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Introduction
This essay explores the cultural significance of a lunar myth from the Euahlayi nation of Australia,[footnoteRef:1] in which Yhi the Sun-woman falls in love with Bahloo the Moon-man, but he rejects her. She angrily pursues him, which Bahloo evades by putting increasing space between them. Occasionally though she catches him, resulting in a solar eclipse. [1:  Duane Hamacher with Elders and Knowledge Holders Ghillar Michael Anderson, John Barsa, David Bosun, Ron Day, Segar Passi, and Alo Tapim, The First Astronomers: How Indigenous Elders read the stars (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2022), p. 62.] 

Definition of ‘culture’
‘Culture’ has been described as one of the most complex words in the English language.[footnoteRef:2] Here, culture is a synonym for ‘a distinctive way of life’.[footnoteRef:3] This definition has its roots in Romantic anti-colonialism, whereby instead of ‘culture’ being a Western ideal linked to European civilization and notions of civility, it is instead one of many.[footnoteRef:4] Each nation, period and social and economic group therefore has its own particular ‘culture’.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 1.]  [3:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 12.]  [4:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 12.]  [5:  Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 13.] 

Clifford Geertz further describes culture as:
a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Clifford Geertz, ‘Religion as a Cultural System’, in: The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1973), p. 89.] 


The ‘cultural significance’ in this essay is therefore the meaning and importance ascribed to a symbol within the context of a particular nation or social grouping.
Definition of ‘myth’
Myths relate tales of heroism against fantastical creatures and supernatural beings, or of conflicts among deities who sometimes interfere with human affairs.[footnoteRef:7] Often these deities are associated with the sun, moon and other celestial bodies.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Patrick McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors: The Ignored Explanations for Myths and Apocalypse’, in: Darrelyn Gunzburg (ed.), The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives (Bristol: Equinox Publishing, 2016), p. 24.]  [8:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors’, p. 24.] 

In modern Western societies it has become common to use the word ‘myth’ as a synonym for ‘delusion’ and ‘falsehood’.[footnoteRef:9],[footnoteRef:10] However, historically Plato distinguished muthos as ‘story’ or ‘unverifiable discourse’ from logos, which is ‘rational argument’ or ‘verifiable discourse’, but both contained truth.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Karen Armstrong, A Short History of Myth (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2005), p. 127.]  [10:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors’, p. 27.]  [11:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors’, p. 27.] 

Karen Armstrong argues that a myth has its original genesis in an event that occurred once, but that also in a sense happens all the time.[footnoteRef:12] She suggests that an ‘historical freak’ event cannot impact on the lives of those hearing of the retelling and would therefore not have become mythologised[footnoteRef:13] and that ‘a myth demands action’ and central to the belief in a myth is a ‘transformative ritual’, during which hearers participate in the lives of characters in the myth itself.[footnoteRef:14]  Likewise, Lévy-Bruhl asserted that through the law of participation everything found in the original also exists in the reproduction ‘at one and the same time’.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Armstrong, A Short History, p. 111.]  [13:  Armstrong, A Short History, p. 111.]  [14:  Armstrong, A Short History, p. 112.]  [15:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (London: Allen & Unwin, 1926), p.80.] 

Context of the primary source
Research suggests that Australian Aboriginal culture may be among the oldest in the world at 42,000–48,000 years old,[footnoteRef:16] with estimates that Australia included approximately 250 different languages at the time of the European colonisation in 1788.[footnoteRef:17] The Euahlayi nation is one such language group, located in north-central New South Wales (NSW) and south-central Queensland.[footnoteRef:18] There are currently approximately 3000 people claiming Euahlayi ancestry, while estimates of those with ancestry from the neighbouring Kamilaroi nation are around 29,000, suggesting that the Euahlayi nation was small even before the European invasion.[footnoteRef:19] [16:  John Goldsmith, ‘Cosmos, Culture and Landscape: Documenting, Learning and Sharing Australian Aboriginal Astronomical Knowledge in Contemporary Society’, in: Darrelyn Gunzburg (ed.), The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives (Bristol: Equinox Publishing, 2016), p. 164.]  [17:  Goldsmith, ‘Cosmos, Culture and Landscape’, p. 164.]  [18:  Robert S. Fuller, Michelle Trudgett, Ray P. Norris and Michael G. Anderson, ‘Star Maps and Travelling to Ceremonies: The Euahlayi People and their Use of the Night Sky’, Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage, Vol. 17, No. 2 (2014), p. 149.]  [19:  Fuller et al., ‘Star Maps and Travelling’, p. 150.] 

In the Euahlayi culture, sky knowledge skipped a generation with grandfathers teaching their grandchildren.[footnoteRef:20] Hence this myth predates the European invasion by several decades[footnoteRef:21] since the oldest written account (from 1873) was from a man who was a teenager in the early 1800s.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Robert S. Fuller, Ray P. Norris and Michelle Trudgett, ‘The Astronomy of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples and their neighbours’, Australian Aboriginal Studies, Vol. 2 (2014), p. 23.]  [21:  Fuller et al., ‘The Astronomy of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples’, p. 24.]  [22:  Fuller et al., ‘The Astronomy of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples’, p. 23.] 

Cultural stories are designed to transmit Aboriginal Law and as such are not just intended to explain nature for children, but also serve as a guide for relationships between people and communities and for ceremonial practices.[footnoteRef:23] There can be as many as 30 levels of meaning to a myth, with most being secret to all but initiated tribal members.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Robert S. Fuller, Michael G. Anderson, Ray P. Norris and Michelle Trudgett, ‘The Emu Sky Knowledge of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi Peoples’, Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage, Vol. 17, No. 2 (2014), p. 172.]  [24:  Fuller et al., ‘The Emu Sky Knowledge’, p. 172.] 

Analysis of the cultural significance
The Euahlayi lunar myth involves four major strands: an explanation for the moon’s path; a link between the Moon-man and the emu; an explanation for solar eclipses; and a concern with a collapse of the sky.
The path of the moon
According to the myth, after Bahloo spurns Yhi’s advances, she becomes angry with him and pursues him as he flees:
Yhi grew increasingly angry that he wanted nothing to do with her. She pursued him and he put space between them, moving further away from her each day.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 62.] 


Duane Hamacher notes that the myth here is providing an explanation for the apparent retrograde motion of the moon.[footnoteRef:26] The Earth performs a complete rotation in 24 hours, but the moon takes about a month to make a complete orbit around the Earth, therefore from Earth it looks as if the moon is travelling in the opposite direction moving a little more from west to east each day. Furthermore, while the sun travels along the path of the ecliptic across the sky, the moon is inclined at an angle to the Earth’s orbit around the sun. This means that the moon zig-zags across the ecliptic and this further reflects the idea that Bahloo is trying to evade capture by Yhi.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 62.]  [27:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 62.] 

Beyond the merely scientific explanation, Tyson Yunkaporta says that ‘stories about man-woman transgressions and struggles warn us about what to avoid, to punish, to grow beyond.’[footnoteRef:28] Yunkaporta also asserts that Aboriginal languages do not include a word for nonlinear as ‘nobody would consider traveling … in a straight line in the first place.’[footnoteRef:29] In confirmation of this, Duane Hamacher recalled an instance where despite trying to walk in a straight line in the Australian bush, he got lost and walked around in a circle with nearly fatal consequences[footnoteRef:30] – a trait of white people that has long been observed by Indigenous peoples.[footnoteRef:31]   [28:  Tyson Yunkaporta, Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World (New York: HarperOne, 2020), p. 207.]  [29:  Yunkaporta, Sand Talk, p. 18.]  [30:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, pp. 217-220.]  [31:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 204.] 

The Moon-man and the emu
Another tactic used by Bahloo to evade Yhi is to disguise himself as an emu:
To avoid Yhi and get to the Earth to carry out his duties, he is forced to sneak down past the spirits by disguising himself as an emu before dusk.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 62.] 


The emu is culturally very significant to the Aboriginal Australians, being a useful resource for ‘food, egg shells, feathers and bones.’[footnoteRef:33] There is also another well-known celestial identification with the Emu: that of the large dark region of the Milky Way including the area Western astronomers call the Coalsack nebula. This designation is held not only by the Euahlayi people, but also by Aboriginal peoples throughout mainland Australia.[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  Fuller et al., ‘The Emu Sky Knowledge’, p. 177.]  [34:  Fuller et al., ‘The Emu Sky Knowledge’, p. 173.] 

Although there is no clear link between the Emu in the Milky Way and the disguised Moon-man, there is an interesting parallel between the behaviour of emus during the mating season and the myth. Just as Yhi ardently pursues Bahloo, Fuller et al. report that female emus chase the males during the mating season.[footnoteRef:35] The idea that ‘as above, so below’ is a common motif in cultural astronomy globally,[footnoteRef:36] but is also widely held by Euahlayi people too.[footnoteRef:37]  [35:  Fuller et al., ‘The Emu Sky Knowledge’, p. 175.]  [36:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 13.]  [37:  Fuller et al., ‘The Emu Sky Knowledge’, pp. 176-177.] 

Solar eclipses involve the moon
The Euahlayi people recognise that a solar eclipse occurs because of an interaction between the sun and the moon:
But on rare occasions, Yhi captures and tries to kill Bahloo. She grabs him but he manages to struggle free, helped by the spirits. When this happens, Yhi goes completely dark. This is a solar eclipse.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 62.] 


The idea that it is both the sun and moon that cause a solar eclipse is not a widespread feature in Aboriginal myths[footnoteRef:39] and this explanation is known to be shared by only two other Aboriginal groups.[footnoteRef:40] Solar eclipses can only occur during a new moon, a period of time in which the moon becomes invisible from Earth for three days.[footnoteRef:41] Furthermore, due to the brightness of the sun, partial solar eclipses are easily missed by observers and total solar eclipses are not common. On average, a total solar eclipse will be visible from any point on the Southern Hemisphere once every 540 years, which is once every fourteen lifetimes.[footnoteRef:42] Fuller et al. therefore describe this myth as ‘ethnoscientific’,[footnoteRef:43] being an ‘intellectual endeavour to describe the natural world within an appropriate cultural context’.[footnoteRef:44] However, Aboriginal myths involve multiple levels and despite having an ethnoscientific explanation, the Euahlayi people still feared solar eclipses.[footnoteRef:45]  [39:  Duane W. Hamacher and Ray P. Norris, ‘Eclipses in Australian Aboriginal Astronomy’, Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage, Vol. 17, No. 2 (2014), p. 108.]  [40:  Fuller et al., ‘The Astronomy of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples’, p. 24.]  [41:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Eclipses in Australian Aboriginal Astronomy’, p. 108.]  [42:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Eclipses in Australian Aboriginal Astronomy’, p. 104.]  [43:  Fuller et al., ‘The Astronomy of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples’, p. 25.]  [44:  Fuller et al., ‘The Astronomy of the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples’, p. 5.]  [45:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Eclipses in Australian Aboriginal Astronomy’, p. 106.] 




Preventing the sky from falling down 
Some Aboriginal peoples in southeast Australia believed that the sky was held aloft above the Earth by means such as trees, ropes or magic.[footnoteRef:46] The Euahlayi people were no different, believing that spirits were responsible for the sky’s position: [46:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Eclipses in Australian Aboriginal Astronomy’, p. 106.] 

In frustration, Yhi commanded the spirits holding up the dome of the sky not to let Bahloo escape the celestial realm and come down to the Earth. If he did, she threatened to cast down the spirits and cause the sky to fall, plunging the land into everlasting darkness.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Hamacher et al., The First Astronomers, p. 62.] 


To combat this potentially disastrous event, Euahlayi medicine men would employ magical techniques to aid the spirits and would recite a particular incantation during an eclipse.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Eclipses in Australian Aboriginal Astronomy’, p. 106.] 

The belief that the sky could fall upon the Earth was common among ancient people around the world. Indeed, when Alexander the Great met the Celts in 335 BCE they told him that ‘they feared nothing except that the sky might fall down on them.’[footnoteRef:49] McCafferty suggests that such apocalyptic language reflects a widespread concern with comets, meteors and their impacts with Earth.[footnoteRef:50] The Euahlayi people[footnoteRef:51] and their neighbours in NSW all share a similar story of a bright star falling to Earth and ‘lighting up the surrounding land’.[footnoteRef:52] This particular story has not been associated with any impact site known to Western science[footnoteRef:53] and it is also unknown if this event may have been the inspiration for Euahlayi concern that a solar eclipse may precede the sky ‘falling’. Further complicating the matter is that elders are reluctant to reveal sacred information to non-initiates including deeper levels of stories and the locations of meteoritic strewn fields littered with glassy tektites produced by an impact, which are widely held to be magical and important in rituals and ceremonies.[footnoteRef:54] [49:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors’, p. 33.]  [50:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors’, p. 34.]  [51:  Duane W. Hamacher and Ray P. Norris, ‘Australian Aboriginal Geomythology: Eyewitness Accounts of Cosmic Impacts?’, Archaeoastronomy, Vol. 22, (2009), p. 84.]  [52:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Australian Aboriginal Geomythology’, p. 71.]  [53:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Australian Aboriginal Geomythology’, p. 83.]  [54:  Hamacher and Norris, ‘Australian Aboriginal Geomythology’, pp. 76-77.] 

Conclusion
The moon myth explored here has features of an ethnoscientific story, providing an explanation for the movement of the moon and its interaction with the sun during a solar eclipse. However, it also shows aspects of deeper levels. For example, it compares both the sun and moon to the culturally significant emus: Jhi behaves like a female emu chasing her intended mate across the sky and Bahloo seeks to avoid Jhi by transforming himself into an emu at dusk.
The myth also shows understanding of moon’s position throughout the cycle of moon phases. Despite this rational understanding, the Euahlayi still feared solar eclipses and sought to aid the sky spirits with magical incantations. This fear may be the result of an ancient meteor impact.
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