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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.


Introduction

	This essay will compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures relating to the constellation of the Pleiades. The first myth (the Aboriginal myth) is of the Yuwaalaraay, also known as the Euahlayi, an Aboriginal tribe of New South Wales in Australia, and uses the version transcribed by Katie Langloh Parker (Langloh) around 1900 CE. The second myth (the Diné myth) is of the Native American Diné tribe, better but extraneously and erroneously known as the Navajo, of the Southwestern United States. It was transcribed by Franciscan Father Berard Haile in the early 1900s CE. Despite their transcription by Western observers foreign to the myths’ cultures and belief systems, these early recorded versions of the myths are privileged as truest to form. The word myth itself, derived from the Greek mûthos meaning tale, story or narrative, is here understood in the sense of the Cambridge Ritualists, particularly Jane Harrison and her postulate that myth precedes ritual, ‘not … ritual from the myth.’[footnoteRef:1] In other words, as Walter Burkert succinctly summarizes, myth’s ‘defining feature … is its connection to ritual.’[footnoteRef:2] Ritual is understood in the sense put forward by Emile Durkheim, where rituals are ‘ways of acting that are generated only within assembled groups.’[footnoteRef:3] Ritual has, Ingvild Gilhus argues, as its ‘primary function … to invoke and sustain a process of change and transformation.’[footnoteRef:4] Because of the ritual underpinning of myth, a simple consideration of these sky myths’ narrative components would be superficial. Fiona Bowie laments that the human dimension tends to be ‘eclipsed by the greater battle taking place in the sky’ on a ‘metaphysical level’ and it might be added, an astrotheological one.[footnoteRef:5] Indeed, as Bernadette Brady holds, all sky myths ‘serve a cultural purpose’ and a comprehensive journey into them demands ‘a combination of naked-eye astronomy and anthropology.’[footnoteRef:6] By comparing and contrasting these two myths, highlighting the unique astronomical as well as cultural properties of the Pleiades, and considering the myths’ anthropological, ritual natures this paper proceeds on the premise that ritual precedes myth.  [1:  Harrison, Jane. Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, Cambridge University Press, 1903, p. 124. ]  [2:  Burkert, Walter. Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth, University of California Press, 1983, p. 31.]  [3:  Durkheim, Emile. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Carol Cosman, Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 11.]  [4:  Gilhus , Ingvild Saelid. Gnosticism: A Study in Liminal Symbolism, Numen 31:1, 1984, p. 110.]  [5:  Bowie, Fiona. Mountains as Sources Of Power In Seen And Unseen Worlds, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, Great Britain: Bloomsbury Academic, 2021, p. 134.]  [6:  Brady, Bernadette. Introduction –Talking Sky, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 24 no. 1 and 2, Spring/Summer 2023, pp. 6,8.] 


The Myths’ Transcribers

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Despite being an outsider, Langloh is fairly reliable as she had been saved from drowning by an Aboriginal girl and developed a sincere interest in Aboriginal culture. [footnoteRef:7] This enabled her to be one of the first Westerners to be trusted by Aboriginal women. She took great care in the accuracy of her transcriptions and translations, introducing cross-checks to help decrease any losses, additions or distortions of meaning.[footnoteRef:8] Haile was also an outsider, but on the other hand, as Charlotte Frisbie observes, he was among those ‘responsible for the first evangelizing efforts among the Navajo’[footnoteRef:9] and thus sought to supplant Diné beliefs with his own. Nevertheless, he appears to have been open-minded and genuinely motivated to understand the Diné culture, language, belief system and practices, even if this was simply to find the right framework in which to elicit religious conversion.[footnoteRef:10] As it was not possible to secure Haile’s unrefracted version of the myth, a scholarly secondary source was utilised, and therefore a loss of the Diné myth’s meaning and content cannot be entirely discounted. [7:  Natale, Antonella Riem. The Pleiades and the Dreamtime: an Aboriginal Women's Story and Other Ancient World Traditions, Coolabah, No.9, 2012, p. 126.]  [8:  Parker, K. Langloh, and A. Lang. Australian Religion, Folklore, vol. 10, no. 4, 1899, p. 491.]  [9:  Frisbie, C. J. Tales of an Endishodi: Father Berard Haile and the Navajos, 1900-1961, Edited and transcribed by Father Murray Bodo, 0. F. M. American Indian Culture and Research Journal, 23(2), 1999, p. 187.]  [10:  Ibid.] 


When it comes to the nature of both transcribers, Langloh’s motives may have been purer, and the potential for translation errors in her account more negligible. All things considered, both can be relied upon to provide a reasonably accurate transcription of the myth which they sought to record. This being said, omissions are likely and it cannot be ascertained whether some elements were withheld. As Nicholas Campion argues of Aboriginals, though it could equally apply to the Diné, much of their ‘traditional knowledge’ is of ‘initiatory nature’ and there is thus a ‘consequent reluctance to disclose it.’[footnoteRef:11] In fact, the Diné tend to be much more secretive with outsiders, whereas Aboriginals, at least in Langloh’s time, were less reluctant to share sacred, ritual knowledge.[footnoteRef:12] Consideration of the myths’ ritual nature therefore also seeks to mitigate potential omissions.  [11:  Campion, Nicholas. Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, New York, London: NYU Press, 2012, p. 25.]  [12:  Leaman, Trevor M, and Hamacher Duane W. Aboriginal Astronomical Traditions from Ooldea, South Australia, Part 1: Nyeeruna and the Orion Story, p. 5. ] 


Comparative Overview

	In the Aboriginal myth as recounted by Langloh, the Meamei, the Yuwaalaraay word for the Pleiades, are anthropomorphised into the archetypal form of the Seven Sisters.[footnoteRef:13] Graced with beauty and hair flowing down to their waists, the sisters’ bodies were adorned with sparkling icicles. When hunting, they stuck to themselves despite the efforts of a family of boys known as the Berai-Berai, who would chase the Meamei in the hopes of betrothing them, like Orion appears to pursue the Pleiades. They often left gifts such as foraged honey behind, which the sisters ate, yet never let themselves be seduced. One day, old ‘Wurrunnahh’, which Langloh translated as the ‘fiery ancestor’, tricked and captured two of the sisters.[footnoteRef:14] Wurrunnah attempted to warm up the Meamei’s icicles, but instead extinguished his own fire. After their captivity, the two sisters were ‘translated to the sky’ where they were reunited with their five sisters.[footnoteRef:15] However due to Wurrunnah’s heat the two sisters never sparkled as brightly, recalling the seven stars of the Pleiades in which five shine brighter than the others. Realising the Meamei had left the earth forever, the Berai-Berai were inconsolable and refused to marry, rejecting other women as well as sustenance, leading to their deaths. Feeling sorry for them, ‘the spirits … gave them, too, a place in the sky’ known today as ‘Orion’s sword and belt.’[footnoteRef:16] This is a narrative that seeks to explain the origin and nature of certain celestial objects. Both star clusters first take human form, before ascending to the sky where they are still visible in two groups, one female and one male. [13:  Lambert, Johanna, and K. Langloh (Katie Langloh) Parker. Wise Women of the Dreamtime: Aboriginal Tales of the Ancestral Powers, Rochester, Vt: Inner Traditions International, 1993, p. 44.]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Ibid, p. 45.]  [16:  Ibid.] 


Further equivalencies with the celestial sphere occur. Once a year, in remembrance of their earthly origin, the Meamei break off some of some of their icicles and throw them down to earth. The myth therefore accounts for the formation of frost and ice during the winter nights in which the Pleiades rise. To show the earth remembers them too, the Yuwaalaraay use a piece of the ice to numb the nose of children, so a straw or bone can be used to pierce the septum. Similarly, ‘when thunder is heard in the winter time,’ the Yuwaalaraay say it is the Meamei bathing and playing in the water again’, which means rain will fall in three days.[footnoteRef:17] Suggested here is a concordance between bodies and phenomena both celestial and earthly. [17:  Ibid, p. 46. ] 


	In the Diné myth, the Pleiades, or Dilyehe do not take on human, let alone gendered, form.[footnoteRef:18] They, as Anthony Aveni relates Haile’s transcription, manifest as ‘several crystals’ attached to the ankle of ‘Black God,’ which are pointed out to him by the other gods upon his entrance in the ‘hogan (house) of creation.[footnoteRef:19] The crystals’ scintillatory nature is akin to the Meamei’s icicles. As Antonella Natale conceives, in speaking of the Aboriginal myth, stars are a ‘crystallised’ celestial fire’ with whom ‘frost too is in consonance’ since it has the same reflectory properties.[footnoteRef:20] Another parallel is to be found in the Black God himself. Indeed, David Kelley clarifies he is ‘Black God, Lord of Fire,’ like old Wurrunnah, the fiery ancestor.[footnoteRef:21] Instead of being deliberately imprisoned by an igneous man, here they are forcibly moved in their intended position by Black God stomping his foot four times.[footnoteRef:22] Moving up his body, they finally land on his left temple where he says they can stay. This demonstrated to the ‘ancestors’ that Black God ‘possessed the power to beautify the dark sky,’ and though the ascent occurs over four phases, instead of one for the Meamei (or two, if it is interpreted that the first five sisters went up before the two captured ones) both myths provide a narrative for the creation and origin of the self-same star cluster.[footnoteRef:23] In the Aboriginal myth, the stars are translated into the sky from human, earthly counterparts, and in the Diné myth, from a divine, nonhuman and possibly nonearthly realm. [18:  Aveni, Anthony. Star Stories: Constellations and People, Yale University Press, 2019, p. 24.]  [19:  Ibid, p. 23. ]  [20:  Natale, Antonella Riem. The Pleiades and the Dreamtime: an Aboriginal Women's Story and Other Ancient World Traditions, p. 120.]  [21:  Kelley, David H. and Milone, Eugene F. Exploring Ancient Skies A Survey of Ancient and Cultural Astronomy, Second Edition, New York, Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London: Springer, 2011, p. 416.]  [22:  Aveni, Anthony. Star Stories: Constellations and People, p. 23. ]  [23:  Ibid, p. 24. ] 


	The Diné myth, in contrast, continues to cover the origin of more than just the stars in the Pleiades and parts of Orion. It constitutes an integral stellar cosmogony with all its attendant cultural import, since the ancestors, impressed with the Pleiades, encourage Black God to ‘continue making star patterns out of crystals … in the heavens.’[footnoteRef:24] Taking out handfuls of crystals from his deerskin pouch, new constellate patterns are created such as the ‘Male and Female who Revolve’ in the North, as well as ‘all the other constellations.’[footnoteRef:25] Finally, Dilyehe, the Pleiades, are ‘supplied’ with his ‘eternal flame’ to set and maintain the other stars ‘aglow.’[footnoteRef:26] Black God’s careful positioning of the stars provides, as Kelley quotes a Diné elder, ‘the holistic and ordered essence of life’ and ‘the life force which is the reason for being and becoming.’[footnoteRef:27] Thus this myth implies the emergence of light from darkness, and the creation of order and balance. The latter part of the elder’s statement is reminiscent of Gilhus’ statement regarding ritual’s primary function of invoking a process of change and transformation, and incumbently the Diné Nightway Ceremony was held each winter, on the first evening when the Pleiades became visible after sunset thereby upholding the myth.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Ibid.]  [27:  Navajo Community College General Catalog of 1987, as quoted in ibid. ]  [28:  Ibid, p. 25.] 


Ritual Restoration and Cosmogony

The invocative aspect of ritual is particularly strong when the ritual refers to the cosmogony, since this is the original moment of creation and transformation. Eliade argues that in ritual ‘the time of origin’ is a ‘symbolic rebirth,’ and through ‘the annual repetition of the cosmogony’ humans seek ‘to reactualize it … by means of appropriate rituals.’[footnoteRef:29] Eliade specifically perceives this at play in Aboriginal cultures, for whom every ‘ritual’, every ‘recital of a myth is only the repetition of an event’ at ‘the beginning of time.’[footnoteRef:30] Though the Aboriginal myth is not entirely cosmogonical, it does contain myths relating to the formation of certain celestial bodies, and also has a ritual element. In the Northern Territory, there is evidence that the heliacal rising of the Pleiades in May marked the New Year.[footnoteRef:31] Additionally, in many regions of Australia the rise of the Pleiades marked the beginning of initiation rituals and ceremonies.[footnoteRef:32] The nose piercing ritual is a ‘significant initiatic process’, as Johanna Lambert, the compiler of Langloh’s myths, observes.[footnoteRef:33] It enables the subjects to have improved ‘resonance’ and thus ‘sing as the Meamei sing.’[footnoteRef:34] Singing is an important part of ritual, and this enables the children to thenceforth resonate with the Meamei and participate fully in rituals associated with them.  [29:  Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane. Orlando: Harcourt, Inc., 1959, p. 81. ]  [30:  Eliade, Mircea. Australian Religions. Part III: Initiation Rites and Secret Cults, History of Religions, vol. 7, no. 1, 1967, p. 61.]  [31:  Kelley, David H., Exploring Ancient Skies A Survey of Ancient and Cultural Astronomy, p. 337.]  [32:  Clarke, Philip A. Australian Aboriginal Astronomy and Cosmology in Ruggles, Clive. Handbook of Archeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, New York, Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London: Springer, 2015, p. 2226.]  [33:  Lambert, Johanna. Wise Women of the Dreamtime: Aboriginal Tales of the Ancestral Power, p. 48.]  [34:  Ibid, pp. 45, 48.] 


The full implications of the ritual as an initiatory rite of passage into adulthood are not overtly specified in Langloh’s account, however Kelley adds a similar, potentially omitted dimension from an unspecified tribe in the same region as the Yuwaalaraay. In it, the seven sisters are translated into the sky as a reward for having chosen to undergo the ‘more sacred and severe trials of the young men,’ instead of those prescribed for young women.[footnoteRef:35] It is possible that Langloh’s Victorian sensibilities in terms of taboo subjects and gender roles led her to omit certain aspects. Natale speaks of the sexual assault of the two imprisoned Meamei by Wurrunnah, and is also clear in her statement that the piercing was a ‘sign of initiation into adulthood.’[footnoteRef:36] [footnoteRef:37] Perhaps some elements were simply withheld from Langloh, but regardless, there is a strong case to assume the piercing was a part of wider rites of passage for both boys and girls.  [35:  Kelley, David H., Exploring Ancient Skies A Survey of Ancient and Cultural Astronomy, p. 338.]  [36:  Natale, Antonella Riem. The Pleiades and the Dreamtime: an Aboriginal Women's Story and Other Ancient World Traditions, pp. 114, 120.]  [37:  Natale, Antonella Riem. The Pleiades and the Dreamtime: an Aboriginal Women's Story and Other Ancient World Traditions, p. 120.] 


Diné rituals similarly begin when the Pleiades have appeared, as V.D. Chamberlain observes, in the ‘autumn evening sky’ and cease when they have ‘disappeared from the spring evening sky.’[footnoteRef:38] The Diné Nightway Ceremony or ritual involves singing, and usually takes place over nine days and nights. It often takes place at high altitudes, with the possibility of frost and breath condensing like clouds.[footnoteRef:39] In parallel with the Aboriginal use of icicles to invoke the Pleiades, gourds with markings symbolising the star cluster are used.[footnoteRef:40] Bighorn mountain sheep are associated with both the ceremony and the heavens. Sometimes hunted by the Diné, like Orion’s fruitless pursuit of the Pleiades, capturing the sheep is rarely successful and recalls the Berai-Berai’s unsuccessful attempts to seduce the Meamei. [footnoteRef:41] [footnoteRef:42] The sheep, like the spirits in the Aboriginal myth, are ascribed the power to transform people into celestial beings, but unlike the sprits they are not explicitly considered stellar beings too.[footnoteRef:43]  [38:  Chamberlain, V.D. Diné (Navajo) Ethno-and Archaeoastronomy in Ruggles, Clive. Handbook of Archeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, New York, Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London: Springer, 2015, p. 632.]  [39:  Overstreet, William. The Navajo Nightway and the Western Gaze, Boundary 2, vol. 19, no. 3, 1992, p. 58.]  [40:  Tozzer, Alfred M. A Note on Star-Lore among the Navajos, The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 21, No. 80, 1908, p. 28.]  [41:  Ibid, p. 29.]  [42:  Ibid.]  [43:  Ibid.] 


Held in the hogan, the ritual parallels the Diné myth’s setting and echoes its cosmogony. As William Overstreet analyses, the complex ritual seeks the ‘restoration’ of ‘mental and physical health,’ a return ‘to a sense of balance and harmony and completeness.’[footnoteRef:44] But the transformation being pursued is not worldly but local, not collective, but individual: it is as Overstreet states a ‘curing ceremonial for a range of ailments,’ one or more of which afflict the individual to whom the ritual is ‘offered’.[footnoteRef:45] The Diné ritual could be understood as a healing which reinstates the older Diné to his original, healthy physical mode.[footnoteRef:46] On the other hand, the Aboriginal ritual, Eliade argues, is an ‘initiation’ that ‘reinstates the young Australian in his original, spiritual mode,’ presumably in order to enable the passage into adulthood. One implies a rebirth into the original balance and thus health of both the young cosmos and human, the other a symbolic death, that of childhood as it transitions into adulthood with its mark of full ritual singing capability. [44:  Overstreet, William. The Navajo Nightway and the Western Gaze, p. 58. ]  [45:  Ibid, pp. 58-59.]  [46:  Eliade, Mircea. Australian Religions. Part III: Initiation Rites and Secret Cults, p. 61.] 


Food and the Pleiades

	Both cultures also consider the Pleiades in terms of their relationship to the seasons, and by extension the fulfilment of alimentary needs. Kelley argues, and Philip Clark concurs, that one of the reasons Aboriginal rituals related to the Pleiades occurred in May was because this ensured a ‘plentiful supply of food.’[footnoteRef:47] [footnoteRef:48] In a similar vein, sites where rituals linked to the Pleiades occur are always also places where water is available and certain bush foods are grown.[footnoteRef:49] A study led by Trevor Leaman demonstrated that Aboriginals from Ooldea in Southern Australia ‘deliberately selected certain prominent stars and asterisms to match the breeding cycles of the terrestrial animals they represent.’[footnoteRef:50] Such considerations are critical in the nature of sky myths. The Diné, situated of course in the Northern Hemisphere, have a rule that agricultural planting should only occur once the Pleiades have disappeared in the evening sky but before they rise in the morning sky, in order to ensure cold spells do not harm the crops.[footnoteRef:51] Natale aptly distils this fundamental relationship between the cultural and practical purposes of sky myths: ‘The Pleiades are the meeting place in the skies of mythology and science.’[footnoteRef:52]  [47:  Kelley, David H., Exploring Ancient Skies A Survey of Ancient and Cultural Astronomy, p. 337.]  [48:  Clarke, Philip A. Australian Aboriginal Astronomy and Cosmology, p. 2227.]  [49:  Johnson, Dianne. Interpretations of the Pleiades in Australian Aboriginal Astronomies, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, 7.S278, 2011, p. 294.]  [50:  Leaman, Trevor M., and Hamacher, Duane W., Aboriginal Astronomical Traditions from Ooldea, South Australia, 2014, p. 19.]  [51:  Chamberlain, V.D. Diné (Navajo) Ethno-and Archaeoastronomy, p. 632.]  [52:  Natale, Antonella Riem. The Pleiades and the Dreamtime: an Aboriginal Women's Story and Other Ancient World Traditions, p. 115.] 


Ritual Diffusion
	
Due to the nature of Precession, the link between constellations in the sky and life patterns on earth does shift over several millennia. Sky myths eventually lose their immediate relevance to the earthly seasons. But in various forms, particularly those linked to the universal asterism of the Pleiades, they seem to have persisted for over ten thousand years if not more. Campion posits that ‘the perpetual pursuit by Orion of the Pleiades, the seven sisters’ ‘appears to be one of the archaic, Paleolithic star tales whose origins precede the dispersal of humanity.’[footnoteRef:53] If ritual does precede myth, with its numerous similarities across the globe, one would expect to find highly similar, possibly pre-dispersal ritual aspects as well. A pre-dispersal, pre-linguistic sign language, initially used to communicate but since surviving primarily in religious and ritual activity, is precisely what J.S.M. Ward, an eccentric but erudite masonic writer, postulated and attempted to demonstrate. He argues that ‘identical signs are used’ during the rituals of cultures across the globe.[footnoteRef:54]  [53:  Campion, Nicholas. Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p. 29.]  [54:  Ward, J.S.M. The Sign Language of the Mysteries, New York : Land’s End Press, 1969, p. 3.] 


Ward considers that Freemasonry descends from ‘ancient initiatory rites of a boy into manhood’ and Masons therefore possess privileged information.[footnoteRef:55] Providing copious examples of identical signs used in similar ritual settings by dozens of cultures, he speculates that the reason these similarities have escaped the ‘average anthropologist’ witnessing a ritual is because they would not grasp the significance of a participants ‘placing of hands in a peculiar position,’ while a ‘Mason on the look-out for such a sign’ would.[footnoteRef:56] Myth does not necessarily require initiatory knowledge, while ritual generally does since it reflects a particular group’s ways of acting. Considering Freemasonry’s jealous guarding of its initiatory knowledge from outsiders, Ward further excludes the possibility western initiates could have spread it to natives since transmission would have been accompanied with the prohibition of displaying it to strangers.[footnoteRef:57] He identifies various signs among numerous Aboriginal tribes, claiming the sign of a Royal Arch is ‘correctly’ used in the unspecified ‘Intichiuma’ ceremony.’[footnoteRef:58] Of special import is his assertion that the universal ‘Sign of Distress,’ where both forearms are raised to the sky at 90 degrees with palms facing forward, is present in figures portrayed in the sand drawing that are made by the Navajo on the ninth day of of the Nightway healing ceremony.[footnoteRef:59] [footnoteRef:60] If Ward is correct, further similarities between the myths and their rituals exist beyond published sources, and ritual does precede myth.  [55:  Ward, J.S.M. Freemasonry and the Ancient Gods, London : Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co, 1921, p. 109. ]  [56:  Ibid.]  [57:  Ibid, p. 111.]  [58:  Ibid, p. 113. ]  [59:  Ward, J.S.M. Freemasonry and the Ancient Gods, London : Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co, 1921, p. 176. ]  [60:  Huckel, J.F. American Indians, 1926, Kansas City : Fred Harvey, 1926, p. 18. https://archive.org/details/bwb_P9-ASY-931/ Accessed 27 December 2024.] 


Conclusion

	In conclusion, both myths share a remarkable number of narrative and ritual similarities while retaining clear differences. Each myth serves an ontological, cultural purpose in explaining the formation of the Pleiades, though the Diné myth offers a comprehensive stellar cosmogony while the Aboriginal myth focuses on a selection of stars. Nevertheless, both myths are associated with the Pleiades through significant rituals and their invocation, which seek to restore and reactualise a divine moment of primordial creation for a specific part of the group, be it a segment or an individual. Both cultures track the Pleiades for both calendrical, ritual and alimentary purposes. This confluence of the Pleiades’ scientific observation with their mythic and ritualistic invocation, does aid the group to adapt to the annual cycle and thus limit risks in securing a food supply. When borne out in practice, it cements the validity of the Pleiades as intercessors between earth and sky, which in turn reinforces the sacredness of both parties as well as their link. Due to their universal recognisability, and unique position on the ecliptic, cultures in nearly antipodal parts of each hemisphere could use them successfully, since they retained relevance to seasonal cycles. This would suggest other changes, like Precession, simply modify the precise nature of this relationship, reflected in variations in the content if not substance of associated myths. But the associated rituals, and symbolic elements within them like signs and usage, vary much less since they facilitate ways of acting as groups that increase the likelihood of its survival.
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