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DRAFT ESSAY 3
Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.

INTRODUCTION

This essay will compare and contrast two Sky Myths from two different cultures. The first myth is the The Story of Targai (or Thoegay) from the Torres Strait Islander culture. The second myth is The Story of Djulpan from Yolngu people of Arnhem Land in Northern Australia.

Whilst there are many aspects that link these sky myths together, this essay will focus on three main connections between these narratives. Answering the question ‘Do both Yolngu and Torres Strait Islander cultures use these particular Sky Myths for the same purpose and in the same way?’. To do this, this essay will explore the similarities and differences of these connections within the context of the two myths. Firstly exploring Sky Myths as a method of passing on knowledge, secondly, identifying the practical cultural applications of the Sky Myths and thirdly, exploring the social applications of these Sky Myths. 

CONTEXT

The group of islands between the eastern half of Papua New Guinea and Queensland’s Cape York is called the Torres Strait Islands.[footnoteRef:1] The culture of the Torres Strait Islander people is closely linked to that of ‘the Melanesian people of Papua New Guinea and the Aboriginal people of mainland Australia’.[footnoteRef:2] The Sky myth- ‘The story of Targai’ varies across the Torres Strait, although the main themes are the same.[footnoteRef:3] Targai is a large constellation visible from the Torres Strait Islands, it spans across the sky.[footnoteRef:4] This Sky Myth includes the constellations known as Pleiades, Orion, Covus, Centaurus, Lupus, Scorpious and the star Antares. Some of these constellations are included in their entirety within the myth, others only partially. The story of Tagai (aka Thoegay) is as follows: [1:  Hamacher, Duane W., John Barsa, Segar Passi, and Alo Tapim. 2019. “Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change,” Proceedings of the Royal Society of Victoria, 131.1: 24 pg 2]  [2:  Hamacher et al. “Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change,” pg 2]  [3:  Hamacher, Duane W., Alo Tapim, Segar Passi, and John Barsa. 2016. “‘Dancing with the Stars’ - Astronomy and Music in the Torres Strait,” Cornell University http://arxiv.org/abs/1605.08507 pg. 3]  [4:  Hamacher et al. ‘Dancing with the Stars’pg. 3] 


(Targai) had a crew of twelve men called Zugubals and his confidant and ‘first mate’, Kareg. The group went fishing on a reef but were unsuccessful in catching any fish. Tagai left to search the reef for a more suitable spot. While he was gone, the Zugubals grew hungry, tired, and frustrated in the heat. They ate all of their food and drank all of their water. They foolishly decided to consume Tagai’s food and water. When Tagai returned, he was furious. He tied the men into two groups of six and cast them into the sea, where they drowned. They went into the sky as two groups of stars: the Usiam (the Pleiades) and Utimal/Seg (belt and scabbard stars of Orion). Tagai and Kareg went to the other side of the sky to keep away from the Zugubals (this is notably similar to the Greek traditions about Orion and Scorpius being placed on opposite sides of the sky by the gods to keep them away from each other after a battle).[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Hamacher et al. ‘Dancing with the Stars’ pg. 3] 


In the Northeastern corner of Australia’s Northern Territory, is Arnhem land, the unceded land of the Yolngu people, the original custodians of this land.[footnoteRef:6] Yolngu people have occupied Arnhem land for roughly 25 000 years, most Yolngu people live on the coastline for ease of access to fishing.[footnoteRef:7] The Yolngu people tell the story of Djulpan, including the constellations Orion, the Hyades, and Pleiades[footnoteRef:8]: [6:  “The Garma Institute - The Yothu Yindi Foundation” [n.d.]. A brief History of Arnhem Land  
<https://www.yyf.com.au/pages/?ParentPageID=2&PageID=104> [accessed 23 December 2021]]  [7:  “The Garma Institute - The Yothu Yindi Foundation” A brief History of Arnhem Land  ]  [8:  Norris, Ray P. 2016. “Dawes Review 5: Australian Aboriginal Astronomy and Navigation,” Publications of the Astronomical Society of Australia, 33.e039 pg 27 ] 


A traditional Yolngu story tells how three brothers of the King-fish (Nulkal) clan went fishing, but all they could catch were king-fish.  Because they were in the king-fish clan, traditional lore forbade them to eat these fish, and so they had to throw them back into the water.  Eventually, one of the brothers became so hungry that he decided to break the law, and caught and ate a king-fish. The Sun-woman (Walu) saw this, and was so angry at him for breaking the law that she created a waterspout that lifted them right up into the sky, where you can still see them.  The three brothers are the three stars across the centre of the canoe, and the Orion nebula is the fish trailing on its line in the water…Thus this constellation is a reminder that you'd better not break the law![footnoteRef:9] [9:  Norris, Ray P and Hamacher, Duane [12 July 2011]. “Djulpan - The Celestial Canoe,” Australia Indigenous Astronomy  <http://aboriginalastronomy.blogspot.com/2011/07/djulpan-celestial-canoe.html> [accessed 23 December 2021]] 


As this essay centres around the two concepts of myth and culture it is first important to define these terms. To firstly define the word ‘Myth’ we look to the concept of ‘The Dreaming’. ‘The Dreaming’ is a belief which is common to many (if not all) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island groups.[footnoteRef:10] It comes from the word Altjerri, which means ‘to dream’.[footnoteRef:11] Unlike the western notion of dreaming, in an Aboriginal sense ‘The dreaming’ does not refer to something that is fictious or transient.[footnoteRef:12] It refers to a dimension that is more factual and foundational to these cultures than the physical world.[footnoteRef:13] The Aboriginal Dreamtime stories link the creation of all things, as not only as existing in the heavens but also being deeply ingrained in the land itself, telling stories of the Ancestors of creation coming from both land and sky and taking on the form of all living things including the elements, the celestial bodies and the land.[footnoteRef:14] Through calling forth the Ancestors of the Dreaming, there was a belief that one would find themselves in co-creation with the natural world, partaking in its uniqueness.[footnoteRef:15]  It is this knowledge of the Dreamtime, the understanding, intermingling and the creation of all things, which is passed on from generation to generation through narratives (as well as many other methods such as song, dance and artworks).[footnoteRef:16] These narratives are central to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, both through their spirituality and way of life, from a western perspective they would be considered ‘myths’ although it must be acknowledged that within these cultures, they are not myths in the sense of being the opposite of facts, they are indeed practical and factual sets of information within the cultures they exist.[footnoteRef:17]  [10:  Haynes, Roslynn D. 2000. “Astronomy and the Dreaming: The Astronomy of the Aboriginal Australians,” in Science Across Cultures: The History of Non-Western Science (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands), pg. 54]  [11:  Haynes, ‘Astronomy and the Dreaming’ pg. 54]  [12:  Haynes, ‘Astronomy and the Dreaming’ pg. 54]  [13:  Haynes, ‘Astronomy and the Dreaming’ pg. 54]  [14:  Haynes, ‘Astronomy and the Dreaming’ pg. 54]  [15:  Haynes, ‘Astronomy and the Dreaming’ pg. 54]  [16:  Talks, Tedx. 2013. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky: Duane Hamacher at TEDxNorthernSydneyInstitute” (Youtube) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KViPueei7TE> [accessed 16 December 2021]]  [17:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”] 


With these narratives being culturally relative, it is important therefore to also define culture within the context of this essay. Although the Indigenous peoples of the Torres Strait Islands and the Aboriginal, Yolgnu people, of Arnhem land are both considered Indigenous Australians, their cultures are vastly different.[footnoteRef:18] The term ‘Culture’ in an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander context has a unique definition. Culture to these peoples means ‘shared, learned behaviors and meanings’.[footnoteRef:19] It is both material and psychological values.[footnoteRef:20] These values are passed down from generation to generation through community and social transference. These values become frameworks for people to ‘understand and make sense of the world.’ [footnoteRef:21] [18:  ]  [19:  Murrup-Stewart, Cammi, Theoni Whyman, Laura Jobson, and Karen Adams. 2021. “Understanding Culture: The Voices of Urban Aboriginal Young People,” Journal of Youth Studies, 24.10: 1308–25 ]  [20:  Murrup-Stewart et al. ‘Understanding Culture’]  [21:  Murrup-Stewart et al. ‘Understanding Culture’] 


MYTH AS A SOURCE OF ENCODING KNOWLEDGE

Knowledge within Indigenous cultures is not always passed on through written language as is the case in many western cultures, but rather it is more commonly passed on through oral tradition, such as sky myths.[footnoteRef:22] ‘Indigenous knowledge systems have a scientific underpinning that is derived through empirical observation, experimentation and deductive reasoning’.[footnoteRef:23] The passing on of knowledge is central to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander way of life: [22:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 29]  [23:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 29] 


(Oral traditions) are not just myths and legends, they contain all of the information for that culture that’s passed down through the generations over…tens of thousands of years, that includes information about social structure, about laws and customs, and it also includes a lot of information about the natural world, what we tend to think of as scientific information, it can be information about land resource management, fire practices, bush medicines…weather patterns, climate cycles, astronomy, everything. The important thing to remember when it comes to indigenous stories is that they are not just stories they contain all of that information. [footnoteRef:24] [24:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”] 


This is evident through both Sky myths, where we see the passing on of knowledge as ‘memories’ connected to place, in this case the place is the sky.[footnoteRef:25] The method of Loci, now a common technique for memorizing many things including information, speeches and plays. Is the primary source of encoding knowledge for indigenous cultures.[footnoteRef:26] Cicero described the Method of Loci in his work De Oratore: [25:  ]  [26:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 29] 


I am grateful to the famous Simonides of Ceos, who is said to have first invented the science of mnemonics. There is a story that Simonides was dining at the house of a wealthy nobleman named Scopas at Crannon in Thessaly, and chanted a lyric poem which he had composed in honour of his host.... a little later a message was brought to Simonides to go outside, as two young men were standing at the door who earnestly requested him to come out; so he rose from his seat and went out, and could not see anybody; but in the interval of his absence the roof of the hall where Scopas was giving the banquet fell in, crushing Scopas himself and his relations underneath the ruins and killing them; and when their friends wanted to bury them but were altogether unable to know them apart, as they had been completely crushed, the story goes that Simonides was enabled by his recollection of the place in which each of them had been reclining at table to identify them for separate interment; and that this circumstance suggested to him the discovery of the truth that the best aid to clearness of memory consists in orderly arrangement. He inferred that persons desiring to train this faculty must select localities and form mental images of the facts they wish to remember and store those images in the localities, with the result that the arrangement of localities will preserve the order of the facts, and the images of the facts will designate the facts themselves…[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De oratore, trans. E. W. Sutton and H. Rackham, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA, and London: Harvard UP, 1948), 1:465-6] 


The ways that the elders in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island cultures pass down knowledge is primarily through this method,[footnoteRef:28] associating memories with a place and in this case that place is the skyscape.[footnoteRef:29] Information is encoded within these narratives and memorized through the method of Loci, making it easy to remember and pass on.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 29]  [29:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [30:  The Royal Society of Victoria. 2018. “Australian Indigenous Astronomy - 65.000+ Years of Science” (Youtube) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kkjf0hCKOCE> [accessed 16 December 2021]] 


For Tens of thousands of years, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have paid incredibly close attention to the world around them and still do today. (They) Have developed knowledge systems that are more complex than we have ever imagined, are as intellectually capable as anybody else, if not more, and their traditions have a very detailed scientific component, that we can learn from.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  The Royal Society of Victoria.‘Australian Indigenous Astronomy’] 


With the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people being around for more that 55000 years,[footnoteRef:32] remembering their Dreamtime through narratives connecting to celestial bodies may be one of the first instances of the ‘method of loci’ being employed to remember information, albeit long before Cicero. This is shown through both Sky Myths’ reference to specific constellations as well as fish, people, objects and weather patterns. Initiating memories of practical, social, and cultural truths upon just glancing at the stars. Through this it is shown that both cultures have a similar purpose of using sky myths to encode information and they do this in a similar way.  [32:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”] 


PRACTICAL USES OF THE MYTH

Unpacking the practical information passed down through these sky myths is central to gaining a greater respect and understanding of these cultures. These ancient cultures had a clear intellectual understanding of the land and workings of the universe. ‘(To the Aboriginal people) The sky is a textbook, a law book, a science book’.[footnoteRef:33] Their methods may not be able to be measured against European scientific or academic institutional standards, but it is widely accepted that Aboriginal people were indeed the first astronomers.[footnoteRef:34] Unlike western astronomy and science, the science of indigenous astronomy is specific to the landscape and environment in which the people observing the particular skyscape live:[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [34:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [35:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 24] 


This means the foundational knowledge may be the same across cultures separated by space and time, but the ways in which the knowledge is described in oral tradition or positioned in the knowledge system can be quite different.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 24] 


This is shown in the sky myths examined in this essay, through the two narratives foretelling the coming of a particular season, positioned within the individual cultures’ knowledge system in different ways. The seafaring Torres Strait Islander cultures[footnoteRef:37] used the story of Targai to indicate the coming of the wet season, as, when, the constellation Targai rises early in the morning before sunrise, the Torres Strait Islander people are reminded that the hot frustrated fisherman from the story were killed, and the end of the fishing season is coming, along with the end of the dry season, so they must plant crops in preparation.[footnoteRef:38] For the Yolngu people, when Djulpan becomes visible on the western horizon it signaled the start of the dry season[footnoteRef:39] and was also used to navigate during the wet season.[footnoteRef:40] [37:  Hamacher et al.“Indigenous Use of Stellar Scintillation to Predict Weather and Seasonal Change” pg. 25 ]  [38:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky’]  [39:  Clarke, Philip A. [n.d.]. “The Aboriginal Australian Cosmic Landscape. Part 2: Plant Connections with the Skyworld,” <http://www.aboriginalastronomy.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Clarke-2015-Astronomy-Ethnobotany-Part-2.pdf> pg 31[accessed 16 December 2021]]  [40:  Norris, “Dawes Review 5’ pg 27] 


…visible on the western horizon during the early night sky of Dharratharramirri – the beginning of the early dry season (from about May to July). This is the time of the year for hunting goannas, wallabies, and bandicoots, and is noted for its storms originating from the southeast that flatten the tall grass.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Clarke, Philip A. 2015. “Australian Aboriginal Astronomy and Cosmology,” in Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy (New York, NY: Springer New York), pg 2228 ] 


This is represented in the Story of Djulpan, as after the three-fisherman disobeyed sacred law, ignored advice from their elders and fished for kingfish, despite it being forbidden, they were taken up to the sky by a whirlpool, signifying a monsoon, or a storm originating from the southeast. Through these examples it is shown that both cultures had similar practical uses for their sky myths. 

SOCIAL USES OF THE MYTH

Alongside this practical information that is passed on through these two sky myths, there is also social frameworks which are imbedded within them. In the story of Targai, Targai, who is himself a fierce warrior and expert fisherman, is betrayed by his 12 subordinate fishermen, who drink his water supply, which eventually leads to their death.[footnoteRef:42] Detailing the implications of disobeying tradition, social laws and hierarchy.[footnoteRef:43] It is said that evidence of the creation of the world was seen by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people through their Ancestors taking on the form of celestial bodies.[footnoteRef:44] In this way the ‘skyworld’ had continuous influence over the land of the living.[footnoteRef:45]  [42:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [43:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [44:  Clarke, “Australian Aboriginal Astronomy and cosmology”]  [45:  Clarke, “Australian Aboriginal Astronomy and cosmology”] 


The Story of Djulpan speaks of three fisherman who decided to disobey sacred law by fishing for Kingfish, which was a totem animal and therefore an exact embodiment of their ancestors, and strictly forbidden to fish[footnoteRef:46]. The story details that prior to embarking on their fishing journey they were warned by an elder of that storm can appear suddenly and that these storms can be deadly,[footnoteRef:47]although as the story goes, they were too busy arguing over the moral dilemma of catching their totem animal, that they were oblivious to a storm rolling in, which eventually encapsulated them and took them up to the sky.[footnoteRef:48] The moral social implications of this sky myth are the importance of listening to your elders, of obeying sacred law and coincidently of always paying attention to the weather when at sea[footnoteRef:49].  [46:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [47:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [48:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”]  [49:  Talks, Tedx. “Look up! There’s an Emu in the Sky”] 


Whilst is has been shown that both cultures had similar social uses hidden within their sky myths. One difference between these two myths was that the social implications of the story of Targai was transposed in 1992 from an indigenous cultural setting and used in a western context as precedence to win a lawsuit. A triumph for the Torres Strait Islander people.[footnoteRef:50] This was a famous Australian lawsuit; commonly known as ‘The Mabo Case’ concerning the continuity of land ownership for indigenous Australians.[footnoteRef:51] It was presented as evidence to the High Court of Australia, that the Torres Strait Islander people, particularly the Meriam people of the island of Mer, have ongoing cultural ties to the land and skyscape, that it is a part of their culture to ‘not trespass or encroach on what does not rightly belong to them’.[footnoteRef:52] Further evidence of the sky myths social use. [50:  ]  [51:  Johnson, Dianne. "Interpretations of the Pleiades in Australian Aboriginal Astronomies." International Astronomical Union.Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union 7 (2011) pg 296. ]  [52:  Johnson, "Interpretations of the Pleiades in Australian Aboriginal Astronomies." pg 296. ] 



CONCLUSION

This Essay explored the ways in which the Torres Strait Island sky myth of the Story of Targai and The Aboriginal Yolngu myth of Djulpan were used and their inherent purposes. Although the lessons within these myths may be different, both myths had practical and social uses within their specific cultures. In the Torres Strait Islander culture, the Story of Targai forewarned the coming of the wet seasoned and outlined the danger of going against tradition and social hierarchy. The Yolngu myth of Djulpan foretold start of the dry season and expressed the dangers of not obeying social and cultural laws. In addition to this, it is clear that both myths used the method of Loci to retell information through narratives, associating practical and social knowledge with particular skyscapes. Through the evidence put forward in this essay, it is shown that although the specific details may differ, the general use of sky myths within these cultures is, as a method of passing on knowledge such as social and practical information. Through this, both cultures use these sky myths for the same purpose and in the same way.
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