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Explore the cultural significance of a sky myth

This essay will explore the cultural significance of a sky myth. Specifically, it will explore the significance of the myth centred on the impact crater of Tnorala to the Western Arrente culture. In order to do so it will first summarise the myth in question. It will then briefly look at definitions of both myth and culture, before exploring its cultural significance to the Western Arrente through the themes of its explanatory function, its contribution to safety and education, and its significance to the ongoing sovereignty of the Western Arrente. 
Summary


The Tnorala myth was told by Western Arrente storyteller Mavis Malbunka in the documentary film Tnorala – Baby Falling.
 Tnorala is an impact crater in what is now Australia’s Northern Territory. For the Western Arrente people, it is connected with a story of a child falling from the stars. The baby was placed in a drinking vessel called a coolamon while the mother was dancing, but fell out and down to the earth, creating the crater. Various sky features are directly associated with the myth by Malbunka. The mother, searching for her lost child, is the ‘evening star’ and is also associated with the ‘minmin light.’
 This is an optical phenomenon in the Australian desert that John Pettigrew has argued is due to light refraction caused by temperature fluctuation.
 Malbunka further stated that the child’s father is associated with a star seen in the morning.
 The exact stars these morning and evening stars refer to is not clear from the description given in the documentary, however, according to Malbunka, when they are visible, people are warned to ‘be careful at night.’
 As well as these sky features, the myth encompasses the crater and the land surrounding it. Malbunka explained that different areas are assigned to men and women to be looked after, linked (in a manner not made fully clear in the documentary) with the different sky features associated with the father and mother of the fallen child.
 These sites are closed to outsiders.
 However, other areas of the site are now a tourist attraction through the cooperation of the traditional owners and the government, with interpretation boards teaching the Western Arrente myths to visitors.
 

In sum, the myth is complex, and covers several land and sky features. Only the aspects relevant to this essay have been summarised, and these will be explored in greater detail later. Furthermore, discussing Aboriginal culture, Duane Hamacher and Ray Norris have stated that sky myths are not monolithic among members of the same cultures. Rather, ‘it is common for a particular celestial object or phenomena to have different views among members of the community.’
 This may explain the different phenomena that are associated with the mother star, for example. However, the key aspects, as told by Malbunka and summarised here, may still be used to explore the cultural significance of the myth to the Western Arrente culture. This is what this essay will aim to accomplish after first exploring the definitions of ‘myth’ and ‘culture.’
Definitions

Mircea Eliade argued that it may not be possible ‘to find one definition [of myth] that will cover all the types and functions of myths in all…societies.’
 Therefore this essay will only seek one possible definition that is useful for its purpose. Eliade further argued that myths are stories taking place in a culture’s ‘sacred history,’ denoting something that happened in the past.
 This applies to aspects of the Tnorala myth, like the moment of the child falling, which Malbunka both places in the past tense and in the Dreaming. Hamacher and Norris have noted that the Dreaming can represent ‘a past, current, and future reality…parallel to…or within our own reality’ rather than solely a sacred history.
 Moreover, Malbunka stated that the myth is an ongoing phenomenon, with the parents still looking for their child. Therefore Eliade’s sacred history definition may not, per his previous argument, ‘cover’ this type of myth. On the other hand, Eliade has further argued that, contrary to earlier scholarship, a myth is a ‘true story,’ from the perspective of the people who tell it.
 This does appear to be a useful part of a definition for the purposes of this essay. Taking these parts into account, Hamacher and Norris have given the following definition in the field of Aboriginal myth specifically: ‘stories owned by a particular culture, often invoking the supernatural to explain the nature of the universe and humanity.’
 This does not require them to have occurred in ‘sacred history.’ They also followed Eliade’s argument that though these beliefs may be ‘supernatural’ this ‘does not imply that the beliefs are untrue.’
 This definition appears to well fit the purposes of the current exploration, and is additionally useful as it already begins to introduce potential cultural significances which will be further explored later, particularly the idea of ownership and the ability to explain.


Similarly to the difficulty of defining myth, ‘culture’ has been described by Raymond Williams as ‘one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language’ to define.
 Firstly, this essay is not concerned with culture as in the arts or higher class education. Rather, it takes culture to be ‘a way of life’ as defined by Williams via Herder and Klemm.
 Further, Clifford Geertz defined culture as ‘an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols.’
 This is a useful definition for exploring the significance of myth within a culture, as myth may embody symbols and be a method of transmitting patterns of meanings. Therefore, these two definitions will be used and referred back to in the following section, which will explore the cultural significance of the Tnorala myth to the Western Arrente people through the themes of its explanatory function, its potential significance to safety through education, and its newer significance as an aspect of the Western Arrente people’s protection of their own sovereignty. 
Explanatory Function

As explored above, one definition of myth is a story that uses the ‘supernatural to explain the nature of the universe and humanity.’
 An explanatory function may therefore be considered one aspect of the cultural significance of the Tnorala myth. Most straightforwardly, the myth explains the unusual landscape formations on the earth, ascribing them to the impact of the falling star child. However, the myth may also be considered to encompasses other, less straightforward explanations. Various sky features are explained as being related to the event described in the myth. For example, the morning and evening stars are seen as the searching parents. Malbunka stated that ‘they don’t show themselves all the time.’
 She further associated the mother searching with the minmin light. Therefore the myth may be said to be explaining the inconsistent appearance of these different sky features. When the features are not visible, the parents may be thought to be searching in different areas. Additionally, alongside physical and visible phenomena, the myth is also given as an explanation for certain social roles among the Western Arrente. Though this is not given much detail by Malbunka, she stated that the northern side of the crater is a women’s place, while the south is for men, the division being ‘like the father and mother stars.’
 While the exact correlation of this myth to this gendered division is not clear from the documentary, myths contributing to the cultural significance of gender is common. For Eliade, it is one of the primary things relayed by myth: ‘one understands what one is – mortal and of a certain sex – and how that came about, because the myths tell how death and sexuality made their appearance.’
 While the Tnorala myth does not appear to tell of how human sex categories were created, it does appear to contribute to their cultural significance among the Western Arrente by assigning them particular spaces. It may be that this significance cannot be fully explained, as some knowledge among Aboriginal cultures is considered privileged and not for outside consumption.
 Indeed, Malbunka has stated that these areas are sacred and closed to outsiders, while other parts invite tourists.
 Nonetheless, it can be seen that explaining and regulating these gendered spaces is one cultural significance of the Tnorala myth for the Western Arrente.

In summary, it appears that the Tnorala myth has significance as an explainer for both physical and social realities among the Western Arrente culture, even if these explanations are not completely clear to outsiders. This may therefore be seen as one aspect of its cultural significance as a sky myth.
Safety and Education

Further to explaining elements of the world, both physical and social, another cultural significance of the Tnorala myth is as an educational tool, promoting safety. Malbunka stated that children are warned not to look at the morning and evening stars.
 Further, she said: ‘these two stars when they come up, we tell our people be careful at night.’
 In this way, members of the culture are educated so that they are not mistaken by the parent stars for the lost child and taken away. This is a relatively straightforward cultural significance, promoting the safety of the people. However, it is possible that this significance goes further, specifically relating to the Tnorala myth being a sky myth. For example, it appears possible that this is a wider warning against going out at night and the associated dangers. This is because the wording of Malbunka’s latter statement is ambiguous. It is not clear whether the warning is about going out at night when the stars are up, or if the warning itself takes place when the stars are up. If it is the latter case, then it may be that the sight of the stars is used as a visual trigger for telling the Tnorala myth, while the safety message is understood to be more generally applicable. Per the studies of Hamacher and Norris on Aboriginal cosmology, it is likely that the Tnorala myth exists in a cultural context of other sky myths, including those about the Milky Way, sun, moon, and planets.
 Dianne Johnson has further argued that various activities among Aboriginal cultures are tied to the appearance of the sky. For example, ‘mutual ritual activity,’ takes place among north-eastern populations when Venus is visible low in the western sky after sunset.
 It is not clear whether Venus is the ‘evening star’ described by Malbunka, as it is sometimes referred to in sources from other areas such as Ancient Greece. Hamacher and Banks implied but did not directly state that the two are the same in a 2019 paper.
 However, Malbunka stated that the stars may return due to the ‘big summer,’ indicating that within the myth there is a more nuanced relationship between the stars and the earth than the regular, if complicated, cycle of Venus.
 Regardless, there is a clear possibility that different activities, including the telling of different myths, are tied to times when different sky phenomena are visible. Therefore, the sky may simply be used as a visual backdrop, while the educational messages of the myth are understood not to apply only to those times. In other words, the Tnorala myth may have wider cultural significance than only warning about the danger posed by the stars themselves, but as a more general educational tool and as a part of a wider cultural mythology. There is also further circumstantial evidence of this possibility. Malbunka stated that the coolamon constellation (identified by Hamacher and Norris as potentially being otherwise known as Corona Australis) is only visible in the winter.
 If the coolamon’s appearance was another trigger for this story being told, it would make sense to connect this to warnings about going out at night as the winter draws in and there is more darkness in the evenings and mornings. Moreover, the Tnorala myth goes back several generations, and this would have been particularly significant in the past, before technologies like electricity and cars potentially reduced some of the danger in travelling at night.


As with the explanatory function of the Tnorala myth, it may not be possible for outsiders to discern the educational significance of the myth in detail. However, it is clear that an educational function regarding safety does play some part in the cultural significance of the myth, as stated by Malbunka regarding the morning and evening stars. Therefore this section has explored a potential suggestion for how its specific nature as a sky myth may contribute further to this significance, by delineating the times that these warnings are given and providing a visual element to the myth telling, while the messages themselves could be understood to apply more broadly. 
Indigenous Sovereignty


Though the Tnorala myth may have originated long in the past, it is still culturally significant for the Western Arrente. Eliade argued for the existence of ‘living myths,’ as those ‘inspiring and justifying a religious behaviour.’
 The Tnorala myth does continue to inspire certain behaviours in the Western Arrente, particularly those of preservation. The area is a registered sacred site preserved by Traditional Owners.
 According to Malbunka, the myth has been used to prevent damaging mining activity in the crater.
 Therefore its ongoing cultural significance is one of indigenous sovereignty, enabling the Western Arrente to preserve the place as a sacred one. Moreover, it is also open to tourists. This has given the myth further educational significance, this time for non-Aboriginal visitors. Not only do tourists learn about the myth itself, but also about damage done to the area before stewardship was returned to the Western Arrente.
 In this way, the cultural significance of the myth has taken on new dimensions in the present day. Indeed, Malbunka has stated her hope that the area can become a symbol of ‘black and white working together.’


More broadly, the recording and sharing of indigenous myth has been seen by current indigenous peoples as a way of preserving their worldviews and history. After relaying the creation myth of turtle island, the Haudenosaunee storyteller and scholar Patricia Monture quoted the Degonwandonti author Beth Brant’s words as her reason for doing so: ‘our testament is out there now, part of the wind, part of the people’s minds and hearts. We have always been here. We will always be here.’
 (Italics in original.) This is similar to part of the rationale given by Malbunka; to record the myth on information boards is to educate tourists and visitors about the long and ongoing existence of the Aboriginal people who live in the area.
 This may be seen as particularly important when compared with stories perpetuated by settler populations. For example, the Goenpul author Aileen Moreton-Robinson has argued that settlers on what is now considered Australia portrayed the ‘landscape as oppressor,’ so that ‘achieving white possession can be valorised and Indigenous dispossession can be erased.’
 This she called a myth in its own right: ‘the mythology of peaceful settlement.’
 Though Moreton-Robinson may be using the word in the colloquial (though still correct) sense of an untrue story, it also fits quite well within the definition used for the purposes of this essay. In the Eliadian sense, it may be considered a ‘true story’ from the perspective of those who tell it – those who do not appreciate the harm done to Indigenous communities by colonisation. Furthermore, to apply Hamacher and Norris’s definition, ‘stories owned by a particular culture, often invoking the supernatural to explain the nature of the universe and humanity,’ this is certainly a story owned by a particular culture (some settler Australians) and it is used to explain an aspect of the nature of the universe, in this case their occupation of a continent far from their original home.
 Whether or not it invokes the supernatural (an allegedly unoccupied place with a hostile landscape certainly appears to blur the lines) this indeed could be considered a mythology. Furthermore, the contribution of colonial myths like these to the ongoing cultural erasure of Indigenous peoples is something that has been explored by scholars of indigenous sovereignty, such as Innu Essipit scholar Pierrot Ross-Tremblay. He argues that indigenous myths are suppressed and overwritten by of the inherent ‘myth-making process’ of colonisation, which serves ‘to mask the reality, to justify the status quo and to conceal the tragic extent of dispossession that has shaped indigenous peoples’ present and their past.’
 Therefore, by capturing and displaying the mythology of the Western Arrente, the tourist information at Tnorala has cultural significance as a kind of counter-myth. It directly challenges the mythology of settler Australian culture that would portray the area as formerly unoccupied and hostile, and reinforces the cultural sovereignty of the Western Arrente by resisting its erasure. By expanding to include information about mining damage to the area, the Tnorala myth further counters the prior physical and cultural damage that was enabled before the myth became significant as a preservational tool, by raising awareness among visitors. Additionally, though it is beyond the scope of this essay to discuss in detail, this demonstrates the potential cultural significance of the myth in Australian culture overall, as well as broader Indigenous culture, as a case study of myth’s use in preservation and self-determination.

In summary, it can be argued that the Tnorala myth’s cultural significance among the Western Arrente is strongly ongoing. It is used to physically preserve the culturally important Tnorala crater and its surrounding area, to educate visitors, and to combat settler mythology that might otherwise erase parts of the Western Arrente culture and history. 
Conclusion

This essay explored the cultural significance of the Tnorala myth to the Western Arrente people. After summarising the myth and providing a working definition for the terms myth and culture, it addressed the cultural significance of the myth in three ways. Firstly, it explored the cultural significance of the myth as an explainer for physical and social aspects of the Western Arrente world. It then noted that the myth has an educational function, and examined how its status as a sky myth may potentially impact its use in this way. Finally, it examined the newer cultural significance of the myth as an aspect of the Western Arrente’s preservation of their own sovereignty, including as a counter to settler myths that may otherwise have erased parts of their cultural heritage. 
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