Aboriginal Astronomy

Australian Indigenous cultures are rich with astronomical connections, such as the “Emu in the Sky”
formed from the arrangement of dark clouds within the Milky Way. Many Indigenous groups have
stories about the Orion (the “Saucepan”) constellation, which usually symbolises a young man or
group of young men, and the Pleiades (Seven Sisters) cluster, which usually symbolises a group of
girls pursued by Orion. These sky stories are a way of remembering important parts of ceremony, law,
and culture, and also help to pass this knowledge on to the next generation. Sometimes the sky
stories contain explanations of how the sky works, such as how the tides are linked to the phases of
the Moon, or how eclipses work, or how the planets move differently from the stars. This astronomical
knowledge was used for navigation, to construct calendars, and to regulate the cycles of travel from
one place to another to maximise the availability of seasonal foods. Even some modern highways in
Australia today follow ancient “song-lines”, linked to the positions of the stars.
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The Kamilaroi and Euahlayi Peoples
by Bob Fuller

The Kamilaroi and Euahlayi Peoples, and their neighbours, the Murrawarri and Ngemba, are an
Aboriginal cultural grouping located in the northwest and north central of New South Wales. Their
cultures were recorded by early explorers, linguists, and ethnographers from the mid-1800’s. As a
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THE MILKY WAY

Other than the Moon, the brightest object in the night sky in Australia is the Milky Way, which can
stretch from horizon to horizon in a dark sky. For the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi, this is the Warambul,
meaning watercourse or river, and the place where everything once was, until the Universe was
turned upside down and everything ended up on Earth. Many of the creation beings are still to be
found in the Warambul, and many objects and stories have mirror places on Earth. Behind the Milky
Way is Bulimah, the sky camp, where persons go after their life on Earth.

In the Milky Way are a number of important culture objects. The most obvious is the Emu in the Sky,
the spirit Emu, Gawarrgay, who stretches from its head in the Coal Sack under the Southern Cross, to
the body in Scorpius. Depending on the time of year, the Euahlayi People see the Emu with or
without legs, and the Emu has strong connections to resource management and ceremony. Under
the Emu is Bandaarr, the Kangaroo, who faces away from the Emu, and also has strong ceremonial
links.



THE MAGELLANIC CLOUDS

The two dwarf galaxies so obvious in a dark sky from Australia, the “cotton-ball” Large and Small
Magellanic Clouds in the sky near the Southern Cross, are known as Brolgas (a large bird), or
burraalga (Kamilaroi)/parrulka (Euahlayi), but the SMC is also a Wiringin or “clever man”, who
separates deceased persons into initiated and non-initiated (who are reborn).

THE SOUTHERN CROSS

The Southern Cross is important in Kamilaroi and Euahlayi ceremony, as it has a strong link to the
story of when the first man died, and the dark space (Coal Sack) is the hole in the dead tree (Yaraan
or Gulabah, depending on language group) through which Bulimah is reached. The Pointer stars
(Alpha and Beta Centauri) are two cockatoos (Muraay/Muyaay) who were roosting in the tree when it
was lifted into the sky. In the same area is the star, Alpha Muscae (which is the large Federation star
on the Australian flag). This is the camp of the culture hero, Baayami, which is now kept by one of his
wives, and is the place where everyone goes before going to Bulimah. Women with children on Earth
stay here until they are joined by their last daughter. Another star in the region, Canopus, is called
Wamba (crazy), perhaps because it twinkles when near the horizon.

ORION AND THE PLEIADES

On the other side of the sky during the Australia summer, Orion and the Pleiades are visible. Like
many other cultures on Earth, the Pleiades star cluster is thought to be seven young women, the
Miyay Miyay (the Greeks said “Seven Sisters”). For various reasons, they ended up in the sky, where
their parents in the Snowy Mountains could see them. They were loved by some young men, the
Birray Birray, who chased them, and they eventually ended up in the sky, as well, as the three stars
that make up the Belt of Orion. To keep the Birray Birray from reaching the Miyay Miyay, a Wiringin,
Wamba Wamba, was placed between them. He is the star Aldebaran, and the inverted “V” (the horns
of Taurus) is his gunya, or shelter.

SCORPIUS

Scorpius runs across the centre of the Milky Way, and is seen to be a scorpion by the Kamilaroi and
Euahlayi Peoples. It is also home to Warrawilbaarru, or Wilbarr, a spirit banished to the sky by
Baayami. Wilbarr can only come to Earth in the period October to March, and can come through one
of three dark patches (dark nebulae) in Scorpius. When he comes to Earth, he is the spirit of the
whirly wind (Wilbarr is probably the source of the word “willy willy”), and young people and women
avoid him.

OTHER STARS

* Vega and Arcturus are considered to be the wives of the Eaglehawk (Wedgetail Eagle),
Maliyan.

» Corona Borealis (the constellation) is the Eaglehawk’s nest

* Gemini (Castor and Pollux) are Bibilbilaarr (bimble box and belah/swamp oak trees)

* Antares is Guugaarr (tree goanna)

* 36 Ophiuchus and Kappa Scorpius are Guniibuu (Robin Redbreast) and Gidjirrigaa
(Budgerigar)

THE SUN, MOON, AND PLANETS

While not on the planispheres, Venus and Mars, when together in the sky, are the eyes of Baayami
(through the Eaglehawk, Maliyan.ga). On its own, Venus is Gindamalaa, which means “you are
laughing”, and this is connected to a story of a man with inappropriate behaviour to women. Bahloo is
the Moon, and is a male figure. Yarai is the Sun, and is female.



