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The constant nature of the sky gives a 
view of order. Humanity makes use of 
this order for divination, calendar, 
physics and history/story. Thus the sky is 
a carrier of a community’s cultural 
stories. 



Sky stories are a part of human culture and embrace topics such as:

• Calendar stories: the cycle of the seasons which are mirrored in the movement of 
the heavens.

• Mythical Maps: stories placed onto maps of the sky  

• Cosmological Stories – stories about how the world is constructed

• Navigational stories: Stories that teach pathways defined by stars. 

• Explanation stories: the mythologizing of a heavenly event, a comet, or a moment of 
wonder. 

Many of these stories are fragile for if they lose their link to the sky, then the 
understanding of their original meaning can be misplaced. In such cases the 
story may continue to live in oral tradition but become increasingly obscure 
or even absurd to the new listener’s ear. 



https://www.astrosociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/uitc88.pdf

A Calendar Story

Dawn at the Vernal 
Equinox is the day of the 
Pipe Ceremony for the 
D(L)akota people. 

For these people Ursa 
Major represents the 
Sacred Pipe and the 
smoking of it then ushered 
in the spring. 

According to Annette Lee, 
the world was seen as two 
tipis stacked vertically.

The stars are the tipis 
above and the land is the 
tipis below.  One reflect 
the other. 



Emu in the Sky by Kyle 
Pickett (Australia). 

"When the Yallabirri (emu) 
appears in the sky in 
preparation for the laying of 
the eggs."

For the Yamaji people of the 
Murchison region of 
Western Australia, the 
appearance of an emu-like 
shape along the Milky Way 
has signalled the start of 
emu-egg collecting season 
for thousands of years.

A Calendar Story using the great rift in the Milky Way

http://www.australiangeographic.com.au/topic
s/history-culture/2014/11/aboriginal-art-aims-
for-the-sky



Cosmological Stories: Stars, Lakes  and Marshes – earth and sky combined  



From the Old Kingdom Egyptian Sky – through to the Greco-Roman period

Stars, Lakes  and Marshes 

In the Papyrus Carlsberg I, dated second century CE, part II deals with the life of a star. It 
begins by discussing the star decans so arranged as one star dies while another is born. The 
work then turns to the life cycle of a star and Neugebauer’s and Parker’s translate IV, 35-37, 
lines 9 to 10 as follows:

Their [the stars] tears drop becoming fish. The life of a star begins in the 
lake. It goes forth from the water; it flies upward, out of the sea and out 
of the previous form. It is the life of the stars. They go forth from the 
Duat and they withdraw to the sky.  

Otto Neugebauer and Parker, Egyptian Astronomical Texts. Vol. 1. The Early Decans (Providence, Rhode Island: Brown 
University Press, 1960), 68.



Ilgari Inyayimanha (Shared Sky) , a collaborative painting by Australian Aboriginal artists from Yamaji Art.

Mythical Maps



D(L)akota Star Map

Images from Annette S Lee, 

https://magazine.wustl.edu/2014/February/Pages/Annette-Lee.aspx



Ink rubbing of a stele at the 

Confucian Temple, Suzhou, 

Jiangsu province

Southern Song dynasty, 

Chunyou reign, dated 1247

The Chinese Sky
The Chinese sky was divided into five great 
regions or palaces called gong宫. These were 
equated with the directions north, south, east 
and west and also with a middle region. The 
middle region was the most important as it 
housed among its stars the celestial image of the 
emperor surrounded by his family and civil and 
military officials. This part of the sky has 
constellations such as ‘the prince’, ‘the 
concubine’, and ‘the throne’ and is a reflection of 
life on earth. http://idp.bl.uk/4DCGI/education/astronomy/sky.html



The modern Western view of the sky is now largely devoid of myth and disconnected to calendar



Modern Cosmological Stories

Images of the formation of stars 
and nebula are the images today of 
the contemporary Western 
cosmological stories



The Eye of 
God nebula



Rāwiri Taonui. 'Canoe navigation - Ocean voyaging', Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, updated 15-Nov-12
URL: http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/diagram/2223/using-a-canoe-as-a-compass

1.Kursh, C. O. & Kreps, T. C. (1974). 'Starpaths: Linear Constellations in Tropical Navigation'. Current Anthropology, 15, 334-337.

Children were taught the lines of stars using 
the specially constructed roof of a maneaba

Navigational Stories



Linear constellations, 
transformed into 
stories could have 
acted as directional 
aids – story lines. 

Zhitomirsky, S. (1999). 'Aratus' "Phaenomena": Dating and Analysing its 
Primary Source'. Astronomical & Astrophysical Transactions, 17, 483-
500.

Also see Brady, Bernadette, 'Star-Paths, Stones and Horizon Astronomy', 
in Stars and Stones, ed. by F.Pimenta and others (SEAC, 2011).

Navigational 
Stories



Sky Myths about the moon 



Moon Mythology 

There is probably more mythology focused on the moon then any 
other heavenly body, including the sun. 

Cashford, J. (2003). The moon : myth and image, London, Cassell Illustrated.

• Stories about lunar rhythms.
• Stories about lunar time.
• Stories about the moon and weather.
• Stories about lunar thinking – intuition. 
• Creation stories – when linked to the sun.
• Stories  about the faces in the moon.
• Stories about moon and fertility.
• Stories about the moon and planting cycles.
• Stories about the moon and ‘fate’.
• Stories about life and death and rebirth.
• Stories about monsters and the moon.

Beaulieu, P.-A. (1999). 'The Babylonian Man in the Moon'. Journal of Cuneiform 
Studies, 51, 91-99.



The Moon and the Sun

The Moon and the Thunders from the Cherokee people 
of North America.

James Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee,  (New York,: Johnson Reprint Corp., 1902 [1970]), pp. 256-257.

This myth speaks of a woman who is the sun and her lover. He, the moon, only comes to 
her once a month when the moon is dark however she wishes to discover the identity of 
her mysterious lover thus on one visit she smudged his face with ash.  The next day 
when the moon appears in the sky his identity is revealed as his face is covered with 
marks. He becomes so ashamed of being discovered that to this day he tries to stay as far 
away as possible from her and when he does have to come near he tries to make 
himself as small as possible.

The cultural purpose of the story is cosmogonic in that it offers an explanation of 
the waxing and waning of the moon and its relationship to the sun, it reminds 
people that the moon is a tiny silver sliver when it is close to the sun and assures 
them that the patches and patterns on the surface of the moon are normal.    



The Story of the Full Moon 
and the Sun

Temple of Khnum, Esna. 
First row on the south side of ceiling
Photo: B Brady  



The Sun and Moon - New Moon at Dendera – being collected in the ‘covered basket’



All of these sky based myths 
based on naked eye astronomy 
can be considered:
a) Cultural Astronomy
b) Ethno Astronomy 
c) Poetic Astronomy
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