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Wā speculations and the realm 

of possibility
Te Ahukaramū Charles Royal with Brett Graham

Te Ahukaramū Charles Royal (Marutūahu, Ngāti Raukawa, Ngāpuhi) 
is an academic, composer and cultural leader who has made significant 
contributions to mātauranga Māori. One contribution to note is Royal’s 
edited book The Woven Universe: Selected Writings of Rev. Māori Marsden 
published in 2003. Rev. Māori Marsden (1924–1993) was a tohunga, scholar 
and philosopher, and through his writing presents ponderings of Māori 
knowledge and cosmogony. What follows here is an edited conversation 
between Royal and artist Brett Graham, in the presence of A.-Chr. Engels-
Schwarzpaul and Paul Janman, which draws on a deep understanding of 
Marsden’s philosophies to offer speculations on wā. In this conversation, 
Royal takes a creative and performative perspective on thinking in time and 
space, and beyond time and space, through wā (as well as related concepts 
in Polynesian languages).1

Brett Graham: Tuatahi, te mihi rā tēnei ki a koe, e te tuakana, hei whai 
whakaaro mō tēnei kaupapa i tēnei rangi. Kāore e mutu ngā mihi ki a koe 
i runga i tō mahi, me tō piringa ki ngērā kaumātua, pērā i a Māori Marsden 
mā. Nō reira he mihi nui tēnei ki a koe, i haria ngā roimata, ngā hupe 
i runga i te mōhio ko tēnei te wiki o te hurahanga kōwhatu o tō whaea, 

1	  For the edited recording of this talanoa, see: Royal (2021).
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Mary Rose, nō reira i haria ngā roimata ki a koe me tō whakaaro mō tēnei 
kaupapa i runga i tō mahi, hei rapu i te mātauranga o ngā tupuna. Nō reira 
tēnā koe!2

It’s a great honour for us to be here with you, Charles, and especially to 
be looking at your book, your connections to Māori Marsden and your 
closeness to that whakatupuranga (generation) and that mātauranga 
(knowledge). Previously, we were talking about the connections between 
the Samoan vā and the Māori wā. You raised some interesting points about 
those connections with whakapapa (genealogy), and also some of the 
distinctions that were made by Māori Marsden when it came to recognising 
the vā as possibly even preceding Rangi and Papa. Would you mind talking 
about that?

Charles Royal: Sure. Maybe I should just start with my understanding of 
the word ‘vā’ as we have it in te reo Māori. I can’t comment too much 
about its similarities and differences with comparable words throughout 
the Pacific, but I can perhaps comment on the way in which the word ‘wā’ 
appears to be used in te reo Māori and in our literature. As we know, ‘wā’ in 
te reo Māori is used equally for both space and time.

First of all, for space, wā is used for things like wāhi moana and wā moana 
(space of the sea). I can think of a waiata (song) by Topeora of Ngāti Toa 
that uses the expression ‘wā moana’. Wā also appears in words like takiwā—
meaning something like a district—and then it overlaps with instances 
when wā is used for both space and time. So, when we say, ‘E haere ana au 
kei te takiwā o te marama o Māehe’, takiwā means ‘around about the time 
of March we will be going’—that’s very typical. ‘Ā hea ia ka tae mai ai? Ā te 
takiwā o te rua karaka.’ ‘When will he arrive? Around about the time of 
two o’clock.’ That’s a usage of wā to mean time, as opposed to wā meaning 
physical space. When we want to talk more particularly about physical 
space, we tend to say wāhi. Actually, something else just dropped into my 
mind too: we also say, ‘Kāti, he wāhi mihimihi māku?’ Meaning, ‘Can I just 
have a portion of time in which to do some mihi?’ So, wāhi correlates with 

2	  Firstly, I greet you my tuakana (senior) who has kindly agreed to participate in our subject matter 
today. I have much praise for your work, and for your closeness to those esteemed elders such as Māori 
Marsden. Therefore I acknowledge you and bring my tears and mucus upon as this week is the unveiling 
of your Mother’s headstone, Mary Rose. Therefore we shed our tears to you, who has graciously agreed 
to support our research with your work, which seeks the knowledge of our ancestors. Therefore greetings!
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wā, but it’s typically what we use for physical space. Occasionally we would 
say ‘Kāti he wāhi mihimihi māku’ or ‘Can I just have a little bit of time to 
mihi to people?’

So, just like in other Polynesian languages, we do see this use of the word 
‘wā’ for both space and time. One of the interesting, and I think curious, 
questions is whether our tūpuna had in their minds to use wā for both space 
and time only. Or was its conception and use an attempt to break through 
space and time, into some other reality? We all know the basic idea that the 
world we live in, that we experience daily, is a world bound by space and 
time, and I think that humans have understood that in every community in 
the world. The first question is whether our tūpuna (ancestors) consciously 
understood some kind of relationship between space and time and 
reflected that in the word called wā. Secondly, did they go even further 
by collapsing space into time, or blurring the lines at least, trying to reach 
for something else beyond space and time? I’d like to think that that is 
the case, because we have this thing called Te Kore (and variants: Korekore 
and so on). In my view, this was a way in which our tūpuna were trying 
to conceptualise something beyond their normal thought and experience, 
and trying to reach for something oblique, something elusive, something 
beyond the day-to-day experience. I’m wondering whether the use of the 
word ‘wā’ and its correlates was some kind of way to delve into Te Kore; to 
delve into some kind of portal, some kind of doorway beyond space and 
time, by collapsing them into one; to blur the edges, to perhaps open the 
possibility of something beyond space and time. This is just speculation on 
my part. I don’t have any conclusions about that, but you can definitely 
see in our language and our literature the use of wā for both space and 
time. My question is, did our people have something they were particularly 
wanting to do by using wā in this way?

BG: It is fascinating all those connections you see in the reo (language). Even 
words like wānanga (meeting) perhaps have a connection, but certainly wā 
kāinga (distant home), of a physical space. I find it really interesting what 
you suggest about attempts by our tūpuna to go beyond and understand 
those greater aspects.

CR: I’m speculating that that may be the case. We know for sure they imbued 
the word ‘wā’ to mean both space and time. What I’m speculating about 
is that, in doing so, were they also thinking about what is beyond space 
of time? I wonder, firstly, about the relationship between wā in space and 
time, and, secondly, things that are outside of space and time, which is 
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what I think Te Kore is referring to. I think Te Kore is all about things 
beyond space and time, beyond normal comprehension, beyond normal 
understanding, and that wā is some kind of terminology that is collapsing 
space and time, and in doing so is trying to draw connection to something 
beyond space and time. I’m speculating about that. I don’t know for sure.

BG: The Samoan notion of vā describes relationships, the space between us. 
You see the dynamic played out on the paepae (bench in front of the marae), 
and of course the stories that are brought there. There’s a consciousness that 
it’s not just those people meeting there, at that point in time—they represent 
all of their past encounters. That’s where there’s synchronicity between 
Samoan and Māori views. In Sāmoa they use the term ‘vā’ in describing 
a breakdown of relationships as well—in our language, we talk about 
‘wāwāhi’ in terms of breaking. There are all these linguistic connections, 
which are fascinating.

CR: I was just going to mention that the presence of ancestors is a really 
great example of something beyond space and time in space and time. Using 
that idea of wā as the space between people and the paepae or the marae 
ātea (courtyard), the presence of ancestors in that space is the presence of 
something from beyond space and time, now expressing itself in space and 
time. So that’s a good illustration of the point I was trying to make!

BG: Well, of course, you often hear that spoken about, how there’s no past 
or future. There’s that example always given about muri (future, behind) and 
mua (past, front), about how we don’t know the faces of our descendants 
but we do know the faces of our ancestors, so we go forward into the past 
if you like—all those kinds of connections. We found it fascinating when 
Pat Hohepa challenged that notion by saying, ‘even though we’re walking 
the opposite way, we’re in a sense still walking along linear time’, and he 
suggested the notion of the spiral instead.

CR: I like that. I wonder about that, too. ‘I ngā rā o mua’ (literally in the 
days before; the past) does actually feel kind of modern as an expression. 
We’ve had this culture for a hundred years or more of trying to recover 
things from the past, and trying to hold on to things in the past, and it feels 
like a statement out of that culture, rather than a culture two or three or 
four hundred years ago, which was maybe not so. This notion, ‘I ngā rā o 
mua’—I think it would’ve just been so different three or four hundred years 
ago, if it was said then, to what it would mean now. We tend to use it as 
‘we walk backwards into the future’, or ‘we have the past in front of us’. It is 
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about making sure that we’re authentic to our past, that we’re authentically 
Māori; it’s often used for that kind of expression. But it feels modern as an 
expression. I like that Pat said that.

BG: That’s why I enjoy our engagements, because you look at those 
words with depth. I remember you talking about the notion of moemoeā 
(dreaming) in the old proverb of Te Puea Hērangi, ‘Ka moemoeā ahau ko au 
anake, ka moemoea tatau…’3 I remember you challenging that, suggesting 
we actually would have used ‘rehurehu’ or another word for dreaming. 
When you apply that depth to vā or other terms you get to a different 
understanding.

CR: Or, ‘Mehemea kāore he whakakitenga kua ngaro te iwi, if there’s no 
vision …’4 I hear those words, and I wonder whether Te Puea really would 
have said it quite like that? I’m absolutely sure she would have had a sentiment 
like that, but would she have articulated it like that? ‘Mehemea kāore he 
whakakitenga kua ngaro te iwi’ sounds very English to me, it doesn’t sound 
Māori to me.

BG: Is it possibly from the Bible?

CR: Very possibly.

BG: Because they always talk about how Pākehā used it, but maybe from 
the Bible.

CR: You compare that sentence to ‘Māku anō e hanga i tōku nei whare. 
Ko ngā pou he māhoe, he patatē’5—it’s a completely different kind of feel; 
Tāwhiao did a really enigmatic thing. Another thing that Tāwhiao says 
is, ‘tokotoko tao ka mate te tangata, tokotoko rangi ka ora te tangata, ko 
aku rākau he māhoe he patetē ko te tikitiki o taku mahunga he kotuku’.6 
The wairua of that is so different to ‘Ka moemoea au ka whiwhi tātou 
te ao’;7 it feels English, those sentences. Anyway, I think we’re a little bit 
off topic!

3	  ‘When I dream I dream alone, when we all dream…’
4	  ‘When there is no vision the people are lost.’
5	  ‘I will build my house. Its posts will be made of māhoe (whiteywood) and patatē (seven-finger).’
6	  ‘The wooden spear kills the person, the esoteric spear uplifts the person, my stick is made from patetē 
wood and mahoe wood, the topknot upon my head is white heron.’
7	  ‘When I dream the world is ours.’
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BG: I think it’s great to be off topic, and in the book The Woven Universe, 
there’s a section about how you were at this session between Māori Marsden 
and Henare Tuwhāngai, and even though you’re a great exponent of the reo, 
you were lost in that situation because they were speaking a different reo.

CR: There wasn’t much vā going on between me and these two koroua 
(elder men)! There was a bit of kore (unknowing) going on! There was 
plenty going on between those two!

BG: And they were from different parts of the country, yet they still had that 
understanding. That’s the sort of place I’d love this research to go, although 
we don’t have that capacity. Anne Salmond’s interview, for example, was 
fascinating. She talked about the spiral and her research with whakapapa 
(which is also a place we’ll go to, talking about the vā in relation to Pei Te 
Hurinui Jones’ drawings). She talked about a way they had of memorising 
material, sort of like a matrix that most of us—well people like myself, 
second language learners—will never understand; the way they could retain 
vast amounts of knowledge (including whakapapa, which is also a way 
of talking about the vā) and somehow list that knowledge or retain that 
knowledge and not repeat themselves. Then I was listening to Wharehuia 
talking about these whakapapa experts. He was talking about the wānanga 
who would recite whakapapa names for three days to the land courts and 
not repeat themselves. Possibly another understanding of wā is the way they 
would have the ability to create this matrix and retain knowledge in a way 
that we won’t be able to understand, or possibly you can more than me.

CR: Well certainly what we know is that our tūpuna had tremendous, 
prodigious memories, the ability to retain enormous amounts of 
information—but also, they were able to organise their knowledge into 
easily assimilable forms (that’s an expression from Uncle Māori—‘easily 
assimilable forms’). They were able to organise the knowledge into song 
form, or into poetry forms, or whakapapa forms or something like that, 
where they could retain it and it became like muscle memory for them. 
They just know Hoturoa, Hotuope, Hotumatapu, Motai, Ue, Raka, Kakati, 
Tāwhiao, Whatihua8—it just comes out, they don’t have to reach for it, it’s 
like muscle memory. It’s in them so early in their lives that there’s no need 
to practise it. It’s just so in them, I call it ‘in-bodied knowledge’. It’s not 
something mental—it’s something that’s right in them. I think what you’re 
referring to is Wharehuia’s koroua Tamarau—there was a famous incident 

8	  Māori rangatira (chiefs).
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in a hearing of the Native Land Courts over Bay of Plenty way, where he 
did this amazing rendition over three or four days of the whakapapa of 
the Tūhoe people and Mātaatua people. Elsdon Best records it. I’m pretty 
sure that’s Wharehuia’s tupuna, this man with this prodigious memory—
and the purpose of doing that was so that he could demonstrate the right 
of this group to that piece of land, and the right of that group to that 
piece of land, and did it for three or four days without break. Absolutely 
stunning performance.

BG: In regard to the material you mentioned to me all those years ago, in 
terms of these takarangi spirals, I love these from the art perspective, when 
you think that the takarangi becomes this vortex, this three-dimensional 
form, and it’s reinforced by whakapapa. And, of course, that represents the 
physical space but also the passing of time, one generation to the next.

CR: Also, it represents the woven-ness of life, in the basic sense of balance 
in the world; that reality is this woven, linear and circular thing. The spiral 
is the marriage of the linear with the circular, and, I think, the takarangi. 
There are other forms though: ripo is one, the whirlpool. In the Hokianga, 
for example, they have this expression ‘Ko te toka i Māpua i Porihere, 
he toka whitinga rā. Patao, ko te toka i Ākiha he ripo anake tāu e kite 
ai.’9 There are these three taniwha, which are rocks at the mouth of the 
Hokianga Harbour, placed there by Kupe. Two of them can be seen by 
the sun, ‘he toka whitinga rā’; whereas the rock at Ākiha can only be seen 
by its whirlpool, ‘Patao, ko te toka i Ākiha, he ripo ana ki tāu e kite ai’, and 
that’s the one for the wānanga, that’s the meditation one. And the whole 
idea is that you go there, and you meditate upon the ripo, which is the spiral 
in the water. It’s the place where students were taken out to meditate and to 
come to some kind of illumination and return back to the whare wānanga 
and get their illuminations tested, and so on. It’s kind of enigmatic because 
it comes across as, ‘oh is that a little bit dark or something’, but it turns out 
to be the place you’re going to for meditation purposes.

BG: Ātaahua tērā whakaaro, nā Herewini tērā whakaaro, ‘Ehara koe i te 
toka Māpuna, te toka whitinga rā, ko te toka Ākiha, ko ngā riporipo kau ana 
e kitea ana.’10 It’s the same idea.

9	  ‘There is a rock at Māpua, at Porihere that shines in the sun. The rock at Ākiha, only its ripples can 
be felt.’
10	  ‘That’s a beautiful thought of Selwyn’s, “you are not like the rock at Māpuna that shines in the sun 
but the rock at Ākiha, whose ripples are seen”.’
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CR: So, ripo is another one, puna (spring)—gazing upon the puna and so 
on—but ripo, of course, is the movement in the water. There are places 
like Kororipo Pā, which is in the Bay of Islands, with the same idea that 
gazing into the ripo is gazing into the nature of reality. Gazing into these 
places is gazing to seek understanding and guidance about life. And there’s 
something about Te Kore at the centre, I just can’t quite remember now, 
but you see them on the taurapa (stern) and tauihu (bow) of waka (canoe).

BG: Of course, it makes perfect sense there, because it’s actually cut away—
so you know it’s a metaphor for Te Ao Mārama (the natural world). So, these 
have entrance points and exit points and refer to the journey of the soul 
back to Rerenga-Wairua, and the name of Te Pō, of course. That’s why I find 
that a fascinating combination of time and space. But you’re also talking 
about that whakapapa of Pei Te Hurinui Jones as well.

CR: Let me talk a little bit about that, and also about the relationship 
between wā and ātea. This is a thing you see in Uncle Māori [Marsden]’s 
work, this relationship between wā and ātea producing words like wātea—
you have vātea and so on in the Pacific. So, there is this whakapapa at the 
back of The Woven Universe, which is an abridged version of a whakapapa 
that Uncle Māori gave to us in his last seminar before he passed away. 
It doesn’t contain all the names of Io for example, and it doesn’t contain 
all the names of Te Pō. But one of the really interesting things about it is 
that you have the usual things of Te Kore and so on, but they talk about 
up north, things like Te Anu, Te Kowhao—Te Kowhao is the great hole, 
I don’t know what that is—Te Anu being the cold and so on, and then the 
various Te Pō, which all of our iwi traditions have. There are heaps of them, 
Te Pō-nui, Te Po-roa, Te Pō-papakina, Te Pō-ki-tua, Te Pō-ki-roto, and so 
on. And then finally you get to this point called Te Mauri, which is the 
spark of life you might say, or the beginnings of the life that we understand 
now. But then it goes into this very interesting sequence of events, which 
you do see versions of in other iwi, but it’s like it’s been crystallised into 
this form by Uncle Māori and probably his peers at the time. The first set 
is Te Pū, Te Weu, Te More, Te Aka, Te Rea—which is the growth of the 
seed in the ground—and the pū is the very first shoot which comes out of 
a seed when it’s in the ground, and the growth and the rootlets and things 
like that. The next set is Te Rapunga, Te Whāinga, Te Kukune, Te Pupuke, 
Te Hihiri—all about the growth of energy. The first set is about the growth 
of the seed in the ground, the next set is about the growth of energy, and the 
next set is about consciousness: Te Mahara, Te Hinengaro, Te Whakaaro, 
Te Whē, Te Wānanga. And in the final sequence, which is the one that’s 
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particularly relevant to our conversation today, are Te Hauora, Te Ātāmai, 
Te Āhua, which is the shape of something, and wā, which is time, and ātea 
as space. From there, you have Ranginui and Papatūānuku. And here, Uncle 
Māori is using ātea as space and wā for time, so when you have wātea it’s 
a conjunction of the two, space and time, and that’s being very explicit—​
wā and ātea together, wātea. Our everyday phrasing is ‘Kei te wātea koe ki 
te haere? Are you available or free to go? Do you have the space, do you 
have the time?’ That’s a typical conversational thing to say, right? But here 
he’s using wātea—quite explicitly. And out of that comes Ranginui and 
Papatūānuku, sky and earth. So that’s the first thing about wā and ātea.

The second thing about the word ātea, is that ātea is a very interesting word. 
It basically means the broad expanse of something—the space in front of the 
meeting house is the marae ātea. The word ātea refers to the expansiveness 
of it, so you can also talk about te ātea o te moana, the broad expanse of the 
ocean (‘te atetanga o te wai’ is another expression, the broad expanse of 
water). In Uncle Māori’s interpretation of the kete o te wānanga, there’s this 
word ‘tua ātea’. In his interpretations of the three baskets of knowledge, the 
first one is te kete aronui, knowledge pertaining to the world in which we 
comprehend and understand—our normal daily world. The second kete is 
Tuauri, beyond the dark. Uri means dark, uriuri means dark, very dark—​
so tuauri is beyond, extending into the dark. Those are things that you 
might say are immediately behind the world in which we live; Aronui being 
the normal world we comprehend, Tuauri the world just behind the veil. 
And the final one he calls the basket of ultimate reality: Tua ātea (beyond 
space). This is the world of Te Kore, this is the world of Io, this is the 
world of ‘ultimate reality’ as he calls it. There, you’re seeing the word ‘ātea’, 
I think, being used quite specifically to mean space or the broad expanse of 
space, and tua ātea, the most mysterious of the baskets, is about ultimate 
reality, beyond all things. So that’s Māori Marsden’s interpretation of those 
three baskets. They’re basically statements about the nature of reality and 
world view. The normal everyday world, the world just beyond the veil, and 
then, finally, an ultimate reality. There’s relationship once again with wā 
and ātea. Wānanga—I’ve often speculated and wondered myself whether 
wānanga is actually about, for want of a better word, the nature of space and 
time, the process of coming to understand space and time. I don’t know for 
sure, but because you’ve got that word ‘wā’ sitting in it—and it’s gerundive 
in ‘wānanga’, it’s not ‘wananga’, where the root word would be ‘wana’, it’s 
‘wānanga’ where the root word is ‘wā’.
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BG: Valance Smith was interesting, he talked about wā and ngana (as in, 
to strive for), so that was another interpretation.

CR: I don’t know for sure. We know that it was used as a process for coming 
to an understanding about something, we know that generally that’s what 
the word ‘wānanga’ is, but its etymology we don’t really know. But we can 
speculate on the presence of the word ‘wā’.

BG: It’s funny, when I was in Rapanui, for example, they would say 
something that sounded like ‘Kaua e vānanga au.’ Like ‘Don’t teach me 
a lesson.’ That was the interpretation when they were angry at me, and they 
were pointing at me with pistols in their hands! They had a lot of pistols. 
‘Kaua e vānanga au.’ So maybe there are other Polynesian languages that 
use that word specifically as opposed to kura (school). But that raises so 
many interesting points. Of course, in Hawai‘i there is the whole tradition 
of Wākea instead of Rangi, so Wākea is the atua. That word ‘ātāmai’, is 
that as in intelligence, as in ātāmai koe, or is that different? Because it has 
shape there.

CR: I remember this word ‘ātāmai’, I remember him saying it. It’s translated 
here, ‘ātāmai’ is shape and āhua is form. Āhua is the word for anything that 
comes to form in this life. Āhua is a word for species of animal for example, 
Ngā Āhua o te Ngahere for example is all the species of birds and plants that 
live in the forest.

BG: Does that relate to Hine-ahu-one, like native soil?

CR: They must be close in meaning. In the Te Ahukaramū manuscript 
the expression is ‘Āhuahuatia he wahine māu.’ Someone says to Tāne, 
‘Āhuahuatia he wahine māu. Fashion a wife for yourself from the soils of the 
land.’ So, I think there is this relationship between ahu …

BG: Or tūāhu?

CR: I think tūahu is slightly different. Ahu is the mound, so tūahu means 
making a mound. It literally means that, but we know that it means altar. 
I think I have come across some other examples where people have said 
‘Ahuatia, ka ahuatia mai a Hineahuone.’11 Ahu strictly means coming forth 
from the soil, I don’t think it necessarily means coming to form. I think ‘ahu’ 
is about the form. Ahu means the idea of coming forth, I think, Hineahuone 

11	  ‘Hineahuone came from the soil.’
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coming forth from the soil … As for my name, Te Ahukaramū—that refers 
to a type of altar. An ahu karamū is an altar made of coprosma, as opposed to 
an ahu aute. Yes, so ātāmai, I don’t know a lot about ātāmai. I remembered it 
when Uncle Māori used it because I hadn’t really heard that word. I’m sure 
there’s a lot more if we spent more time exploring it.

CR: I think if you take the example of the pōwhiri ritual on the marae ātea, 
it’s possible that we’re using the word ‘papa’ in te reo Māori in ways in which 
our Samoan cousins may be using the word ‘vā’ or ‘wā’. What I mean by 
that is the real purpose of karanga is to establish spiritually the place and the 
kaupapa, the reason why we’ve come together, but they’re also establishing 
the boundaries around it and the conditions by which Te Pō and then Te Ao 
Mārama may come alive. So, when we’re on the marae ātea, which is oriented 
towards Te Pō, this is the realm of the ancestors, the realm of the spirits, the 
realm of summoning guidance from beyond, and things like that. That’s the 
whole purpose of the karanga (ceremonial welcome call), to do that. It’s not 
just to welcome people upon the marae, which is one part of it. But the 
other part of the karanga is actually summoning the powers of the universe 
to be here, to be present in this time, to mourn those who have passed but 
more particularly to summon their mana (power, potency) and their tapu 
(sacredness) to be with us as we go through this journey from Te Pō to 
Te Ao Mārama, which is represented by the meeting house. The karanga is 
a very sacred task in that way, to establish those conditions to take place and 
to summon all the things that need to be there—all the mana atua, mana 
tūpuna, mana whenua (power of the gods, ancestors and land). And then 
it’s the role of the whaikōrero (orator) and the waiata (song) upon the marae 
to speak to that kaupapa (topic) and to find resolution. You have all your 
conflict upon the marae but the whole purpose of whaikōrero is to resolve 
it, not just to stand up and welcome people—that’s not what a pōwhiri is. 
A whaikōrero is to stand up and welcome people, but more particularly, 
speak to the reason that we’ve come together. The conflict or the problem 
or issue. Say, for example, at a tangihanga (funeral), we’re conflicted because 
someone has died and you’re supposed to speak to that to help people with 
their grief and with their mourning and to bring them from Te Pō of their 
sadness and grief into Te Ao Mārama of resolution. So, it’s possible that that 
whole sense of what our Samoan relations might call vā—we may be using 
the words papa and kaupapa. We might be using it that way, I don’t know 
for sure. But it strikes me when I’m talking about that space we establish 
in the marae ātea, we would call it papa, we would call it kaupapa, not so 
much vā.
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BG: But even the informal use that you were talking about of wātea, 
‘mehemea kei te wātea koe haere mai’—but then whakawātea, you know, to 
clear the space, is in the same realm as karanga as you mentioned, to bring 
forth all of those …

CR: ‘Me hiki te tapu me whakawātea, me hiki te tapu he kahikahi i te 
aroaro’12 is the old expression for clearing space. Well, waerea is another 
one—clearing the space that’s now gone back to its normal use, it’s become 
wātea, it’s not necessarily gone back to noa (unrestricted, no longer tapu) but 
rather it’s become wātea. It can be returned to normal day-to-day activities, 
it’s no longer under the presence of the sacred, it has been moved on, so now 
it’s called wātea.

Tina Engels-Schwarzpaul: There are forms of ordering or drawing 
distinctions that relate to the overlapping territories that we talked about 
earlier. I’m trying to attune my thinking to the more dynamic way of having 
both at different times or in different states, rather than one or the other.

CR: I think we have both in our culture. There are times when you do have 
to be very clear about the boundary. Tāwhiao’s saying to General Cameron, 
‘Mangatāwhiri is the boundary—if you cross this boundary, we’re at war.’ 
So, there are times when that happens, and I think the traditional view of 
the pōwhiri was like that too. When I was speaking to my dad’s cousin, 
who was brought up by his grandparents, Uncle Iwi Nicholson down in 
Levin said when he was a child, children were never allowed at the marae. 
They were not permitted at the marae. Only one or two children would 
go to the marae to pōwhiri, and always surreptitiously, usually with the 
grandmothers, and they had to be very quiet because they regarded these 
as very sacred things. They were not community meetings where anything 
goes. They had lots of very strong disciplines around the conduct of the 
marae, and we’ve become very ill-disciplined with the way our marae 
operate today. Anything goes on our marae these days. But in the time when 
my father was a child, when your father was a child, there were very clear 
and particular disciplines around the marae. Our people did have a culture 
of setting boundaries when they had reason to do so. In terms of human 
relationships, the example that we used before was in the Treaty settlement 
process. It also happened in the old Native Land Courts in the 1890s and 
1910s, where you’ve got the push by the prevailing cultural system to say 
that this acre of land belongs to this person and that acre of land belongs to 

12	  ‘Lift the tapu, clear it away.’
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that person, when in fact the human relationships were actually fluid at the 
edges and there were clear centres. The example used was the pā harakeke 
model, which is the flax bush: clear delineated centres with rootlets and 
things going out and overlapping. Porous boundaries. Fluid boundaries on 
the edges. The point I’m making is there are times when boundaries are 
set, and there are times when boundaries are fluid. And also that you can 
have fluid and porous boundaries if you feel your centre is not under threat, 
if you come from an empowered centre.

One word we haven’t spoken about is ‘whakawā’, which means to judge 
something or to adjudicate something, to form a view about something. 
So, ‘kaiwhakawā’ is the Māori word we use for judges. Whakawā literally 
means to make space and time, but whakawā—meaning to judge or 
adjudicate something—is an interesting word. So, you’ve got, ‘Ka hoki 
mai ngā tauira o te whare wānanga kia whakawākia e ngā tohunga’ or ‘the 
students of the whare wānanga return to be examined by their teachers’. 
I think what it literally means is to establish, to create space and time, but 
it’s used to mean to judge something. ‘Tēnei au te whakawā nei i te waiata 
a Brett’, I’m sitting here studying Brett’s song, to see if it’s any good or not!

BG: That opens a realm of possibilities, doesn’t it?

CR: Takiwā, wā moana, wā kāinga.

BG: All those notions of fluid boundaries are so fascinating. It’s almost 
like contemporary science is catching up with Indigenous ways of thinking. 
You think of quantum physics and how there’s fluidity of boundaries and so 
on, how that becomes a duplication of these ideas that we’re talking about. 
With no hard and fast boundaries things can exist in different states.

CR: Yeah, Uncle Māori was very keen on his new physicists—Eisenberg 
and Planck and Einstein and so on—because he loved the idea of rhythmic 
patterns in energy, which the new physicists were very keen on. The 
uncertainty principle. He really liked the whole idea of rhythmic patterns 
of energy, because when you came across that it really resonated with an 
idea of the hihiri. He argues that hihiri is the source of mauri, that hihiri 
is the energy that sits underneath and beyond the world, and mauri is the 
manifestation of hihiri into the visible world. Hihiri is this primordial 
energy, and what is beyond our normal comprehension behind the world 
is rhythmic patterns of energy. And that’s how he saw ghosts, for example: 
the spirits of ancestors are these rhythmic patterns of energy expressing 
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themselves into the world. And he loved it, he just loved that idea of 
rhythmic patterns of energy. You’ll see it in The Woven Universe. The ‘woven 
universe’ is the weaving of these rhythmic patterns of energy.

BG: That’s quite different from Pei’s version where Te Mauri is actually 
listed there as part of that whakapapa.

CR: It was ages ago now, but I went off and got as many different versions 
of the creation story as I could find, from all over the country, so I could 
compare them. Some of them are really quite different from others. 
The thing I noticed was our Tainui traditions tended to be more solar than 
lunar, whereas the lunar traditions tended to be more on the East Coast, 
Ngāti Porou. What I mean by that is when the children are in the night, 
in the Ngāti Porou version it’s the moon that they see; that draws them 
towards Te Ao Mārama. In the Tainui traditions, it’s the sun that they see in 
the night. That’s why you have Tāwhaki for example, he is the one who goes 
up and gets the baskets of knowledge, the son of the Sun. Whereas in the 
north, I think, it’s more lunar. I think Tainui and Te Arawa were more solar.

BG. It’s because of our sunny dispositions.

CR. It tends to be more whakahīhī! More arrogant. Solar presents more of 
an arrogant disposition in the world as opposed to a lunar, which is much 
less arrogant! 

Now the real stuff will come out when you turn the camera off, that’s usually 
what happens, eh?
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