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Cataloging Indigenous Australian stories of the night sky
by  Cilla Norris and Ray Norris 

n the remote community of Dhalinybuy (in Northeast Arnhem Land in the Northern 
Territory of Australia), we have been invited to meet some of the elders. As we ap-
proach, we see a group of men and children sitting on a mat surrounding an elderly 
man. His chest bears the proud scars of a fully initiated Yolngu man, and his bearing 
and charisma tell you that he is a leader of his people.I

After we are invited to sit with them, the old man is introduced as “Mathulu.” We are astonished. Mathulu Munyarryun? Famous cer-
emonial leader, custodian of ancient stories of the sky?
 In our multiyear quest to understand the astronomy of the Yolngu people, we have often heard tales of Venus as the Morning Star. 
But when we ask people about the corresponding Evening Star, we are told to ask Mathulu, custodian of the “Evening Star story.” At last, 
in this remote Yolngu community of Dhalinybuy, we meet him.

The First Astronomers?
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The Milky Way galaxy over Mornington Peninsula, south of Melbourne, Australia. Photo by Alex Cherney.
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The First 
Astronomers?
There were once about 400 different ab-
original cultures in Australia. Each had its 
own language, stories, and beliefs, although 
most were centered on the idea that the 
world was created in “the Dreaming” of 
an ancestral spirit. The spirits left a user’s 
guide to life in their songs and stories. Ab-
original people searching for meaning in the 
dark skies of ancient Australia noticed that 
particular stars were visible only at certain 
times of year, and so the night sky is natu-
rally an important chapter of this guide.
 The 50,000-year-old aboriginal cultures 
are believed to be the oldest continuous cul-
tures in the world. Since the night sky seems 
to play such an important role for them, it 
is sometimes said that embedded in these 
these cultures are the earliest traces of as-
tronomy. But astronomy is more than just 
stories—it also is a quest to understand the 
stars, as well as the motions and eclipses of 
the Sun, the Moon, and the planets. The goal 

of our research project is to understand 
the importance of astronomy in aboriginal 
cultures, and, ultimately, to answer the ques-
tion, “Were the Australian aboriginal people 
the world’s first astronomers?”
 Tragically, many of the aboriginal cul-
tures have been severely damaged, or even 
wiped out, since the arrival of Europeans. 
People like those in Arnhem Land have man-
aged to keep their culture pretty well intact, 
and still conduct initiation ceremonies in 
which knowledge is passed on from one 
generation to the next. But in southeastern 
Australia, only the legacy of beautiful rock 
engravings and stone arrangements provide 
us with clues about cultures that do not ex-
ist anymore.
 Much traditional aboriginal knowledge 
is sacred and can be given only to those who 
have been properly initiated. Naturally, we 
respect this and are careful not to intrude 
where we are not welcome. But aboriginal 
elders have encouraged us to learn a little of 
the knowledge and pass it on so that others 
may understand something of the richness 
and complexity of their culture.

Sun-Woman  
and Moon-Man
In almost all aboriginal cultures, the Moon 
is male and the Sun is female. The Yolngu 
people tell how Walu, the Sun-woman, lights 
a fire each morning, bringing us dawn. As 
she decorates herself with red ochre, some 
spills onto the clouds, creating a red sunrise.
 The Yolngu people tell how Nglandi, 
the Moon-man, was originally a fat and lazy 
man (the full Moon), who demanded that 
his wives and sons feed him. When his sons 
refused to do so, he beat and killed them. 
When his wives found out, they attacked 
him with their axes, chopping bits out of him. 
As a result, he became thinner (the waning 
Moon) and tried to escape by following the 
Sun. But it was in vain, and he died of his 
injuries. After remaining dead for 3 days (the 
new Moon), he rose again, growing fat and 
round (the waxing Moon), until, after two 
weeks, his wives attacked him again. This 
cycle continues to this day. 
 Other Yolngu stories explain the asso-
ciation between the Moon and the tides. 
Sailors know that tides follow the Moon, 
and that the highest tides occur at full Moon 
and new Moon. Astronomers explain this in 
terms of the Moon’s gravity. The traditional 
Yolngu explanation is that when the tides 
are high, water fills the Moon as it rises 
through the horizon, causing a full Moon. 
Later, when the Moon is only half full, the 
tides become lower. A week later, the wa-

ter runs out of the Moon, raising the tides, 
leaving the Moon empty for three days. Al-
though the explanations are a little different 
from our modern version, traditional ab-
original cultures contain a detailed account 
of the Moon’s effects on the Earth.
 Astronomers tell us that solar eclipses 
are caused when the Moon gets between 
the Sun and the Earth, blocking the Sun’s 
light from reaching those of us on Earth. A 
lunar eclipse, on the other hand, happens 
when the Earth gets between the Sun and 
the Moon, casting the Earth’s shadow on the 
Moon. Total lunar eclipses are quite com-
mon and come in clusters every few years. 
Solar eclipses, however, are rare. A total 
solar eclipse is visible in any one location 
only once every 370 years, on average, so 
most people living there will never see one. 
It is surprising, then, that aboriginal stories 
contain explanations of both solar and lunar 
eclipses. The people of Northwest Arnhem 
Land say a solar eclipse happens when the 
Sun-woman is hidden by the Moon-man as 
he makes love to her. On the other hand, a 
lunar eclipse occurs when the Moon-man is 
pursued and overtaken by the Sun-woman. 
The two stories demonstrate that tradition-
al aboriginal people had already figured out 
that the Sun and Moon move on different 
paths across the sky, and that eclipses occur 
on those rare occasions when the two bod-
ies meet at the intersection of their paths.
 The stories of multiple observations of 
solar eclipses imply an amazing continuity of 
culture and learning over many generations, 
passed orally by individuals who probably 
would never see an actual eclipse in their 
lifetimes.

Morning Star  
and Evening Star
The silvery glow of Venus, the Morning Star, 
must be one of the most spectacular sights 
in the sky. It is extremely important to Yoln-
gu people, who call her Banumbirr, and tell 
how in “the Dreaming” she came across the 
ocean from the east, from the Island of the 
Dead, Baralku. As she crossed the shoreline 
near Yirrkala, Banumbirr named and created 
the animals and places. The path that she fol-
lowed is now traced by a “song line” which 
is still commemorated in Yolngu songs and 
ceremonies, and provides a navigational 
route across the Top End of Australia.
 Unlike the planets Mars and Jupiter, 
which travel across the sky, the planet Ve-
nus is only seen close to the Sun, either as a 
Morning Star rising just before dawn, or as 
an Evening Star just after sunset. Modern 

continued on page 27
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astronomers explain this in terms of the or-
bits of the planets around the Sun. The Yolngu 
people, thousands of years ago, came up with 
a different explanation.
 When Venus rises before dawn, a rope is 
said to connect her to the island of Baralku. 
This rope is said to prevent her from moving 
too far away from the Sun.
 Yolngu people say that if you look carefully, 
you can see this rope. They seem to be refer-
ring to the faint glowing line in the sky that 
astronomers call the zodiacal light, caused by 
interplanetary dust in the solar system. Al-
though difficult to see in most parts of the 
world, it is easily visible in the clear dark 
skies and low latitudes of northern Australia.
 Some Yolngu clans still hold an important 
Morning Star ceremony as part of the funeral 
process. This ceremony starts at dusk and con-
tinues to a climax as Banumbirr rises before 
dawn. During the ceremony, a “Morning Star 
pole” is used to help the participants com-
municate with their ancestors, with Banumb-
irr’s help. The messages are said to be carried 
along the rope which connects Banumbirr to 
Baralku, where the ancestors live.

 We can learn two important things from 
the Morning Star ceremony. One is that the 
Yolngu tradition includes the knowledge that 
Venus never moves far from the Sun. The 
other is that since Venus rises before dawn 
only at certain times (roughly once every 1.5 
years), Yolngu people also keep track of the 
path of Venus well enough to predict when 
to start planning and hold the ceremony.
 What of the Evening Star? When Venus 
rises after the Sun, it is not visible in the glare 
of the morning daylight. However, at those 
times of the year it sets after the Sun and 
then is visible as a bright star in the West af-
ter sunset—the Evening Star.
 The Yolngu people also have a story about 
the Evening Star, but it is puzzling. It says that 
when the Evening Star, named Djurrpun, is 
visible, it is the time to harvest raika, the lo-
tus bulbs that grow in Arnhem Land. But that 
doesn’t make sense—Venus would not be 
good for telling you when to harvest raika, 
as the time Venus sets changes from year to 
year, reappearing in the same apparent posi-
tion only after a period of 584 days. Mathulu, 
we were told, was the owner of this story, and 
the only person who could explain it.
 His story started: “A lady went out to a 
waterhole, and she sat collecting raika nuts. 
When Djurrpun sets just after the Sun, we 
know that raika, the nuts from the rushes in 
the river, are ready to be harvested.” Then 
the conversation took an unexpected twist. 
From a bag, he produced a long rope.
 “This is Laka, an Evening Star rope,” 
Mathulu told us.
 We were amazed. We had spent the last 
couple of years reading the literature on 
Yolngu culture and had never before heard 
of the Laka.
 “It’s a line of stars in the sky, and when the 
first star sets just after sunset, that’s the time 

for the women to collect 
raika nuts,” examined 
Mathulu.
 He let us examine the 
rope, made of pandanus 
twine, twisted together 
with orange lorikeet 
feathers. Woven into the 
rope were the yellow-
white marbles of the 
raika nuts.
 “This Laka is a memo-
rial to my grandmother, 
and we used it at her 
funeral to send her 
spirit off to the Evening 
Star. Like this.” Together, 
he and a younger man 
translating for us dem-
onstrated how a line of 
mourners held the rope 
on their heads, joining their spirits to that of 
their grandmother as they said farewell.
 Walking back, we asked Mathulu which was 
the Evening Star. “That one,” he pronounced 
confidently, pointing at the star Spica. Spica 
sets behind the Sun in October, just before 
the raika harvest. The anthropology books 
which identify Djurrpun as Venus were just 
plain wrong. Finally the puzzle was solved. r
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Dream On
For more details on the work of Cilla and 
Ray Norris and their collaborators, visit their 
site, Australian Aboriginal Astronomy, at  
www.emudreaming.com.
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LEFT 
Yonglu shows his Evening Star Rope. Photo courtesy of Ray Norris.

ABOVE 
This sketch of a rock 
carving may depict two 
people reaching for a 
boomerang or for the 
moon. Photo courtesy 
of Ray Norris.

We know that traditional ab-
original people were interested 
in the sky and used the stars for 
time keeping and navigation. 
They had a deep and extensive 
knowledge of the sky, and of the 
motion of the celestial bodies 
across it. Perhaps they were even 
making accurate measurements of 
the rising and setting places of the 
Sun. But we are only in the early 
stages of this study, and it is likely 
that far more lies undiscovered.

 Why should we be interest-
ed in aboriginal astronomy? Per-
sonal curiosity, certainly. But it 
goes much deeper. If we succeed 
in uncovering ancient aboriginal 
astronomers, perhaps in a way 
we can give back to the aborigi-
nal people some of that culture 
which our European ancestors 
destroyed.
 Also we hope that, like music 
and art, astronomy can build an 
important bridge of understand-

ing between indigenous and 
non-indigenous Australians. We 
all share the same sky and can’t 
help being awed by the beauty 
and mystery of the glorious 
Milky Way stretching across the 
unknowable black heavens above 
us. We aim to promote a greater 
appreciation of the depth and 
richness of indigenous Australian 
cultures. r
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