inquiry. Begin by discussing the topics you want to research and 
where you might locate the information you need. Use the following questions as a guide to your research.

• What natural resources were needed to support daily life in traditional Polynesian societies?
• What crafts and skills were important to Polynesian people?
• How was Polynesian society structured?
• Where is Easter Island and what are its physical features?
• What laws, beliefs and traditions were practised on Easter Island during the Rapanui period? (Research the 

Easter Island ‘Bird Man’ cult and race.)
• What are the moai and how were they constructed?
After you have located information and recorded your research findings, discuss the relevance of the facts you have 

found to your historical inquiry, and to the development of your ideas about the causes of the collapse of traditional 
Rapanui culture and society. In small groups, discuss the relevance of the facts you have found from your historical 
inquiry in developing explanations of:

• the significance of Rapanui art and traditions to the daily life, social structure, natural resources and environment 
of Easter Island

• the importance of the Paschalococos palm tree to Rapanui society and culture
• the environmental damage and habitat decline accompanying the disappearance of a wide variety of plants and 

birds on Easter Island.
Identify the evidence you have to support your explanations. Present the findings of your inquiry and the historical 

explanation you have developed by writing a response to the following statement: Beliefs and traditions destroyed 
Rapanui life on Easter Island.

5c.5 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check your understanding
1. Describe the location and physical features of Easter Island.
2. What do the moai represent and how were they moved around the island?
3. List the meanings of the words Rapanui, mataa, ahu and ariki.

Develop your historical skills
4. How did the construction of the moai (shown in SOURCE 2) possibly contribute to deforestation on Easter 

Island?
5. What are the theories behind the loss of the Rapanui civilisation?
6. What does the experience of the settlement of Rapanui tell us about the values of this society? Did they 

value the natural environment above all else?
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5c.6 Life in the land of the long white cloud
5c.6.1 The settlement of New Zealand
Archaeologists are not sure how and 
why the human settlement of New Zea-
land began. The archaeological evidence 
suggests that between 950 and 1130 
CE a small group of Polynesian people 
sailed from the Society or Cook islands 
to the coast of New Zealand. There are 
several theories suggesting why they set 
sail from their tropical homes and landed 
on the cold volcanic islands of New 
Zealand:
 • a planned short voyage of exploration 

that was blown off-course
 • an escape from war or disease
 • a search for land and resources 

because of island overpopulation
 • a spirit of adventure developed 

through sophisticated skills of 
navigation.
Archaeologists estimate that settle-

ment of New Zealand could have orig-
inated from the survivors of a single 
canoe carrying about twenty men and 
women. By the time of James Cook’s 
1769 arrival, the population is believed 
to have been approximately 150 000. 
The first people of New Zealand are 
known as the Maori, meaning ‘orig-
inal people’. The Maori named their 
land Aotearoa, the land of the long 
white cloud. Maori legend claimed the 
first explorer to reach Aotearoa was 
the navigator, Kupe. Kupe was accom-
panied by his wife, who called out 
He ao, meaning ‘cloud’, when she first sighted the North Island. Kupe used the stars to guide him across 
the Pacific to find the long white cloud of New Zealand.

5c.6.2 The Great Fleet and the Maori ancestors
According to Maori legend the voyages of seven waka, or canoes, brought Polynesian people from their 
original homelands, known as Hawaiiki, in search of a new home. In Polynesian mythology the seven 
canoes are known as the Great Fleet (although they arrived at different times). The canoes are believed to 
identify the ancestors of the Maori iwi, or tribes: Tokomaru; Tainui; Te Arawa; Aotea; Takitimu; Mataatua; 
and Kurahaupo.

The history of every Maori family, the whakapapa, maintains the connection with their ancestor’s waka.

SOURCE 2 Kenneth Watkins’ painting the Legend of the Voyage 
to New Zealand provides a romantic early twentieth-century 
European view of Kupe’s great discovery of Aotearoa. Both the 
archaeological evidence and the legend date the Polynesian 
seafarers’ landing in the tenth century CE.

SOURCE 1 The skill of the navigator is celebrated in the history 
and culture of the Pacific. In the Society Islands the navigator 
Ru, with his arm outstretched, asks for guidance from the 
sea-god, Tangaroa, as he tries to set a course for a new island. 
According to legend, Ru safely guided the canoe over 900 
kilometres of rough open seas to discover the Cook Islands.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



TOPIC 5c The Polynesian expansion across the Pacifi c 371

c05cThePolynesianExpansionAcrossThePacifi c.indd Page 371 16/07/17  3:04 PM

 5c.6.3 The geography of New Zealand 
 New Zealand was the fi nal frontier for the 
Polynesian explorers and became the largest 
Polynesian island home. New Zealand pre-
sented a very different climate and natural 
environment for the Polynesian settlers. This 
new land was larger, colder and covered in 
heavy forests full of huge trees covering 
thick beds of ferns growing right down to the 
coastline. Over 500 million years of volcanic 
activity formed the great central mountain 
ranges, a strange and wonderful landscape 
covered in ice and snow. A string of volcanoes 
stretching from White Island in the Bay of 
Plenty to the heart of the North Island created 
 thermal  springs,  geysers  and hot mud pools. 

  The two main islands of New Zealand are 
larger than all the other islands of Polynesia 
combined. New Zealand had been part of the 
great southern continent called  Gondwanaland  
millions of years before the arrival of the 
Polynesians. Gondwanaland also included 
Australia and the Antarctic. Before the age of 
 mammals  began, the great landmasses drifted 
away from each other and became separated 
by vast seas. The seas around New Zealand 
became rough and stormy, and swept by 
powerful ocean currents. 

 Flora and fauna 
 The only mammals in New Zealand before 
human settlement were the seals living along 
the rugged coastline, the migrating whales 
and two species of bats that had probably 
originally come from Australia. Some trees 
and plants were similar to Australia, but 80 million years of  isolation created the real treasure of the islands: 
the 15 000 types of plants found nowhere else in the world: 
 •     ponga  or silver fern found throughout the areas of sub-tropical bush landscape  
 •   beech trees and  podocarp  trees such as the  kauri  with huge trunks measuring over 15 metres in 

diameter and 30 metres in height  
 •   fl ax plant with very tough stems found in the wetlands across the islands  
 •    pohutukawa  evergreen coastal trees with bright crimson fl owers in December.   

 The early Polynesian settlers of New Zealand are sometimes called the moa hunters. There were  originally 
twelve species of the moa — a fl ightless bird. They ranged from a chicken-sized bird to a 3.7-metre-high 
animal of similar appearance to an emu. The moa was gradually hunted into extinction because it provided 
an excellent source of food. 
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  SOURCE 3  Map of New Zealand showing the areas of 
early Maori settlement, hunting grounds of the moa and 
deposits of greenstone and obsidian    
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5c.6.4 Living with a new land
The Maori continued to live according to their ancient Polynesian customs and traditions, despite the 
changed climate and landscape. The Great Fleet had brought both people and food plants such as taro, yam, 
gourd and kumara to New Zealand. The first settlers had also transported from Polynesia the kiore, which 
was a species of rat, and a dog called the kuri.

Settlement of New Zealand spread along the coastal regions of both islands. The introduced tropical plants 
were cultivated in the North Island. The Maori learned to hunt, gather and fish the wildlife of their new 
land. Polynesian culture adapted to life in New Zealand; the roots of the native fern and the New  Zealand 
Cabbage Tree were eaten, and fibre from the native flax plant was used to make cloth to replace the bark 
tapa material produced in the other Polynesian societies.

The islands of New Zealand were isolated from the other landmasses. Australia lay 1500 kilometres west 
across the treacherous and stormy Tasman Sea; to the south was the ice of Antarctica and to the north the 
tiny tropical islands of remote Oceania. This distance shaped a Polynesian culture that was unique in the 
Pacific.

Life and law
A sacred law known as tapu, meaning taboo, 
guided Maori life. Those people who broke tapu 
were doomed to meet with terrible misfortune, 
sickness or death. Tapu was enforced through 
religious belief, superstition and the power of 
the community tohunga, or spiritual leader. Only 
the tohunga could declare or release tapu. The 
gods, or atua, were the source of tapu. It was 
only through the protection given by the atua 
that humans could be saved from the forces of 
evil. Any object, place, person or action that was 
declared tapu had to be given the highest respect. 
Tapu touched every aspect of traditional life:
 • forests and fishing grounds were tapu during 

particular seasons of the year
 • burial grounds were tapu for spiritual reasons
 • women were forbidden by tapu to fish from 

canoes
 • possessions of a dead person were tapu until 

cleansed and blessed by a tohunga.

Rahui
Rahui is a form of tapu that the Maori used to 
limit resource use. Rahui was declared for a 
range of reasons but it was basically to conserve 
limited food supplies and other valuable natural 
resources. It was placed on the rivers, lakes, 
gardens, hunting grounds and trees at particular 
times of the year.

The Maori were very skilled at fishing and 
used a wide variety of methods and a broad range of fishing tools: fishing lines made from flax or cabbage 
tree leaves, bone and shell hooks, stone sinkers, and huge drag nets pulled out to sea by canoes. Rahui was 

SOURCE 4 Nineteenth-century painting of a tohunga 
being fed by a child. As spiritual leader the tohunga 
had to be careful that his spiritual purity, or tapu, was 
not lost. In some instances contact with food could 
remove tapu.
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imposed to protect long-term fish supplies by limiting the amount of 
time that an area of river or ocean could be fished.

Tapu and Rahui were principles that were accepted by all Maori 
tribes. Demonstrating respect for the atua was a part of everyday life. 
Nothing was taken from the land or sea without prayers or offerings 
to the atua.

5c.6.5 The death of the moa
The fate of the moa provides an understanding of the significance of 
rahui to the Maori management of their land and its resources. Rahui 
came too late for the moa.

RETROFILE
A person who had broken tapu 
was separated from the daily 
community life. If they did not 
lose their lives, they would be 
fed using a long stick because 
others did not want to have 
physical contact with them.

SOURCE 5 This painting by Charles Knight, 1942, shows how widespread the moa may have been 
before the arrival of humans in New Zealand.

One of the most unusual sights the Polynesian settlers would have encountered was the great flightless 
bird called the moa. The adult moa lacked any natural predators before human settlement of New Zealand. 
Young moa were an important food source for the giant Haast’s eagle, which was the largest eagle ever 
known to have existed.

The moa immediately provided the Maori with an important and abundant food source. The archaeolog-
ical discovery of over 300 sites where moa were trapped and eaten indicates the significance of the moa 
to early Maori survival and culture. At a moa hunting site at the mouth of the Waitaki River, evidence of 
between 30 000 and 90 000 moa were found. Moa eggs were also an important food source, with one large 
egg providing the equivalent of 300 average hens’ eggs.

The moa lived in the temperate forests that covered the North Island and the eastern side of the South 
Island. The first Polynesian settlers established their homes in areas providing canoe access to fishing and 
sealing areas, and moa hunting. The moa in the easily accessible coastal regions were the first to be hunted 
out. The moa hunters gradually paddled up the rivers and entered into remote New Zealand in their search 
for the valuable moa. The Maori ate the moa, made tools and ornaments from the moa bones and used the 
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giant moa eggshells to carry water. The moa weighed up to 200 kilograms and could run faster than a man. 
The moa were not easy to catch and kill. Archaeologists believe that hunters would have worked in groups 
herding the moa with the assistance of their trained hunting dogs. Once trapped against cliffs or in river 
bends, the flightless moa were probably speared and clubbed. The moa carcasses were either butchered 
on the spot, or placed on barges and floated down the rivers back to the village. Preserved moa meat was 
highly valued and traded with Maori tribes living in regions where the moa could not be obtained.

Archaeologists believe the giant moa was hunted into extinction by the fifteenth century. The Haast’s 
eagle also disappeared into history because the moa chicks had been its prey. By the middle of the eight-
eenth century, all the species of New Zealand’s moa were extinct.

5c.6 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Match the terms on the left with the correct description on the right.

2. Fill in the gaps in the following sentences explaining Maori sacred law.
_____was a sacred law guiding Maori belief and daily life. The sacred law came from the _____ and was 
declared by the spiritual leader, known as _____. A special form of tapu called _____ was used to protect 
natural resources by limiting the fishing, hunting and collecting of food.

3. Use the introductory sentences from question 2 as the beginning of a half-page account of the fate of 
the moa.

Develop source skills
4. Imagine you are the tohunga in SOURCE 4. Refer to the text to help you write an explanation to the child of 

why you have to be fed and why sacred law is important.
5. Design a modern conservation poster using the extinction of the moa and Haast’s eagle as your focus. Refer 

to SOURCE 5 for ideas.

Gondwanaland Flightless bird that is now extinct

Kauri Polynesian material made from bark

Flax Ancient southern continent including Australia and Antarctica

Moa Plant with tough stems found in the wetlands

Tapa Huge native trees of New Zealand growing to 15 metres in diameter

Ponga Silver fern

5c.7 Maoritanga — the Maori way
5c.7.1 The Maori people
The word Maori identifies the original people of New Zealand, rather than expressing a sense of national 
identity. Despite some differences, the Maori spoke the same Polynesian language across New Zealand, 
with only minor variations or dialects. In the South Island, people generally lived as their Polynesian 
ancestors had lived. They remained in small groups moving between hunting, fishing and food gathering 
regions. In the warmer North Island the more rapid population growth created larger agricultural settle-
ments. These farming communities depended on food like the sweet potato that thrived in the cooler New 
Zealand climate. Over time the North Island way of life spread across the islands. The fifty different tribal 
groups gradually developed a cultural unity based on shared language, gods, myths, basic beliefs, traditions 
and ways of life.
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5c.7.2 Trade for treasure
Despite the constant warfare, a network of trade links developed between the Maori tribes. Trade was 
important because food sources and natural resources were not evenly spread across the islands. The green-
stone, called nephrite, was a type of jade found only in three small regions of the South Island. The South 
Island tribes mined the rich greenstone deposits and then shipped the treasured stone by canoe to the 
coastal villages of the north. Greenstone was the most valuable trade item, desired both for beauty and 
hardness. It was used to make weapons and ornaments and was known to the craftsmen as Pounamu. The 
stone was so important to Maori culture that the entire South Island was named after it: Te Wai Pounamu, 
meaning ‘place of the greenstone’. According to Maori belief the greenstone came from the earth and was 
under the guardianship of the atua, Poutini.

Maori people also travelled and traded over long distances for the high-quality obsidian, from the Bay of 
Plenty, which they used to craft the blades of their sharp knives. Food items such as mutton birds from the 
south were regarded as a delicacy and so they were preserved and traded widely.

5c.7.3 Dress to impress
The quality and value of weapons, clothes and ornaments 
was of real significance to Maori society because it identi-
fied individual status and class groups. The design and mat-
erials used to make clothing and jewellery varied according 
to the tribal group, the location and the climate. While men 
and women wore ornaments indicating their position and 
rank, it was the tradition for men to dress with greater dec-
oration. Men wore their long hair wound into topknots held 
by beautifully crafted combs, and wore earrings made of 
greenstone or shark teeth. The ariki, a supreme chief, and 
the rangatira, a tribal chief, displayed power and prestige 
through their dress. They wore an ivory whale tooth pen-
dant and a cloak made from the skin of a dog, and carried 
a ceremonial club known as a pata. Shell and bone were 
also used to carve jewellery such as pendants and neck-
laces. Faces were tattooed, and bodies were covered and 
patterned with brightly coloured ochre of blue and yellow.

Flax
The traditional Polynesian plants such as the paper mul-
berry tree and tropical cabbage tree did not survive in the 
colder climate of New Zealand. The Maori discovered 
wonderful new natural resources in New  Zealand such as 
native New Zealand flax, called harakeke. Using a process 
that could take three months, the flax plant was manufac-
tured into a sturdy fibre suitable for weaving into clothing, 

SOURCE 2 Portrait of a Maori woman c. 
1890. She is wearing a hei-tiki around her 
neck, a pounamu earring and a shark-
tooth earring, and two huia feathers in her 
hair. Her lips and chin are tattooed in the 
traditional woman’s style, and she wears a 
cloak with a black fringe border.

SOURCE 1 An account of the first European meeting with the Maori, written by Abel Tasman in December 1642

As far as we could observe, the people were of ordinary height; they had rough voices and strong bones, the 
colour of their skin being brown and yellow; they wore tufts of black hair right upon the top of their heads, 
tied fast in the manner of the Japanese at the back of their heads, but somewhat longer and thicker, and 
surmounted by a large white feather.
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ropes and baskets. Flax sandals were made to wear on long journeys across frozen ground, flax string held 
pendants in place and flax clothing kept everybody warm. A method of finger weaving was developed to 
produce a fine flax cloth similar to linen. Flax cloth was dyed and woven into traditional tribal patterns in 
red, white, yellow and black. Women wore colourful wrap-around-style flax skirts and delicately woven 
cloaks. Korowai cloaks were the most important and treasured item of clothing woven from flax.

5c.7.4 The hangi
The Maori diet was a combination of the cultivated vegetables brought from Polynesia, such as taro and 
yams, and the meat from birds, fish, dog and rats. In some areas, the abundance of seafood, including 
seaweed, dolphins, whales and seals, provided 
additional variety to the Maori meal. The  village 
cooking was not done within the whare, or house, 
but was generally a communal task done in an 
earth oven, known by the terms hangi or umu. 
The hangi was made by men digging a deep pit 
covered with wood that was set alight. Large river 
stones placed on the wood pile became very hot 
and eventually fell into the pit. The hot stones 
were covered with baskets of food wrapped in 
wet leaves. Layers of soil and wet mats were piled 
over the food. The heat made steam from the wet 
leaves, which cooked the food over the course of 
a few hours.

The boiling pools and streams of the North 
Island region of Rotorua provided the Maori 
with another unique method of cooking. Small 
ovens were built around the vents where water 
and steam bubbled through to the earth’s surface. 
Food placed in these ovens was quickly cooked.

SOURCE 3 The Maori people developed a range of 
ways of storing their food for use during the cold New 
Zealand winter. The kumara were kept in pits dug into 
the ground; fish were smoked or dried. Birds were 
preserved in their own fat, as shown in the photo 
below of dried gourds containing native pigeons. 
The gourds are protected and made stable by woven 
flax; the man in the image is also wearing a rain cape 
made of flax.

5c.7 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. True or false?

(a) The Maori people spoke many different languages.
(b) People on the North Island established an agricultural way of life earlier than the people on the South 

Island.
(c) Maori tribes did not trade with each other.
(d) Greenstone was used to make weapons and ornaments.
(e) Greenstone was found only in the North Island.

2. Explain why flax was a very important plant in Maori culture.

Develop source skills
3. SOURCE 1 is a short account of the first European meeting with the Maori. Write a short account of this 

meeting from the Maori point of view.
4. Imagine you have just been introduced to the woman pictured in SOURCE 2. Describe her appearance and 

identify the clues you can see indicating her position of importance within her community.
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5c.8 Polynesian power and politics
5c.8.1 Maori society
Maori society was organised according to the  Polynesian  tradition of dividing society into kinship, clan and 
tribal groups. A man’s rank or importance within his iwi, or tribe, determined how much political power 
he could have and how much land he could own. Maori society had a clear hierarchy — that is, a society 
structured in such a way that different groups of people had a particular rank or position of importance.
 • The ariki, or supreme chief, gained his position through birth and exceptional personal qualities 

including:
 – tapu: sacred wisdom
 – mana: authority
 – ihi: excellence
 – wehi: power inherited from the gods and the ancestors.

 • The rangatira, or chief, inherited the position from his parent. He made all the major decisions in the 
iwi, or tribe. He was highly respected and held a place of great privilege. The rangatira led all major 
religious ceremonies and often wore a whale ivory or jade pendant as a mark of his status. He also 
carried a ceremonial patu, or club.

 • The kaumatua, or elders, appointed by the tribe because they possessed the wisdom to educate the 
young and guide the iwi. In early Maori society the kaumatua were believed to be the spirits of wise 
people who had been born again. The kuia, or elder women, held a position of particular respect and 
responsibility in guiding the rearing of the iwi’s children.

SOURCE 1 Nineteenth-century drawing of 
a Maori ariki dressed in the traditional cloak 
expressing his power and position. He holds a 
taiaha in his hand. His cloak, moko and taiaha 
indicate the status of generations of Maori 
warriors and chiefs.

SOURCE 2 A portrait of a Maori chief, painted in 
1870, displaying many symbols of the ariki’s high 
status within Maori society

Black and white-
tipped huia tail 
feather signifying 
the rank of a chief

Pendant 
earring made 
of nephrite jade

Distinctive 
Maori moko, or 
facial tattoo

Elaborately 
decorated kakahu 
cloak made of 
feathers

Traditional carved 
weapon, decorated 
with feathers and rare 
dog fur
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 • The tutua, or commoners, were all the members of an iwi claiming descent from the ancestors arriving 
with the waka from Hawaiiki.

 • The taurekareka, or slaves, also known as mokai, were at the bottom of Maori society. They were war 
captives or born into slavery. The taurekareka did all of the iwi’s hard physical work such as preparing 
food, fetching water, gardening and paddling canoes. They had no privileges and could be sacrificed 
during ceremonies involving cannibalism.
The tohunga, or priest, held the knowledge of clan history and ancestry running back over hundreds of 

years. The tohunga understood genealogy, history, astronomy, religious rituals and prayers; how to heal 
the sick and farewell the dead. Special kinds of tohunga developed unique skills in areas such as carving, 
tohunga whakairo; canoe building, tohunga tarai waka; tattooing, tohunga ta moko.

The tohunga were divided into four categories.
 • The highest status tohunga ahurewa held the knowledge of the most sacred laws and beliefs.
 • The second class of tohunga specialised in knowledge of iwi ritual and so presided at ceremonies 

connected to hunting, warfare, marriage and death.
 • The third class possessed detailed knowledge of history and legend and the particular genealogy of iwi 

members.
 • The lowest group of priests dealt with demons and bad spirits and were believed to have control over 

supernatural forces.
Each of the tohunga groups had priests regarded as wizards because of their supernatural powers. The 

tohunga were iwi leaders who gained their position after rigorous training and demonstrations of great 
physical and mental endurance.

5c.8.2 Life on the pa
The whanau was the family unit at the core of Maori society. The family and the other members of the 
hapu, or clan group, decided where individuals lived, who they married, who they were friends with and 
who they fought. Village communities ranged in size from just a few families to over 500 people. Land and 
most of the property was communally owned. The general term to express the many groups and levels of 
traditional Maori society is tangata whenua, meaning the ‘people of the land’.

On occasions when community meetings were held the people gathered on the marae, or open courtyard 
in front of the more formal meeting houses known as the wharenui. The traditional Maori pa, or village, 
was designed around the marae because it was regarded as the spiritual centre of the village. It was on the 

SOURCE 3 A traditional Maori village, or pa, surrounded by fortifications. The pa was often built high on a 
hill or on a headland for defence.
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marae that celebrations were held, the dead were mourned, guests were greeted and important matters were 
discussed.

The pa were often built on ridges and locations that could be easily defended. Rivers and lakes were also 
often used to provide natural barriers against enemy attack. Defences were completed by trenches, earth 
ramparts and palisades built from large sharpened stakes that were lashed together for strength.

The Maori were very successful farmers. Agriculture led to the construction of larger and more perma-
nent village settlements. Village life was organised around food gathering, growing and warfare.

The Maori lived in a house, or whare, within their fortified villages. There were many different types 
of communal houses, such as the whare hui, a house in which village members would meet with guests to 
the pa; the whare kahu, a house in which a woman stayed after the birth of her child; and the whare potae, 
a house in which a widow lived for the first few months following the death of her husband. Traditional 
Polynesian homes were constructed on poles above the ground to allow air circulation and coolness. The 
Maori, however, dug the floors of their whare into the ground to keep warmth in. The construction of the 
whare varied according to location and tribal tradition. It was commonly built with a framework of branches 
from the small manuka tree and then thickly thatched with the leaves of a large water plant called raupo.

The village water source was not always located behind the wooden fence surrounding the village — 
water was often carried every day from outside springs and rivers. Firewood was also collected from afar. 
A large area of countryside was needed to provide the tribe with food.

Courage and combat
There was no concept of Maori nationhood. Sometimes 
large iwi groups would temporarily join together under 
the control of an ariki to conduct larger scale warfare, 
hunting parties or trade.

The first Europeans in New Zealand, in the early nine-
teenth century, were impressed by the courage of the 
Maori, but also shocked by the violence and incidence 
of cannibalism. The rangatira of a defeated tribe could be 
eaten by the enemy as a symbol of their victory and the 
end of his mana, or power. The heads of important fallen 
enemies were preserved by smoking and oiling.

Training in bushcraft and the use of weaponry began in 
childhood. Warriors had to demonstrate great agility and 
endurance. Warriors usually went into battle naked, but 
would sometimes wear a short kilt or protective cloak. The Maori used some throwing spears but preferred 
hand-held weapons:
 • The taiaha was the most common long club. It was held in two hands like a sword and was paddle 

shaped at one end with a carved point at the other end.
 • The tewhatewha was a long club with a sharp point at one end and an axe at the other end.
 • The mere was carried in the waistband and was a short club with a very strong and sharp flat blade 

capable of penetrating a person’s skull.
 • The patu was a striking weapon shaped like a violin.

Weapons were generally made from wood or bone. The most prized mere were carved from the rare 
greenstone, found only on the west coast of the South Island. Weapons were sacred objects that were 
handed down through the generations of warriors.

Mana
Warfare became a part of Maori culture. It maintained the power of the hapu, and the larger iwi, by keeping 
each individual alert and strong. Sometimes war involved only a few selected warriors or small raiding par-
ties. Fighting usually occurred in the summer and was close to clearly defined tribal territory.

SOURCE 4 A preserved human head showing 
the traditional moko, or tattoo

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



380 Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4

c05cThePolynesianExpansionAcrossThePacific.indd Page 380 16/07/17  3:04 PM

Warfare was conducted to:
 • gain land and resources
 • gain revenge for previous losses or insults
 • punish hapu believed to have broken rules and 

codes of behaviour
 • gain power within the hapu or iwi.

The concept of mana was a very important part of 
the ritual associated with warfare. Mana expressed a 
warrior’s power and authority and established their 
reputation. Displaying courage in combat was a very 
important part of the initiation ritual, particularly in 
the case of the future rangatira who was expected 
to display power and status through battle. Careful 
preparations were made for warfare, which usually 
commenced at dawn. A form of the haka, which 
was a spirited Maori war dance, was sometimes per-
formed in front of the enemy in an effort to intimi-
date or scare them away.

The Waka
The forests of New Zealand provided a rich source of high-quality timber. The Maoris developed great 
skills in canoe construction, with a variety of canoes for fishing and travelling along the rivers. The most 
impressive were the war canoes, or Waka, which were built for a range of purposes and sizes. The canoes 
were up to 40 metres long; despite their size they were fast, and yet still seaworthy enough to carry up to 
50 paddlers on a long voyage. The war canoe hull was formed from a large hollowed-out tree trunk that 
was then intricately carved, decorated and lashed together.

SOURCE 5 Maori warriors performing their 
traditional haka in 2009. The Maori haka was a 
dance that kept warriors physically and mentally 
prepared for battle, and was a declaration of tribal 
identity. There were many different hakas performed 
in pre-European times; some to express joy and 
some for battle.

SOURCE 6 A huge Maori war canoe with distinctive heavily carved bow and stern decorations
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5c.9 Maori culture and art
5c.9.1 The importance of art
New Zealand offered the artist a broad range of 
materials to work with. Gathering all the materials 
required by the Maori craftsmen often involved 
 dangerous journeys, or even war against rival 
 villages. The South Island greenstone was the most 
precious material because it could be obtained only 
from remote South Island locations. The people who 
followed the greenstone trade route walked through 
ice and snow, climbed steep cliffs with their ropes 
made from flax, and crossed raging rivers on reed 
rafts to transport greenstone over the high passes 
of the Southern Alps. The Maori valued the beauty 
and power of their art, and so were prepared to 
make great sacrifices for its creation. Art was also 
a way of expressing status and tribal differences. 
Art became a part of everyday life; even the simple 
shape of a humble fish hook could be made into an 
object of great beauty when it was highly polished 
and crafted with skill. Every prized possession was decorated; canoes and paddles, musical instruments and 
hair combs, storehouses, and gateways all display the fine artwork of the Maori people.

The thick forests of New Zealand provided a plentiful supply of high-quality timber for the Maori 
craftsmen. Traditional Maori carving, known as whakairo, is famous for its skill, detail and beauty. 

5c.8 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Imagine you were one of the first Europeans to have contact with a Maori community. Write an account of 

the different groups of people living in a Maori community and their roles in society.
2. Match the terms on the left with the correct description on the right.

Develop source skills
3. Refer to SOURCES 1 and 2 and the text and then briefly explain how dress and ornament were used to 

display position in Maori society.
4. To the Maori, the head was the most sacred (tapu) part of the body. Suggest why the head shown in 

SOURCE 4 may have been so carefully preserved and what the practice reveals about the warrior culture.
5. Describe the SOURCE 6 war canoe and then suggest why it has a highly carved bow and stern.

Haka A striking weapon

Mana Long club with a paddle shape at one end and a carved point at the other

Taiaha Personal power and reputation

Mere A short club with a strong sharp blade

Patu A spirited Maori war dance

SOURCE 1 A ceremonial adze, a heavy  
chisel-like tool, with a finely shaped blade and 
delicately carved wooden handle. This adze would 
have been passed from one generation to the next 
as a symbol of family authority.
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The Maori held the talent of the wood carver in very high regard. The earliest carving tools were made from 
seashells and stone, such as obsidian, that was sharpened over many months in preparation for carving.

5c.9.2 Carving out a history
Maori carvings expressed religious 
beliefs, communicated myths and 
images of gods and  demonstrated res-
pect for the ancestors. Art brought the 
power of the ancestors to the living. 
The spirit of the  ancestors provided 
protection and help in a dangerous 
world. The Maori did not develop 
writing and so their history and beliefs 
were handed from one generation to 
the next in the stories they told, and the 
art they created.

According to legend the art of wood-
carving came from the atua of the sea, 
Tangaroa. Tangaroa  kidnapped a boy 
and turned him into a woodcarving. 
Tangaroa imprisoned the child by 
attaching him to the gable of his ocean 
home. The child’s father,  Ruatepupuke, dived 
deep into the sea kingdom in search of his son. 
 Ruatepupuke was led to his child when he heard 
the carved posts of  Tangaroa’s home talking to 
each other. The boy was held prisoner in a house 
covered in the most beautiful carvings. Ruatepu-
puke returned safely to the human world with 
his child and the carved posts. The art of wood 
carving had come to the Maori.

The finest examples of Maori art and carving 
were created for the whare runanga, the house 
where important tribal discussions took place, 
because this was the cultural centre of the village. 
Each part of the sacred building expressed belief 
and tradition:
 • poutokomanawa posts supported the house and 

were often carved with images of the ancestors 
from seven canoes

 • poupou wall panels featured carved ancestral 
figures often made from paua shells, similar to 
abalone

 • tukutuku panels were woven by women and 
placed on the meeting houses’ walls between 
the poupou. The tukutuku geometric designs 
were made from flax and reeds.

SOURCE 2 The tekoteko figure at Waitangi depicting Kupe with 
his paddle standing protectively over the land he discovered

SOURCE 3 Carving of an ancestor of the Ngati 
Whakaue people from the shores of Lake Rotorua, 
North Island. The carving forms part of a gateway.
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SOURCE 4 Maoris carved fearsome hei-
tiki figures as ornaments to protect their 
sacred places. The twentieth-century carved 
poupou wall slabs of the whare runanga at 
the Waitangi Treaty grounds are all created 
in the traditional style. The tukutuku design 
represents the niho taniwha, the teeth of a 
legendary sea and river monster.

SOURCE 5 A hei-tiki jade pendant; the  
hei-tiki was the Maoris’ most valued personal 
ornament. Men and women wore jewellery 
that showed their rank in society.

5c.9.4 Weaving and the taniko pattern
The Maori people believed that they had 
been taught the art of weaving by the 
gods. Most clothing was woven from 
flax, with the fibres bleached and dyed to 
create the traditional ornamental design. 
Intricate geometrical taniko patterns 
were woven into the fabric. The taniko 
represented ideas and values that were 
important to Maori belief; for example:
 • a diamond shape, called waharua 

kopito, represented the change that 
takes place at meeting places in life

 • a triangular pattern, aronui, 
represented knowledge of the natural 
world

 • a horizontal zigzag pattern suggested the importance of the ocean as a pathway to be followed.

SOURCE 6 Traditional taniko pattern

5c.9.3 The tiki
Of all the Maori ornaments, the most valuable was the  hei-tiki. The carved tiki figures are found across the 
 Polynesian cultures. Tiki is also a general Polynesian term meaning ‘carving’. Archaeologists believe that 
in traditional Maori culture only people of the highest rank wore the tiki. Both men and women wore the 
tiki on ceremonial occasions, often hanging from a flax cord around the neck.
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SOURCE 7 The facial tattoo of a North 
Island Maori man, drawn by the artist Sydney 
Parkinson in 1769

SOURCE 8 Nineteenth-century photo of a 
Maori chief showing his position through the 
detailed tattoo

SOURCE 9 Captain James Cook’s description of the Maori moko

Many of the old and some of the middle aged men have their faces mark’d or tatoow’d with black, and some 
few we have seen who have had their buttocks, thighs and other parts of their bodies mark’d but this is 
less common. The figures they mostly use are spirals drawn and connected together with great nicety and 
judgment … The manner in which it must be done must certainly cause intolerable pain.

5c.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Briefly explain what Maori people carved and why carving was so important to the Maori culture.

Develop source skills
2. Imagine you are the curator of a museum establishing a display of Maori history, culture and art. Using 

the range of sources in this unit, design a promotional poster for your exhibit, including a selection of the 
sources and a brief commentary on how art helps us to gain an understanding of Maori life and belief.

5c.9.5 Ta moko
Maori tattooists were regarded as master craftsmen who took many years to perfect their skills. They used a 
straight blade or bone chisel to inject a sooty pigment into the skin, leaving a grooved scar with the appear-
ance of a carving. The practice of classical Maori tattooing is called ta moko. In traditional Maori society 
men were marked on the face, buttocks and thighs. Facial tattoo patterns were of greater significance to the 
identity of a person than their natural facial features. Women were tattooed on the face and breasts. The 
painful process was an initiation and rite of passage taking many years to complete.
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5c.10 Review
5c.10.1 Review

KEY TERMS
aristocracy the nobility, or a privileged group of people
curator person in charge of a museum or art collection
deforestation the removal of trees and vegetation leaving land barren
deify to make something or someone into a god
dialect a language of a district that is related to the language of the broader region
double-hulled canoes canoe with two connected parallel hulls — a feature that made it light, fast and stable
fortification a structure that is built to strengthen defences and provide protection
gable the front triangular wall of a building enclosed by two roof slopes
genealogy a person’s family and ancestral line or background
germinate to sprout from a seed or bulb into a plant
geyser a hot spring sending up a jet of steam and boiling water into the air
initiation a ceremony to admit a person into a particular group
mammal animal whose young feed on the mother’s milk
obsidian a hard volcanic glass
outrigger a frame that is extended out from the side of a canoe to provide stability
palisade a fence made of sharp stakes set firmly into the ground
rampart a raised mound of earth built for protection
thermal relating to heat or temperature

Practise your historical skills
Comprehension: chronology, terms and concepts
1. Refer to the text and sources you have studied throughout this topic to develop a timeline of the migration 

patterns and settlement of the islands of the Pacific Ocean. Draw up a timeline of Pacific exploration 
beginning with the canoe journeys that brought the first settlers from South-East Asia into the Pacific. Your 
timeline should record the movement of people into the regions of Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia.

2. Write down ten short, factual knowledge questions taken from the information given throughout this topic 
on the history of Polynesian settlement of the Pacific. Write questions and answers on a card, divide your 
class into two teams and have a class quiz.

Analysis and use of sources
3. Historians use sources to gather information and develop an understanding of the past. Examine 

SOURCES 1 and 2 to gain some evidence of the social structure of Polynesian society as it developed in 
New Zealand. To begin your analysis of these sources, write a brief description of the source subjects. 
Identify the clues within the sources that suggest the person’s position in Maori society. Consider the 
usefulness of the sources in providing an understanding of the role of the rangatira in traditional Maori life. 
Comment on the details of the source, including dress, expression and posture. Refer to the sources and 
information you have studied throughout this topic to write a short introduction to a unit of work on social 
structure and positions of power within Maori society.

5c.10 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.

 RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY
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 Perspectives and interpretations 
4.    In traditional Polynesian societies, power was held by the people who were born into chiefl y families. In the 

hierarchy of Maori society, the positions of ariki and rangatira were the basis of government and control. 
(a)    Research in more detail the organisation of Polynesian societies. Summarise your research fi ndings into 

key points; for example: 
•    Slaves were the lowest class group in Maori society.  
•   The clan into which an individual was born determined the political power they held in Polynesian 

society.    
(b)   Once you have a general understanding of the key features of Polynesian society and government, think 

about the way our own society is organised and governed. As a class, brainstorm a list of the principles 
upon which our democratic system of government is based. Consider such issues as our right to vote 
and to elect representatives into government. Write a defi nition of democracy. Think very carefully about 
the similarities and differences between our society and democratic system of government, and the 
social hierarchy that was the basis of Polynesian government.  

(c)   Put your research fi ndings and your own ideas on the role of government together by writing a short 
speech under the heading ‘Who should have the right to rule?’. Your speech should explain the role of 
government from both a traditional Polynesian and a modern Australian perspective.     

 Empathetic understanding 
5.      SOURCE 3   is a chant, or short and simple song. 

(a)    In small groups, discuss what the chant is about, and the role that chants, songs and stories had in 
societies that did not have writing before the arrival of Europeans.  

(b)   Research a Polynesian creation story or legend and present your research as a storybook for children, 
complete with illustrations that include Pacifi c-style designs and images.  

(c)   Write a brief introduction to your Pacifi c legend storybook describing some of the cultural features and 
beliefs of Polynesian society. Explain why legends, songs and chants are of cultural signifi cance and 
provide us with evidence and an understanding of the Polynesian world.     

 SOURCE 1  Early-nineteenth-century painting 
by Gottfried Lindauer of the Maori rangatira 
Tamati Waka Nene

 SOURCE 2  Portrait of Mere Werohia, a woman 
of rangatira rank from the Ngati te Rori te Rangi 
hapu of the Ngatiwhakane tribe, Rotorua. The 
portrait was painted around 1935 and is also 
known as  Time Tells .
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Research
6. The movie Whale Rider is a modern retelling of a legend of the Ngati konohi people from the east coast of 

New Zealand. The human ancestor of these people, Paikea, was believed to have arrived in New Zealand at 
the location of their village of Whangara. Do some background research on:
(a) the location of Whangara and the local tribes of the region
(b) the legend of Paikea, Te Petipeti and Rangahua
(c) the importance of genealogy, or whakapapa, to Maori culture.

Explanation and communication
7. Watch the movie Whale Rider and then have a class debate on the topic: To face our future we must 

appreciate our past.
8. Imagine that you are a tour guide with a travel agency that specialises in adventure holidays. Design 

an information pack containing brochures and maps for people wanting to follow the journey of the 
Polynesians from their homeland in Hawaiiki to the Land of the Long White Cloud. You will need to decide 
where Hawaiiki was located and how your adventurers are going to make their journey. You will also need to 
make a list of the things they will need for the demands of the trip ahead, and give them an idea of how long 
their travels will take.

9. Set up a class pin-board or blog of interesting facts about the culture and history of the Polynesian region. 
Include images and symbols, such as flags, showing life in this part of the Pacific.

10. Canoe-bow figureheads featured particularly ferocious faces. Think about the purpose of the figureheads 
and the beliefs that were expressed through Maori carvings. Refer to internet sources and the source 
examples of carving shown throughout this topic to design your own figurehead. When you have completed 
your drawings, write a short explanation of the meaning behind your figurehead. Use your design to create a 
decorative border for your class pin-board of facts about Polynesian history.

11. Working in pairs, identify the main Pacific islands and the three main cultural groups to which they belong. 
Research the settlement history of the Polynesian, Melanesian and Micronesian peoples and then discuss 
when and how archaeologists believe the navigation and settlement of the Pacific occurred. Under the 
heading ‘The journey of the Pacific people’, compose your own story, song or poem celebrating their 
remarkable achievements.

SOURCE 3 A chant telling the story of the creation of the heavens, the island of Hawaiiki and several 
other islands such as Taporapora (in Tahiti) and Hikurangi (in Rarotonga). Hawaiiki appears throughout 
Polynesia as a geographical location and as a spiritual place. Archaeologists believe that as the 
Polynesian navigators crossed the Pacific they gave names to places that expressed the connection 
between spiritual beliefs and geographical features.

The standing heavens appeared outside
Sitting in Hawaiiki
From whence came
Taporapora, Tauwharenikau, Kukuparu, Wawauatea and Whiwhi-te-rangiora
The heavens became light
Then came the early dawn, the flashing dawn
The dim glowing dawn, the twilight/moonlight
The dawn that shone above Hikurangi.
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