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The accuracy and purpose of asironomical observations by the |
Ausiralian Aborigines are discussed. The predictive and raoral
fimctions inherent in the legends associated with paricular
- celestial objects are outlined and compared with the purpose of
western -science. Examples of legends refating {0 the Sun, -
Moon, Milky Way, Southern Cross, Venus, Orion, the Pleiades,
the Magelianic clouds, and meteors are included. '
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_ 1 INTRODUCTION

H}Saones of astronoray customarily begin by contrasting the advance of modf:m (ie. post-
Renaissénce) science with the astrology which preceded it and which relied on the initiation of
the few iato an essentially-secret knowledge. In Europe, this mode of information transfer was
almost wholly discredited by the ime of Enlightenment so that the earlier beliefs and legends
which had formed the basis of Greek, Romarn, and Babylonian astronomy became mere isolated
stories, divorced from the culture of which they bad been an integral part. It is impossible for us
1 know what owr hunter-gatherer Evropean ancestors thought when they looked up at the
northern consiellations some 15 000 years ago for we cannot recaptire their world view.

' However, in aboriginal culture we can still locawe the star legends in the context of an
holistic ‘world view which both developed from, and accounted for, the brilliant nightly
spectacie of the southern sky and the daily rebirth of the Sun. Astronomy was an integral =
component of aboriginal culture to a degree which it is difficult for those of us who live in a
fagmented.and specialist-oriented society to understand. Isoiated from such a civilisation and
fom scientific explanations of the enviromment, the Aborigines evolved a close semse of -
relationship with the whole natural world. It is significant, in this regard, thar they are the only
culture which has 110 myth of alienation from Nature, such as the expuision from Eden of the
Judaco-Christian tradition. On the contzary they believe that througn their Great Ancestors they

- too are co-creators of the natural world.

For the Aborigines, the stars not only evoked wonder; théy also predicted and
explained natural occumrences and provided celestial paraliels with tribal experiences and
behavioural codes. These beliefs have bén handed down through orai tradition for some 40 000
year$ and hence they show us, as no other existing culture car, how natural pheromena beyond
human contro} can be assimilated and understood without recourse to measurement of time,
distance, or quantity. ' . : .

2 ACCURACY OF VISUAL OBSERVATIONS

The Aborigines’ knowledge of the southern sky was probably the most precise possible for
people dependent or the naked eye. Within the "crowded’ southern sky they made precise
observations, not only of first and second order stars, but even of the more inconspicuous siar
groups and devised a complex seasonai calendar based on star pattern recognition in relation 10
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. the position of the consteHations'in the sky, particularly at sunrise and sunset Patfern was
apperenily more importent than brighimess for the Aborigines, who often identified a small
cluster of relatively obscure stars while ignoring more conspicuous single stars. Thus the people
of Groote Eylandt geve the name Umwala (the Crab} to the small cluster of relatively-
insigmificant stars (average mmagritude 4.4) Sigma, Delta, Rho, Zeta, and Eta Hydrae, while
disregarding the adjacent bright stars Procyorn (o Canis Minoris) and Regulus (¢ Leonis) which
' have visual megnitudes of 036 and 1.35 respectwcly, but whlch are not part of an obvious
' gmv,seeﬁgm 1 _ , ,
: L PROCYGN

. ®REGULUS

Fig. 1. Thestarsmtheheadoftheooﬂstell&bon!-{ydm,wm
Procyonandﬂeguius

. Colomwasalsoanmlportamfactorm thedfmgnm:ono;stars The Aranda tribes of . -

. Centrel Australia distinguish red stars from white, blue;, and yellow stars: They classify the
bright star Antares (o Scorpii) as tataka indora (very red} and the stars of the V-shaped Hyades
cIustﬂr, which represent for them two Tows of girls, are divided into a iwaka (red) group and a

- gilkera {white) group. The former are the daughters of the conspzcno.:&v Ted stat Mdcoaran, a .

Tam (Maegraith, 1932).
The Aborigines also differenfiated between the mghﬂy movement of thesta:s fromﬂast

to west and the more gradual anmual shift of the consteliations. From this latter displacement, -

they devised a complex seasonal calendar based on the location of constellations in the sky,
. particularly at sunrise or sunset. The Arenda and Luritia fribes around Hermannsbarg in Central
Avsmalia predict the position of the constellation locally-named Irifjinga the Eagle-hawk (2
quadrangular arrangement comprising Gemma and Delia Crucis and Gemma and Delia
Centauriy with great accuracy throughout the whole year (Maegraith, 1932). These tribes also
know that certain stars lying to the south, mamely Iritjinga and the Poimieis of the Cioss are
" wisible thvoughout the year, although their position in the sky varies. This amounts to z

discovery that sters within a oertam dxsmnoe of the South Csks’ual Pole never fall bciow the

 ‘horizon. .
However, what the Abongmes Gid with their - astronomical knewledge was

fumdementaily different from what modermn astronomers do with experimental data from their
observational data and provides an interesting comment on what western scientists think of as a
seif-evident methodology. In the first place, traditional sboriginal culture paid no aitention to
-two of the most basic concepts of western science, numeracy and temporality. The Aborigines
made no measuremenis of space or fime, nor did they engage in even the most elementary
mathematical calculations. Fandamentally their observations of the stars were conducted not out
of scientific curjosity — o of an Hnterest in the stars for their own sake — but for essentially
pragmatic reasons. Either they were an attempt to discover predictive correiations berween the

ik,
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positions of the stars aud other natmal events important to the survival of the tribe — the
avaalabﬂuy of parnaﬁar foods or the onset of particular weather conditions; or they prov:dcd 1
system of moral guidance and education in tribai lore — 2. function equally necsssazy to the
continuation of the tribe's 1den11ty '

'3 'I'HZE PREDIC’IIVE FUNCTION OF ASTRONOMY

- As hun’eer—gatherexs depcndent for their survivai on a fo:eknowledge of envnonmemal chang@s
. the Aborigines noted, in particular, the comrelation between the movements and patterns of stars
" . and changes in the weather or other events related 1o the seasonal supply of food. As might be

expected, the significance aftributed to these sidereal ocamrences varies with the diet and -
lifestyle of different tribes. Thus, on Groote Eyland! the appearance in the evening. sky towards
the.end of April of two stars (Upsiton and Lambda Scorpii) in the sting’ of the consteliation of

SCGTPIO mchcated that the wet season hHad ended and that the dry south-easterly wind

marimariga would begin to blow; whereas, at nearby Yirrkalla, the importance of Scorpio was
linked 1o the observation that its appearance i the moming sky in early December heralded the
arrival of the Malay fishermen who came in their canoes to collect trepang (Mountford, 1956).
In winter, the most spectacular indiviGeal stars in the southern sky are Arcturus (ot Boots) and
Vega (o Lyrae). When Arcturus could be seen in the eastern sky at suntise, the Aborigines of

. Amhem Iand knew that it was time to harvest the spike-rush or rakia, & reed valuable for

mzking fish traps and baskets for carrying food, and a Iocat legend about Arcturus serves as a
reminder of this. On the other hand, amongst the Boorong tribe of the Mallee comntry of western
Vicioria, Arcturus is personified as Marpezmiaark and celebrated as the one who showed them
where to find pupa of the wood ant, a stapie item of diet during August and Sepiember, while
Vega represents the spirit of Neilloan, or the Mallee-hen, who taught the tibe how to finds its
eggs, an important source of food in October. Other notable events, like the ripening of tubers
and bulbs and the appearance of migraiory birds and animals, were correlated with specific
positions of Orion, the Pleiades, and the Southern Cross at different seasons of the year. For the

... Pifjantiara trive in the western desert, the appearance of the- Pleiades in the daws sky in autumn

was particularly important, being the. sign.that the annual dingo- brecdmg scason had begun.

- Fertility ceremonies were then performed for the dingoes and some weeks later the tribe raided
_ the lairs of the dingoes; culling and feasting on the young pups (Tindale, 19743 Such stories

cleariy evolved to ensure that these matitional associutions were nor forgotien and to stress their
mponance for the bngoing survwal of the race.

4 THE MORAL FUNCI‘ION QF MYTH
Aboriginal astronomy and its associafed legends also had 2 pwpose beyond the immediately

‘pragmatic one of food collection. No less important 1o the preservation of the tribe as a cuitural

entity was the organic relationship believed to exist between natural phenomena and social
behaviour, and since many of the legends formmiated to emphasise this connection involved the
consteliations, the night sky served as a periodic reminder of the moral lessons enshrined in the
myths. Like the stained glass windows of medieval cathedrals, they provided, in effect, an
Tiustrated wxtbook of merality and culture during the thousands of years when the only means
of relaying the accumulated wisdom of the tribe was oral tradition. .
. In common wrth most thm.ghz systems, including wesiem science, the legends which
were sung, danced and mimed by the Australian Aborigines represented attempts fo understand,
predict and hencc 10 obtain some control over the natnral world. However, unlike scientific
method which is analytical, materialistic and particularizing, the undertying premise of all the
abongxz:al myths concerning the Sum, Moon, and constellztions is a belief in. the essential
spiritual unity of Man, not only with other species, but also with inanimate objects. Astronomy
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' .-was ozﬂy a part of then' total phﬂosophv about the namral world_ ’{heu' legends of the Dreammg
',emphasmad ‘the parailels between the personified hﬁavcnly boche.s and their eaathly comterpans
- hnmamzmg and integrating natural phsnomcna with tribal institations zmd customs:” -

Althongh observation of the stars is accessible 10 all, the mcamng Whlcﬁ the’ m‘be L '

i 'érmomcd fo these observations was sirictly conceptual rather than perceptual. 1 It could not be

‘understood by persona} experience or by tné intellect, but only through initiation into tribat fore’ -

" which stressed the imtimate, causal association between physical events and fhe human dramas

of good and evil. Lessons about compassion, brotherhood, and respect for the land a5 Mother,
the prohibition of incest and aduitery and zboos on Killing or edting totem animals were nightly . -
reinforced by being enacted in the sky world ‘znd thereby fxsmblxshed the vmiversal vahdxty of -

: ﬂlc &bl(:& Jaws governing the ttibe’s morality.

T " The many and diverse aboriginal myths associated ‘with the heavenly bodms nclode
. Stories aoou! the Sun, the Moon, the Mitky Way, fhe Magellanic Clouds,- Mars,; Venus,’ and the

: several copstellations which form distinctive patterns in the southern sky - ‘notably the Southern
Cross and its pointers, the Pleiades, Oriom's Belt, Scorpio, Gemini, and Aldebaran: ‘A

representative selection of these myths i Is given here 1o mchczte the ali—encompassmg framework '

~of which thsv area part_

S THE SUN AND MOON

- There are many variants of the aborigina] creation story but in most versions the life-giving
spirit is the Sun. Amongst the Murray River tribes, the origin of the Sun is linked to thé tossing
of z giant emu egg into the sky where it strock 2 heap of dry wood and burst into flame, bringing

- Tight to the hitherto dark world. Thereupor, the Great Spirit Baiame, seeing how much the world . A

was improvcd by sualight, decided to rekindle the woodpile each day (Elkm, 1954).

In contrast 1o the Greeks, the Amerind Indians and, the Quechua Indians of Peru, all of

- whom designated the Sud as male and the Moon as female, the Amstralian Aborigines invariably

- rpmemthc Sun as femnale and the Moon as maie. In most areas, the Sun is 2 woman who daily

awakcsmhercamp in the eest and Jights a fire fo prepare the bark torch she will carry across the
sky: This fire provides the first Tight of dawn. Before beginning her jourmey she’ decorates
herself with powder made from crushed red ochze, colouring the clonds red in the process. Al
everping, having travelled across the sky to the western edge of the World, she renews her

: " 'powder, spilling red and yellow in the sky again before beginming her'long passage underground
- . ‘back to her camp in the cast. Tt was probably this underground journey which was instrumental
_ i determining the gender of the Sum as female, for her forch is thought 10 bring warmth and -

fertility to the interior of the earth, cansing the plants to grow. However, in Milingimbi, Arnher
_znd,wnuretheS:.msc!smthcsea,shebccommagmainmkayﬁshandswunsumerme
earth to return in the east pext morning. Similarly; in Milingimbi legend, the Mooxn becomes &
Jukal fisk, passing beneath the earth during the day (Mowntford, 1956).

. Thae Moon, being maie, is gﬂnemlly accorded greater status, znd in many areas pOWers

- of death and fertility are accorded 1o him. An eclipse of the Sun is interpreted as indicating that |

" the Moon man is unifing with the Sun woman. ‘In addition, diverse legends heve evolved 1o

.. . atcount for his waxing and waning. Aborigines in coastal areas noted the correlation between
. the phases of the Moon and the fides. At Yimkallz in Atthem Land ané on Groote Eylands,
" when the Moon is new or full and sets at sunset or sunrise respectively, the tides are high; when
. the'Moon is in the zenith at sunrise or sunset, the tides are low. The Aborigines believe that the
high fides, Tunning into the Moon as it sets into the Sea, make it fat and round. {Although the

" Hew Moon may appear thin, they ‘deduce from thefam:c outling ‘of the full circle thaf it too is
.- round #nd full of water) Oonvexsely, when the tfides are lew the-water pouss from the full Moen

Tato the sea below and the Moon consequently becomes thin, see Figue 2.
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Fig. 2. Drawing of & bark peainting from Groote Eylandt showing the full Moon with ines
oniheloweredge?ndcsﬁnghewatermmﬁngintoﬂﬁehbonfromthesea {the horizortal
,band} Thenew Moon is shown at the botlorn as a crescent. (After Mountiord)

In‘ihc k:gcnc‘fs of inland tribes, the Sun goddess fell it love with the Moon and pursued

“hirh across the sky. Although he was sometimes eclipsed, he zlways managed to escape from

her, but never permanenily, for she instructed the spirits who hoid up the edges of the sky o
‘tam Wim back whenever he tied to slide down to earth. In other versions, the Moon was

: .d&spondent because, althongh he continually searched for a wife to accompany him on his
... mightly journeys, he was too. fat and slow to win the affection of the beautiful girls he
" encountered.”

“i= " The Moon is wsually regardd,d as more mysterions, and hence more dangerous, than the
Sun znd thus functiors as a warning zgainst immoral activities. Because of the association of the
Iutar ¢ycle with the menstrual cycle, the Moon was linked with fertlity and young g1rls WETE
wamed agamst gazing at the Moon unless they wished to become pregnant.

6 THE MILKY WAY

- The Milky Way, which spreads Iike & streem of diffused Tight actoss the southern sky, was
‘commonly regarded by te Aborigines as a river in the Sky World (Mountford, 1958}, the large
+ . bright stazs. being fish and the smaller stars water-lily bulbs, see Figure 3. Varous legends,



Fig. 3 DramngofatxarkpauﬁngaﬁﬂaeMﬂkyWayfromGroeteEyiendt (AﬂerMomtforﬂ.}

many of t%lcm mvolvmg 2 moral lesson, have evowed m different areas to' account for the

formation of the Milky Way and the dark region, known 10 Europeans as-the Coal Sack. A story-
originating in the area around Port Bradshaw associates the Milky Way with an aet of adultery .
and subsequent vengeance, thereby conveniemtly e:mplc:)yma a natural phenomenon as a

recurrent warning against wrong-deing: When Binyw, a young huater whose tribal totem was the
crow, tried to seduce the wives of his tribal brother — two sisters of the catfish tolem - a mbal
war broke out, during which the girls and later Binyu himself were kxlled-_Remrmng to his
totemic form of a crow, Binyu sought vengeance by once more attacking the two girls (who bad
now reverted to the shape of catfish) and succeeded in eating them, leaving only the bare bones.

When the outraged husband hurled the shining fish bones after the departing crow, they flew

end over end up into the sky like throwing sticks to become the myriad of stars of the Mitky

Way. The dark patch (the Coal Sack) is the crow and two especially bnght stars neaz’oy are the
the two catfish women, still walting for their lover.

A Queensland version of the otigin of the Milky Way associates it with Przeprzggze, an
Orphcus-hkc hero, as famed for his songs and dances as for his humting. When he sang, the
peopié danced to the thythm unti] they dropped with exhaustion and declared that if Priepriggie

wished he could make evén the stars dance. Rising early one morting to hunt, he found a tree .
full of flying foxes ané speared the Teader. Unfortunately, the rest of the flying foxes awoke and
descended wpon Priepriggie in vengeanee, carrying him with them up to the sky. Unable to find

him, his people decided to perform his dance in the hope that he would retamn, ‘but without him

they could not capture the rhythm. Then they heard the sound of someone singing in the sky As .

the thythmn grew louder and more pronounccd, the stars, hitherto randomly dispersed, began o

dance and arrange themselves in fime to Pnepnggze’s song. Thus the Milky ‘Way serves asa

reminder that the tribal hero should be celebreted with traditional songs and dancing. -

Around Yirrkalla, the Milky Way is linked to a legend of two brothers who drowncd'

while canoeing. Their bodies, floating in the water, are two dark patches in the Milky Way in

the constellations of Serpens and Sagmanus wmle the canot is 2 }me of four stazs ncarAmams . e

seeF’gu:c4(Mountford.,1956} BT T e

7 THE SOUTHERN CROSS

Because of its diagrammaiic shape, the Cross is hnked wnh various characteristic ob;ec&; o

different areas. Thus zround Caledon Bay of the east coast of Amhem Land, it is taken fo

represent a stingray being putsued by a shark — the Pointers, see Figure 5. On Groote Eylandt,_i' e
where fish is the staple diet, ‘the four stars of -the - Cross: rcpmcnt WO - broth::rs, the .

~ Fig. 4. Frorm a Yirkalia bark pairting of the Milky Way. The two brothers' bodies are the dark shapes
in the ceniral panel, while their cance has fumed into stars, surrounded by the rest of the stars in the
Milky Way. The outer panels, depicting the wale of the cance, represent wavy fines of stars in the -

" Milky Way near Scorpic. The two brothers can also be seen in the upper panel, the elder one
standing on a black rock which represents a dark part of the Milky Way near Theta Serperntis.

. Wanamowmitia (Alpha and Beta Crucis), and their respective camp fires (Delta and Gamma

Crucis) where they cook a great black fish alakifia (the Coal Sack) which they have caught iz
the: Milky Way, Figure 6. The Pointers are their two friends the Meirindilja who have just
returned from hunting, Figures 7 and 8. Desert tribes, on the other hand, see in the kite shape of
the Cross the footprint of the wedge-tailed eagle Wazuwam, while the Pointers represent izus

' :throwmg stick and the Coal Sack his nest.

Arother legend concemning the Southcrh Cross relates it to the advcnt of deathi in the

- world. It is said that the Great Spirit Biaime created two men and a woman and taught them

what planis to eat and how to dig for roots. When a drought came and the plants withered, the

woman urged the men to hunt an animal for food. One man agreed and killed a kangaroo, but

the other man refused te eat another of Bizime's creatures. He went off alone into the desertand ‘

. fell exhausted beneath a white gum tree. The Yowi, spirit of death, reached down from the tree ~
. and dragged him up, disturbing fwo white cockatoos which were nesting there. Thereupon the '
_whole tree ascended into the heavens. The four bright stars of the Southern Cross, Yaraan-do,
.~ are the eyes of the man and the Yowi and the two Pointers of the Cross are two cockatoos trymg :
to Teturn to thelr nest in the gom free. :

8 VENUS ' -
The Mormng Star was also an important sign to the Abongmes- who arose at early dawn o
begin their hunting. It, 100, was personified and frequently associated with death. Arnhem Land -

legends identify the home Qf the morning star, Bernumbir, as Bralgu, the Island of the Dead. . - i
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Fig. 5. Drawing of a bark painiing from Yirrkalle showing the stars of the Southern Cross
(e stingray) being chased by the Poirters (a shark). {(After Mountford }

Bérrmmbb‘ was so afraid of drowming that she could be persuaded to light her friends across the

ea at night only if she wese held on a long string by two old women, who at dawn wouid pu.li
;:11' bmkg?o shgrc and keep her during the day in 4 basket. In A@em Land, because of ﬂns
cofmection, the morning star ceremony IS an impertant part of the rituzl fo; _the dea.d. Barnumbir
is represented by a totemm stick to the top of which is bound a cluster of white feathers or down,
denoting the star, and long smings ending in smaller bunches of feathers to suggest the rays.

Wher a petson dies, his/her spirit is believed to be conducted by the star to Bralgy, its last

resting place (Mountford, 1956). . .
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" Fig. 8. Drawing of a bark painting of the Southern Cross from Groote Eyland: showing the
= 0 o Wanamoumitia bmthers spearing the fish (the Ceal Sack). The wo white circles are
N - their oook!ng fires, {After Mourh'ord H
9 ORION AND THE PLEIADES
One. of the most widespread myth cvc!es is that con neermning the Pleiades. In Greek mythology,
the Plefades were said to be e seven daxighters of Atlas who, when pursusd by Orion, begged
't be delivered. They were tumed into doves and fiew into the sky w'-"lare they formed the
asterism named after them in Tauris. The least briliiant of the seven is Merope who, having
‘married 2 mortal, hides herself in sheme. Although the Keen-sighted can distinguish many more
ihanthe. traditionial seven stars in the aswrism, aborigina] legends concerning them bear a
strkdng s;mﬁan‘gy to the Greek story. All identify them with a group of young women and



Fig. 7.ﬂ1etwoMemnd?f}a brcmers{the Pomters) reiumed from hunting ‘with their
boomerangs. (AfterMowTﬁord) : R

nearly all portray the gu'ls as flecing from the ‘unwanted amorous advances of a humter who,

some versions, Is castrated es a punishmept and warning 1o other potential wrongdoers. The

whole cluster of Pleiades stories mﬁrefore forms part of & much larger group of myths of sexual

comquest and submission.
Amongst the Pitjanjatjara of fhe western desert, the pracncal comnection nofed above

between the dingo breeding season and the sppeatance of the Pleiades in the dawn sky in

amtumn, is preserved in a2 local legend. According to this, the Kunghkarungkara of ancestral -

women {(sometimes called the Seven Sisters) kept a pack of dingoes to protect them from a man
Njiru. He succeeded in raping one of the girls who died (the obscure Plefad), but he-continued 1o
pursue the others, armed with & spear which came {0 have ritual phaltic significance. Eventualiy,
the wornen assumed thejr tofemmic form of birds and flew into the sky to escape from hinit. Even
then, he defied their dingoes and followed the women into the heavens where he can be seen in
the stars of Orion's Belt. Like the Greek Orion, Njiru was also a humter and pairs of smalier stars
which arise pear the constellation of Orion are said to represent h:s fooistcps ashe ’pm:sm me

Kungkarunghkara (I‘mdale, 1974y . .-

Iy
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Fig.-8. BexkpamhngfromerocteEyiandtrepmenhngtheSmﬂhen&ossanqumﬂs
mdiagrammaﬁcfom Thatwostarsmmele!tareﬂweMemndﬂja brothers with their
bomnerangsthehwocﬁsksmﬁeeerﬁeareﬂwecoohngﬁresarﬂ&eMosﬁamonﬂme
ng?ﬁafeﬁleWanammmbmﬁnetsmﬁnhecrﬁsh(AﬁerMomﬁod)

In anothcr Version of the story, thc glrls are czllcd the Meamel and, before Leavmg the
wth, they travelled into the mountains causing springs to jssue forth and feed the rivers so fhat
there would be sufficient water for the people forever. A young hunter Karambal fell in love
with one of the sisters and carried her off to be his wife. The other sisters sent cold wintry
weather 1o force him to release her, but later, repenting of the hardship this caused the tribe, they
made their way into the sky in search of the summer Sun to melt the snow and ice. Thus the
Pieiades appear in the summer each year, bringing the hot weather. Afterwards they travel west
and winter returns as a reminder to men that it is wrong fo carry off womeri who belong to 2
iotem forbidden them (Eﬂkm, 1964). Karambal ascended with them into the sky and still pursues
them as the star Aldebaran, which follows close to the Plejades.

At Yirrkalla on the coasi of Arnhem Land, the motif of pursuit and Tape is mplaced by
domestic harmony. There the constellation of Orion is said to be a canoe full of fishermen and
their wives, the Plejades, are in another canoe, all having arrived from another Iand 10 the east.
On thejr way the men canght 2 turtle and the women two large fish, but 25 they were nearing the

" shore a heavy storm capsized the canoes and drowned the people. The two canoes, the men and

women, the urile, and the two fish {adjacent chisters of stars in the Milky Way) are all visible in
the sky for the whole of the wet season. In its basic form, this legend carries 2 warning against
the dangers of fshing when storms are imminent, but the version cument in north-eastern

- Amhem Land camies the added moral message that the fishermen drowned as a punishment for
- catching catfish, forbidden to their particular, tribe by totemic law (Mountford, 1958; Isaacs,

1980). On nearby Groote Eylandt, the three stars of Orion's Belt are three fishermen, the Burum-
bzmm—naga,andthel’lemd% are their wives, chuIazma.’mestars of Orfon's sword zre the
fish which they have caught and thejr campfire, Figure 9. :
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- FQ SM Dramngof'—aba;"kpainﬁngf:"bm éroote‘EﬁaﬁdtrépraﬁeﬂﬁngOrionsbeit(ﬁieﬁreetarge
stars) as the fishermen and Orion's sword mesmallersmrshangmgfromﬁweﬂ-urdﬁsheman) To.
ﬂmexrnghhsﬂ-zecrﬁrewmﬂanesandsnwke. (AﬁerMowﬂiord.) )

Fig. 11 {right). Drawing oia ba'kpairrﬁngfrom Groote Eviendt of the Magelianic Clouds. The large
doudaiﬁebottornisﬂ'tecampofﬁaeold.luksraman,atﬂﬁwemeatﬁwetop,ﬂ:atofmeoidwomam
" Between them is their cooking fire, the star Angnura. (After Mountford}

To the tribes around Milingimbi, the stars of Orion, the Hyades, the Pleiades, and many
adjacent stars are all part of the aboriginal constellation of Tjilpama (the Canoe Stars) which
dominatés the eveming sky during the wet season (December to March). The three stars of
Orion's Belt are three fishermen, the Tfilpuna, in one end of a canoe; their wives, the Pleiades,
sit at the other end. The fish they have caught is the asterism of the Hyades, while the fish in the
sea are other groups within the Mitky Way, Figure10. ' .

10 THE MAGELLANIC CLOUDS

Although they are relatively insignificant, the Mageﬂamc Clouds appear in many abongmal
legends 2s the camps of sky people. On Groote Eylandt they are believed to be the camps of an
old conple the Jukara, grown 100 fosble 1o caich their own food. Other star peaple caich fish and

lily bulbs for ithem in the Milky Way and bring them to the Jukara 1o cook on their fires. The

Large Mageilanic Cloud is the camp of the old man and the Small Cloud that of the-'wotnan. The
space between them is their cooldng fire, while a bright star called Angma'a {probably Achernar

= Alpha Fridani, magnitude 0.49Y mpresems the:: mea], F'gure in ’Hns 'story‘mggws a

celestial model of compassion for the aged. ==, »

W2 Apd . . . o _ : Aboriginal astronomy Comy

At Yimkalla, the Magellanic Clouds are said 10 be the homes of two sisters, each of |
‘whom has a dog. The elder sister and her dog live in the Large Cloud and the younger sister and

* - 'ber dog in the Smaller Cloud. During the middle of the dry season, the eider sister leaves her

younger sister, but, during the wet scason; she is persuaded to return so that they can go owt

" together collecting yams (Mountford, 1936). This story reflects the observed fact that at this

latitude (32° S) enly the Smell Cloud is visible during mdst of the dry season (April o
September), whereas both Mageﬁamc CIouds can be seen du.nng the wet season.

11 METEORS

Meteors are variously mtezprcted. In north-castcm Arnhem Land, because of their speed and
unpredictability, they are believed to be spirit canoes camrying the souls of the dead to their spirit
home in the sky: To the Tiwi tribe of Bathurst and Melville Islands, each is the single eye of the
one—eyed spirit men, the Pupinjuwdri, who steal bodies and suck the blood of their victims, and
their evil eyes are seen blazing as they. streak across the sky looking for their prey. In other
icgcnds, ‘metcors are associated with fire and Imked o the waratahplant, Telopea speciosissima, .

AL ‘2 mernber of the Protea family, which is resistant to fire and whose brilliant red flowers seemed
1o the Abongmes like sparks from a fire. This was why, in the carly years of ‘white settlement,

some Aborigines brought waratabs o the Evropean blacksmiths: they identified the sparks from
the anvil with the sparks from meteors and bence with the waratahs.

12 DISCUSSION ‘

From the sariiple of star legends described here, it will be apparent that, with fhe possible
exception of meteors (and even they can be regarded as recurrent evenis), the Aborigines'
concern is not with extraordinary occusrences, but with the regular patterns of nanwal

Fig. 10. Drawing of 2 bark painting representing the stars of Orion, the Piéiades and the Hyades. The three
starsatﬁ’aeleﬂendofﬂ'temareOnonsBeft.ihegroupofsevenmﬁwemrddieareﬂwPIaai&e their
wives. Thepadd!&scf%hecawoearebngfmofsﬁarss&etchmgaﬁtonmﬁandscmwﬂmcbdingsome
from the constellafions of Geniiti and Endams.?heﬁ.%mﬁiecenoe;sﬁweaslensm Hyadesmdﬁ\eﬁshm
mewazeraestafsmﬂaeMEkyWay {AfterMoum:ﬁord} - .
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: phenomena. This is undersiandable since one of the main functions of the mythology was fo .

overcome the sense of helplessness otherwise inevitable in a people so completely dependent for
their very survival upon the patural world and without fechnological means of conirolling their
environment. The legends served this purpose by integrating a potentially-alien universe int6 the
moral and social order of the tribe — by "humanizing’ species and natural objects and ascribing 1o
them behaviour patterns and motivations which accord with those of the fribal umit. :

Such a philosophy serves a number of important social functions. In the first place, it
engenders a fevel of confidence about Mars place in the nniverse, not as a superior being but as
an equal partmer; in this it fulfils a role comparable to ihat of technology which also permits
some control over the envitonment. Secondly, it cultivaies respect for the inanimate as well as
the animate, for all partake of the same spiritual identity as Man himself. Thirdly, the legends
provide a sanction for the customs, rites, and moratity of the tribe, since these are reflected and
enacied in the Sky-world. ’

I is sometimes thought that the aboriginal legends of the stars, being unscientific, .

must, mstcad, be related 1o the tenets of astrology; but in fact they are fundamentally different.
Astrology assumes that the lives of all individuals born during a particular configuration of the
heavens will be predetermined along similer lines. The aboriginal myths, on the other hand, are
not fatalistic in this semse; they may be prophbetic in linking certain natural events with a
seasonal configuration of the sky, but they make po deterministic predictions about individual
Tives; iie moral values enshrined in the legends are held to be true for the whole tribe, not
merely those of 2 certain zodiacal sign; moreover, anyone may choose to disobey them if he is
prepared to suffer the punishment suggested in the story.

The most radical difference between the vitalistic beliefs which underlie these myths
znd the materialistic phitosophy of western science, concerns the relationship of the observer to
the observed. According to the principles of scientific method, the observer is distinet from the
object observed, which, in fum, is uninfluenced by the observer; hence this relationship is best
expressed in mathematical terms. It was this rationale that induced Furopeans to cross the globe
in order to measure the transit of Venus with the greatest possible accuracy. The Aborigines, on
the other hznd, did not conceive of themselves as observers separated from an objectified
Nature, but tather as an integral part of that Nature. The meaning of the stars, as of everything
eise in the environment, was neither self-evident nor independent of the observer; rather it
depended on the degree of initiation into fribal lore which elucidated the links between tribal
customs and natoral phenomena. Without ttns knowledge the individual was disoriented and
poweriess in an alien universe.

The arrival in Terra Australis of Eurepean astronomers, imbued wnh a Vewton.ﬂi
understanding of the world, was 1o have an effect on this mythical framework no less destructive
than the impact of white society on the land and status of the Aborigines themselves. The result
was the loss of that ciose semse of imity with the nattral world znd conseguent semse of

responsibility for it, which the abongmal legends affitmed as a fundamental msny for

survival.
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