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Maori Religion and Mythology, Els-
don Best, Government Printer.

After being neglected for almost half
a century, a classic work by one of New
Zealand’s most celebrated and contro-
versial pioneer writers on Maoridom
has been published.

The long promised second study of
“Maori Religion and Mythology” is the
last to complete the reprint series of
Elsdon Best’s Dominion Museum
Bulletins undertaken by the Govern-
ment Printer.

The 682-page book is a detailed ac-
count of the creation of the universe,
the origin of man, religious beliefs and

rites, magic and folklore of the Maori.
Other major studies in Best’s Domi-

nion Museum Bulletin series were on
Maori stone implements, storehouses,
the pa, canoes, games and pastimes,
agriculture, religion and mythology
(part One), fishing methods, Maori
traditions surrounding conception,
birth and baptism and the “Forest Lore
of the Maori”.

The history of Best’s study on “Maori
Religion and Mythology” is a checkered
one. The Turnball Library housed the
800-page manuscript of the unpub-
lished Bulletin 11 for some 50 years
after Best’s death in 1931.

An attempt to publish the text on the
eve of 1940 to commemorate the cen-
tennial year of Pakeha New Zealand
failed with the onset of the Second
World War.

A further attempt came closer to
publication in 1942. But the intervening
war years saw the text, together with a
series of carefully edited galley proofs
of the first score or so pages, remain an
unfinished legacy.

National Museum director, Dr John
Yaldwyn, who wrote the foreword, ex-
plains that by the early 19705, most of
Best’s classic studies were long out of
print. They quickly became “collector’s
items” fetching high prices on the se-
cond hand market and book auctions
which put them well out of the reach of
the average New Zealander.

Disturbed by this trend, Dr Yaldwyn
seized the opportunity in 1972 to pre-
sent his case to the GovernmentPrinter
who agreed to reprint the series with-
out revision and retaining their Domi-
nion Museum Bulletin numbers, but re-
setting the texts in a uniform format.

The decision to reprint without sub-
stantial revision was not taken lightly.
Dr Yaldwyn admits that Best’s views
“are very dated and some of them very
wrong.

“But the greatest value of the texts is
that they represent what Best thought,
from what he had been told and from
what he had gathered.

“Those were his views and all the
other writings of Best’s are based on
this body of knowledge. This knowledge
is being made readily available again to
help people making similar studies to
realise that this was the state of know-
ledge of Maori folklore and religion at
the time.”

Controversy surrounds much of
Best’s series of papers on Maori life
and customs. Modern Maori enthno-
logists say that although Best was a
methodical recorder, he was often re-
luctant to a fault to assess or criticise
doubtful material from which he quoted
extensively in later studies ‘au fait’.

Other critics suggest that Best’s
views were too “westernised”.

Best, the first white man to live with
theTuhoe tribe in the rugged Urewera
Country, gained the confidence of the
elders and achieved a degree of rap-
port seldom equalled by a later genera-
tion of ethnologists. Historian Sir Peter
Buck said; “He saw things with their
eyes and felt with their feelings,”

Here, Best second from left, records a
part of the Maori heritage with the aid
of a gramophone.
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