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Legends and myths of Hawaii have long been an integral part of the rich cultural
tapestry of the islands. These stories, passed down through generations, are steeped in
spirituality and provide insights into the values, beliefs, and traditions of the Native
Hawaiian people. From powerful deities to enchanting creatures, the legends of Hawaii
capture the imagination and reflect the natural beauty and unique geography of the
islands. This article delves into some of the most significant legends and myths of Hawaii,
exploring their meanings and the cultural context behind them.

Significant Deities in Hawaiian Mythology

Hawaiian mythology is populated by a pantheon of gods and goddesses, each representing
different aspects of life, nature, and the cosmos. Here are some of the most prominent
deities:

1. Pele

Pele, the goddess of fire and volcanoes, is perhaps the most famous deity in Hawaiian
mythology. She is often depicted as a fierce and passionate woman, known for her fiery



temperament and her creation of the Hawaiian Islands through volcanic activity.

- Legends of Pele:

- One popular legend tells of her journey from Tahiti to Hawaii, in pursuit of her beloved, the
god of the sea, Kanaloa.

- Pele is said to reside in the Kilauea volcano, where she continues to shape the landscape.

2. Hi'iaka

Hi'iaka, the younger sister of Pele, is the goddess of hula and healing. She is known for her
beauty and strength, often depicted as a protector of the land and its people.

- Her Journey:
- One of the most famous tales involves Hi'iaka traveling to find her sister’s lover, Lohiau,
and bringing him back to Pele, showcasing themes of love, loyalty, and sacrifice.

3. Kanaloa

Kanaloa, the god of the ocean, is frequently associated with the underworld and healing. He
represents the vastness and power of the sea, often seen as a counterpart to Pele.

Mythical Creatures of Hawaii

Hawaiian mythology is also rich with stories of mythical creatures that inhabit its forests,
mountains, and seas. These beings often embody moral lessons or reflect the natural world.

1. Menehune

The Menehune are small, dwarf-like people believed to be the original inhabitants of Hawaii.
They are known for their incredible craftsmanship and ability to build structures overnight.

- Characteristics:

- Menehune are said to live in the forests and are often described as playful and
mischievous.

- Many legends tell of their construction of fishponds, roads, and temples, with the most
famous site being the Menehune Fishpond in Kauai.

2. Mo'o

Mo'o are dragon-like lizard creatures that can be either benevolent or malevolent,
depending on the story. They are often protectors of freshwater sources and can shapeshift
into beautiful women.

- Legends of Mo'o:
- Some tales portray them as guardians of sacred places, while others describe their wrath



against those who disrespect the land.

3. Nightmarchers

Nightmarchers, or "huaka'i po," are the spirits of ancient warriors who march at night. They
are said to roam the islands, particularly at night, and are accompanied by the sound of
conch shells and drums.

- Cultural Significance:
- Encountering nightmarchers is considered both a blessing and a curse, and it is advised to
show respect to avoid their wrath.

Creation Myths and Cosmology

Hawaiian creation myths offer profound insights into the worldview of the Native Hawaiian
people. These stories illustrate the connection between the land, the sea, and the divine.

1. The Creation of the Islands

One prevalent myth describes how the islands were formed through the actions of Pele,
who used her volcanic powers to create the land.

- The Birth of Hawaii:
- According to the legend, Pele traveled from Tahiti, and her lava flows shaped the islands,
creating valleys, mountains, and coastlines.

2. The First Humans

Another creation story tells of the first humans being formed from the earth by the god
Kane, who breathed life into them.

- The Importance of the 'Aumakua:

- Each family in Hawaiian culture is believed to have an 'aumakua, a guardian spirit that
guides and protects them, often represented in various animal forms.

Lessons and Morality in Hawaiian Myths

The legends and myths of Hawaii often carry moral lessons and teachings that reflect the
values of Hawaiian society.

1. Respect for Nature

Many stories emphasize the importance of respecting the land and its resources. The tales



of the Menehune and Mo'o highlight how the natural world is intertwined with spiritual
beliefs.

- Example:
- The legend of Mo'o protecting freshwater sources teaches the importance of preserving
water and respecting its sacredness.

2. The Value of Community and Family

Hawaiian myths often celebrate the concept of '‘ohana, or family, illustrating the bonds that
unite communities.

- Example:
- The tale of Hi'iaka’s journey for her sister Pele underscores the significance of loyalty and
sacrifice within familial relationships.

3. The Cycle of Life and Death

Many myths acknowledge the cycle of life, death, and rebirth, reflecting the Hawaiian
understanding of the interconnectedness of all beings.

- Example:
- The nightmarchers serve as a reminder of the ancestral spirits and the respect owed to
those who have passed.

Conclusion

The legends and myths of Hawaii are a testament to the islands' rich cultural heritage. They
provide a window into the beliefs, values, and traditions of the Native Hawaiian people.
From the fiery goddess Pele to the mischievous Menehune, these stories not only entertain
but also impart vital lessons about respect, community, and the environment. As Hawaii
continues to evolve, the importance of these legends remains, serving as a bridge between
the past and present, reminding all who visit or live in the islands of the profound
connection to the land and its history. Embracing these myths helps preserve the culture
and identity of Hawaii, ensuring that their enchanting stories endure for future generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the legend of Pele in Hawaiian mythology?

Pele is the goddess of fire, lightning, wind, and volcanoes, known for her passionate and
tumultuous nature. The legend says she resides in the Halema‘uma‘u crater of Kilauea
volcano, where she creates new land and destroys it with her fiery lava.



Who is Maui and what are his notable feats in Hawaiian
mythology?

Maui is a demigod and trickster known for his cleverness and strength. Notable feats
include fishing up the Hawaiian Islands from the ocean and slowing down the sun to make
the days longer for his mother.

What is the significance of the Menehune in Hawaiian
folklore?

The Menehune are mythical little people believed to inhabit the forests and mountains of
Hawaii. They are known for their extraordinary craftsmanship, particularly in constructing
temples, aqueducts, and fishponds overnight.

What does the legend of the Night Marchers entail?

The Night Marchers are the spirits of ancient Hawaiian warriors who are said to march at
night. Legend holds that if you encounter them, you should either hide or pay your respects
to avoid their wrath.

How does the story of Hi‘iaka reflect Hawaiian values?

Hi‘iaka, the sister of Pele, embodies loyalty, bravery, and the importance of family. Her
journey to retrieve her sister's lover showcases her determination and the bonds of kinship,
which are central to Hawaiian culture.

What role do ‘aumakua play in Hawaiian mythology?

‘Aumakua are ancestral deities or family gods that provide guidance and protection to their
descendants. They can take the form of animals or natural elements and are believed to
offer wisdom through signs and dreams.

What is the story of the ‘ohi‘a lehua tree in Hawaiian
mythology?

The ‘Ohi‘a lehua tree is associated with a love story between the goddess Pele and the
warrior Ohia. When Ohia was transformed into a tree by Pele out of jealousy, it symbolizes
the connection between love and nature in Hawaiian beliefs.

What does the tale of the Kumulipo represent in
Hawaiian culture?

The Kumulipo is a Hawaiian creation chant that describes the origins of the universe,
humanity, and the relationship between the land and its people. It reflects the deep
spiritual connection Hawaiians have with nature and their ancestors.

What is the significance of the Hawaiian chant '‘Ke



Aloha'?

The chant 'Ke Aloha' celebrates love and the connection between people and the land. It
emphasizes the importance of relationships and the spiritual bonds that tie Hawaiians to
their environment and each other.
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