
Tāpapa::Earth Touch 
Mai te tohi rangi, ki te tohi nuku, tiaho ki roto, mārama ki roto tupu mauri ora ki te whai ao, 
ki te ao mārama, tihei mauri ora 

E ngā mate kua wehe I te po, haere, haere, haere  

Koutou ko ngā tae o te motu, tēnā koutou katoa 

We live between the realms of Sky Father and Earth Mother. To the Creator who gives life 
to us all, he mihi.  To those who have passed, farewell.  To all those who come from afar, 
welcome. 

My name is Hēnare Walmsley an Architect from Wairapapa in New Zealand. I am a 
Māori from the tribes Tuhourangi Ngāti Wahiao, Whakaue Ngāti Hurunga te Rangi ki 
Rotorua, My waka is Arawa. 
  
I want to talk to today about Tā Papa or Earth Touch.  ‘Ta’ in Māori means ‘apply to’ 
and papa is ‘earth’. My mother’s name is Moetāpapa (‘moe’ is sleep) and the name 
resembles a child sleeping on its knees with its cheek to the pillow.  Likened to one 
who touches the earth with their cheek showing great respect and humility. 
  
It’s important to have narrative to hold together your mindset when designing things-
in play, in living and in working with the environment around you.  
  
Māori look at this at this in an anthropomorphic way.  Anthropomorphism is the 
ability to translate physical and sometimes inanimate objects into personal form or 
‘like a person’.  Last week there was a catch cry to treat our Kauri trees like 'humans' 
in their battle against kauri dieback.   
  
Māori of the Whanganui river talk about ‘ko te awa ko au, ko au te awa’ I am the 
river and the river is me. Whatever I do to the river I do to me.   
  
Indigenous people, not only Māori, understand their relationship with sky and earth 
and the realms between.  Look at this Pūtatara, Tane Mahuta god of forests – the 
mouth piece, Tangaroa god of seas – the conch, Pingao is a daughter of Tane who 
pulls together the two gods – she is the pacifier. Tawhiri Matea is the breath and 
song that carries through the knowledge and message of the Creator. So, you can 
see how integral each component is to part of the whole. 
  
In designing homes for instance, we should look at basic questions about materials 
and where they are from.  This building uses recycled materials, the rocks and wood 
immediate to that area. Straw from the local farm, rocks from an adjacent quarry, 
recycled tin and windows.  Ka ora he tetekura, a ka mate he tetekura ki a 



Papatūānuku anō.  So, our treasures come from Earth mother when we die, we 
return to Earth mother again. 
  
In the building of the great wharenui or meeting house the carved barge boards take 
on the arms of an ancestor gathering their people into its bond. The back bone, ribs 
and head (roof, rafters and apex) take on anthropomorphic characteristics and 
creates a special sacredness to the spaces within and without. 
  
As we look at the human form of our land mass Aotearoa, we observe the likeness 
to tamariki, wahine and tane (child. woman, and man) and if we use this as a 
narrative, we would respect our environment. Ko te whenua ko au, ko au te 
whenua.  I am the land and the land is me. 
  
Taken to an individual site (my papakainga at Papamoa near Tauranga) we observe 
Manaia (or man/bird creature) and understand the format of the land by careful 
placement of structures, gardens, paddocks and trees.  The scheme looks at 
fundamental permaculture techniques such water storage, swales, wet areas, 
underground reservoirs, wind and sun.  The puku (or stomach) is a large partitioned 
paddock for dairy, sheep and stock animals.  Swales evenly distribute water and 
nutrients to vital riparian planting areas, and conservation of pingao on dune 
reestablishment areas, the arm of Manaia protects the whare (house) against the 
off-shore winds. 
  
The key points of this paper are to: 
 
 -          Recognize the holistic value of the environment and its individual parts –
Pūtatara 
 
 -          Understand the life cycle of parts from being built to being demolished – 
Strawbale and tin house 
 
-          Know the sacredness of the spaces we create – Wharenui 
 
 -          Have a narrative that can be easily understood (tamariki, wahine and tane) 
and belief system ‘I am the earth and the earth is me’ 
 
 -          Put into action thoughtful design and motivation – Manaia of Papamoa 
 
 To me understanding the earth and sky is essential to living a sustainable and 
enjoyable life.  If we treat the environment the way we would like to be treated - 
anthropomorphic ideas could be a starter for a new world. 
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