
Awakening the Taniwha



1. (noun) water spirit, monster, dangerous water 
creature, powerful creature, chief, powerful leader, 
something or someone awesome

TANIWHA



Rangi  =  Papa

Tāne = Hine-tu-pari-maunga (mountains and cliffs)

Pūtoto =  Takaaho

Tua-rangaranga

Ngā taniwha

The Whakapapa of Taniwha



What are taniwha?
Taniwha are supernatural creatures who inhabit rivers, lakes, caves or the sea. 
Some are terrifying while others are protective. A taniwha can also refer to a 
powerful chief and…sometimes taniwha are ancestors who appear in human 
whakapapa.

Maui wrestles the Taniwha by Marian Maguire



Many taniwha were said to have accompanied our Polynesian ancestors on the 
long voyage to Aotearoa, and it was a sign of social status to possess one.



What do taniwha 
look like?



Taniwha have been described as taking many forms such as reptiles, dragons, sharks, whales, 
seals, octopuses, dolphins, stingrays or even logs. They are also known to be shapeshifters.



This carving of the taniwha 
Ureia is in the Hotunui
meeting house at the 
Auckland War Memorial 
Museum. 

Ureia was a powerful taniwha 
living at Tīkapa (Firth of 
Thames).

The taniwha is carved in the 
marakihau style.

Marakihau

The marakihau is a mythical sea creature with 
a serpent-like body, a fish tail, a semi-human 
head and a tube-like tongue.



Did you know that there was a dinosaur discovered south of Kaikoura 
named after the taniwha?

Introducing the TANIWHASAURUS!



Why?
What role can a taniwha play?

● Taniwha have been known to warn us of potential danger.
● Sometimes they are there to protect our waterways from pollution.
● They may prevent us from over-fishing in certain areas.

This is even more relevant today in the face of climate change. 

Whatever their appearance, 
A taniwha often draws our attention to a place of significance. 

Diamond, T.J., Hayward, Bruce W. (1979)



Here are some patterns to use on the body of 
your taniwha.

You can also create your own!

Whakanikoniko:
Embellishments



Unaunahi

This is a crescent-shaped pattern named after the fish scale. 

Carved in groups of three-seven, they are interspersed with lines.
The patterns can also be inserted into designs such as the raperape
or ponahi spiral.



Step 1. Draw two evenly spaced parallel lines.

Step 2. Carefully draw a set of three curved lines, then repeat the process making sure your unaunahi are 
evenly spaced apart. Take care to stay true to the mana of your lines.

Step 3. Draw a single line from the top of the curve running between the parallel lines. Stop when you 
reach the point where the bottom crescent forms.

How to Draw Unaunahi



The puhoro design is a kowhaiwhai pattern which represents speed, strength, 
and agility. It is often used on the underside of waka and in ta moko on legs and 

arms.



Puhoro patterns

Tā moko by Shane Gallagher Coley

Sam Hauwaho touches up the paint on Te Aniwaniwa.



Niho Taniwha Pattern 

Niho taniwha pattern on aute bark paper by Nikau Hindin.

Niho Taniwha, literally meaning taniwha 
teeth, are triangular patterns used in raranga 
(weaving), tukutuku panels and in whakairo 
(carving).

In carving it is also known as pakati and can 
be interpreted in many different ways 
depending on the context.

It can represent animal entities or the 
continuation of lineage. It can refer to 
mountains used by navigators as landmarks 
during inter-island voyages.

Toia, R & Cooper, T (2006) 
Kahui Whetu



How about some hands, feet or flippers to go with that?



Te Whanganui-a-Tara or Wellington’s well known taniwha

Ngake and Whātaitai

The Taniwha of Wellington Harbour, by Wairama, M., Potter, B



Other Famous Taniwha

Āraiteuru is the famed taniwha represented on this stamp. 
She is said to have arrived in New Zealand with the early 
voyaging canoes, and her 11 sons are credited with 
creating the various branches of the Hokianga Harbour.

The taniwha Tuhirangi accompanied the legendary 
explorer Kupe on his voyage of discovery to New 
Zealand. It was reputed that Kupe placed Tuhirangi in 
Te Moana-o-Raukawa (Cook Strait) as a guardian.

Stamps 
designed by 
Manu Smith



Taniwha in the News!


