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COMPARE AND CONTRAST TWO SKY MYTHS FROM TWO DIFFERENT CULTURES

Word Count: 3,420 (excluding footnotes and reference list)

Away from the cities and light pollution of our modern world, the night sky is an awe-inspiring blanket of stars. It’s no wonder then that throughout history, humankind has looked to the night sky for meaning and guidance. The observations and patterns witnessed in the heavenly bodies are captured in stories that are deeply woven into the very fabric of cultures and civilisations throughout the world. 
This paper will critically compare how Indigenous cultures in the Southern Hemisphere use myths related to the sky to describe the origins of the cosmos and apply its meanings in spiritual, cultural, and practical contexts. Two different myths from the Oceania region will be explored. The first is a Māori creation myth from Aotearoa/New Zealand known as Te Waka o Tamarereti, a great canoe in the sky that represents the journey that the warrior Tamarereti took across the celestial ocean.
 The second myth comes from Australia’s Aboriginal cultures and is of the Emu in the Sky; known by many different names, this unique constellation has links back to ancestral creator spirits that provide a guide to life from above.
 
The paper will critically compare the narratives and applications of each sky myth, considering definitions of myths that relate to the themes of enchantment, cultural identity, and practical rules. It will first look at the creation of the celestial phenomena, their associated narratives and values, and their cultural meanings and functions, before discussing the significance of Indigenous knowledge and drawing a conclusion about the nature of sky myths. Both the Māori myth of Te Waka o Tamarereti and the Aboriginal myth of the Emu in the Sky centre on constellations within the Milky Way and require us to rethink what we may know about constellations and what we may typically believe a myth to be.
Defining Myths as they relate to the Sky
Before examining the two myths, it is necessary to establish the definitions that will frame the discussion. In daily life a myth is often considered a widely held but false belief in the form of a tale or superstition.
 Indigenous sky stories are typically considered a form of myth and have often been underestimated or dismissed in our intellectualised, academic worldview.
 However, this paper will take on a more discerning understanding of myths. Three specific definitions will be centred. The first comes from David Leeming, professor emeritus of English and Comparative Literature at the University of Connecticut.
 He suggests myths reveal: 
Narratives of extraordinary or supernatural events and characters widely accepted as truth in one sense or another by certain groups of people in the past or even in the present time.
 
Leemings definition positions this paper as something more substantial than a discussion of false beliefs, while the next two definitions will support his claims. Patrick Curry’s views of divination and enchantment, which he describes as requiring a ‘spiritual nature, or natural spirituality’ best captured by animism, 
 and informed by his work in cultural studies and cosmology, 
 will help articulate the presence of extraordinary or supernatural phenomena. Finally, Anthropologist
 Bronislaw Malinowski argument in Myth in Primitive Psychology that myth goes beyond symbolism and gives a direct expression of lived reality containing ‘practical rules for the guidance of man’
 will form the final definition. Malinowski’s definition reinforces the idea that these myths were accepted as truths because of the lessons they conveyed and the practical functions they served. Additional voices in the fields of Myth Studies and Astronomy will be utilised to explore these discussions further.
Celebrating Distinctive Celestial Forms
Humans naturally look for patterns, which is why constellation myths have become the most familiar stories tied to the stellar sky transforming it into a cosmic storyboard.
 Cultural Astronomer and Astrologer, Bernadette Brady recognises that cultures around the world place these stories on ‘bright stars, dim stars, coloured stars, dark gaps or voids, and milky hazes’.
  While both the Māori Te Waka o Tamarereti and Aboriginal Emu in the Sky constellations draw on the kinds of stellar features Brady identifies, they differ fundamentally from the constellations formalised by the International Astronomical Union and are shaped by cultural knowledge rather than astronomical cartography.

Te Waka o Tamareti (the canoe of Tamarereti), visible each November from Aotearoa/New Zealand, stands apart from the traditional constellations many people are familiar with in that its celestial form (see Figure 1) spans across several Western constellations. The anchor line traces a path of stars to Alpha and Beta Centauri, ending in the Southern Cross, which forms the anchor itself. Antares marks the crest of a wave at the bow. The stars in the tail of Scorpius shape the stern, while Orion and a collection of surrounding stars form the main body of the vessel. The Milky Way represents the wake trailing behind the celestial canoe as it embarks on its journey across the night sky.
 
 The sails comprise of dwarf galaxies and the Large and Small Magellanic Clouds. The scale of the constellation and its sense of motion resemble a luminous canoe gliding across the Milky Way, evoking a sense of enchantment.
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Similarly, the Emu in the sky (see Figure 2), a prominent dark constellation recognised in the traditions of Aboriginal peoples across Australia, is also distinctive to modern, standardised constellations. However, in contrast to the Māori constellation, it does not incorporate bright stars and is only defined by the dark nebulae and interstellar dust clouds of the Milky Way.
 Visible as early as March, the emu’s head is located near the Southern Cross within the Coalsack Nebula. The neck begins to form at Alpha and Beta Centauri and then its body stretches through the dust lanes towards Scorpius, ending near Sagittarius.
 Over the months, the appearance of the emu shifts as the Milky Way tilts and rotates. Similar to Te Waka o Tamarereti, these transformations give the constellation a sense of movement and enchantment. However, the movements of the celestial Emu are specifically linked to and reflect the changing behaviour of the birds on Earth, while the movements of Te Waka o Tamarereti don’t alter its form across the sky.   


Although Te Waka o Tamarereti and the Emu in the Sky both occupy regions of the Milky Way and draw on some of the same features noted by Brady – like dark gaps, voids, and milky hazes – the patterns each tradition identifies are shaped by their specific way of life and the cultural meanings of their communities.  This cultural grounding aligns with Indigenous sky traditions around the world, many of which also identify stories and patterns not only in the stars but also in the dark spaces in between them. Some of the closest parallels come from cultures that recognise figures near the Coalsack, as with the Aboriginal emu. The Moqoit people of Argentina and the Tupi people of central Brazil, for instance, see a rhea bird in this region, while the Inca identify a mother and baby llama.

Enchantment Weaved into the Narratives 

The enchantment isn’t just visible in the distinctive celestial forms but also in the sky myth narratives that accompany them. The Māori myth of Te Waka o Tamarereti has a number of variations but it shares the story of Tamarereti, a warrior who sailed out in his waka (canoe) to catch fish one morning and became marooned on the lake when the wind died down. Set in a time when the earth was dark and there were no stars in the night sky, Taniwha – shark-like guardians of the natural world – were known to live in the depths of lakes and rivers and hunt at night using their keen ability to see in the dark. Believing he had time to make it home before dusk, Tamarereti lay down to rest and fell asleep to the gentle rocking of the canoe. When he awoke he realised that a breeze had pushed the canoe to the other side of the lake. The sun was beginning to set and the Taniwha would soon be out hunting. Tamarereti knew he had to get home safely to his family but first he needed something to eat. He made his way to shore and lit a small campfire on the beach, skewering the fish he had caught onto a stick and cooking it over the fire. As he sat eating, he noticed that the pebbles from the fire were still glowing, and this gave him an idea of how to get home. Collecting as many pebbles as he could in his canoe, Tamarereti sat out towards a great river that was known to circle the earth and reach up into the sky to create rain. He followed the swift current of the river upwards and began to scatter the pebbles in all directions. He sailed across the sky with the wake of his canoe becoming the Milky Way; the scattered pebbles became stars lighting the way. When Tamarereti arrived back at his village where the great river descended, he was met by Ranginui, the sky father, who was delighted by the renewed beauty of the night sky and the knowledge that people could now move about safely through the darkness. Ranginui asked the warrior for permission to permanently place his canoe amongst the stars as a tribute to his work, creating the distinctive celestial form recognised by Māori people today.
 

The story of Te Waka o Tamarereti evokes a profound sense of enchantment and divinity in the way that Scholar Patrick Curry describes an animistic cosmos that is alive.
 Its world is animated by glowing pebbles that become stars, the river system that rises into the sky, the ancestral waka, and the shark‑like Taniwha that inhabit and guard the waterways. The narrative is also populated by what might be called local “ecological spirits,”
 whether understood as ancestors, creation beings, gods, demi‑gods, or other forms of spiritual agency. This aligns closely with Leeming’s view of myth as a realm shaped by extraordinary events and supernatural characters.
 
The Aboriginal myth of the Emu in the Sky can also be seen to feature ancestral beings that shape the universe and the natural world. Many of the Aboriginal cultures – of which there were an estimated 400 prior to colonisation, each with their own stories, beliefs, and language – centre on the idea of the “Dreaming”. 
 In the Dreaming time, Aboriginal peoples believe that ancestral spirits create the world along with providing a moral code and rules for living in it.
 The Emu in the Sky is one such ancestral creator spirit. The large, flightless bird in the sky is known by different names in different language groups across Australia: for the Wiradjuri people of central New South Wales it is Gugurmin;
 the Noongar people of south-west Western Australia call it Weitj;
 the Boorong people of west central Victoria refer to it as Tchingal;
 and the Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples of New South Wales know it as Gawarrgay or Gawarghoo.
 The story of the celestial Emu mirrors the story that unfolds on Earth. When the Emu first appears in full length, stretching across the Milky Way, its long legs are visible. Aboriginal people say it looks as though it is running – reflecting the behaviour of female emus at that time of year, which chase the males during breeding season. At this time, Aboriginal peoples understand that there are eggs available for collecting. In June and July, the Emu rotates so its head is now facing downwards and its appearance changes so the legs are viewed as no longer showing. The Emu is now understood to be a male sitting on the nest as it is the role of the male emu to incubate the eggs after the female lays them.
 As the Emu slowly shifts its position, Aboriginal people know that the chicks have hatched and it’s time to stop hunting for eggs.  Later in the year, when the Milky Way sits low on the horizon and only the Emu’s body can be seen, it is said that the Emu has settled into a watering hole.

The Emu in the Sky offers ‘practical rules for the guidance of man’
 that are quite literal – to show how the terrestrial world works and how to collect food sources. This is contrary to Te Waka o Tamarereti, which can be seen to have more metaphorical lessons woven throughout the narrative – warnings against travelling on the water at night, guidance to move carefully through darkness, and reminders to respect the unseen forces of the natural world. 

Like the Māori story, the celestial Emu evokes a sense of enchantment and sacredness through its animistic qualities and the presence of ecological spirits understood to inhabit the cosmos. Within the oral traditions of Australia’s Aboriginal cultures – as with other Indigenous cultures – such stories are passed down through generations, accumulating layers of meaning and cultural depth that may not be otherwise understood. The Kamilaroi and Euahlayi peoples offer insight into how this narrative fits within the broader Dreaming framework, explaining that ‘at one time, the sky and everything in it was down here, and what is now down here was in the sky’.
 This worldview intensifies the sense of sacred interconnectedness, though Indigenous Aboriginal cultures do not refer to gods or demi gods like Māori and Polynesian culture sometimes does. 
Cultural Wisdom and Functional Truths of a Living Cosmos

Beyond the rich narratives, the story of Te Waka o Tamarereti and the Emu in the Sky carry embedded cultural teachings that function as ‘widely accepted truths’
 and ‘practical rules’
 or guidance for the communities they serve. Sean Kane, a leading voice in the field of myth studies and author of Wisdom of the Mythtellers¸ speaks of the ‘wisdom of nature’ and how oral traditions shared it through animated patterns to form ‘pictures of the flow of life and information from special places on the earth where that energy was felt most keenly’.
 Through Te Waka o Tamarereti and the Emu in the Sky it is possible to see how the stories shared were specific to place and the ways of life of each group. The Māori story encompassing the wayfaring values and oceanic culture of Polynesian peoples expresses the ingrained link between the sea and the sky – where ancestors used the stars to navigate across the oceans. The narrative of a river that flows from the earth to the sky, where it creates rain,
 displays wisdom of rain weather cycles and strengthens the ecological bond, which can be viewed as being akin to feelings of enchantment,
 through the interconnectedness of what is up there is also being done down here, as with Aboriginal culture. 
  Similarly, the Aboriginal story encompasses knowledge on the hunting and gathering of a terrestrial food source that is specific to place. The different positions of the Emu in the Sky provide a guide to Aboriginal peoples. During breeding season when the Emu is seen running (after a mate), there are eggs available. Once the male Emu in the Sky is rising from the nest after incubating it, the chicks have hatched and it’s time to stop hunting.
 
Cultural Astronomers, Ray Norris and Duane Hamacher discuss how the understanding of animated patterns and the motion of objects in the sky were used by Aboriginal cultures for practical purposes like creating calendars.
 This shows the deep lived wisdom and connection that Aboriginal cultures possessed beyond just mirroring their understanding of the events that took place on Earth. 
  This is true for the Emu in the Sky story, which correlates directly to the timings of the terrestrial events so that Aboriginal people knew exactly when food sources were available and when to stop hunting eggs in order to ensure ecological balance and sustainability of the food source into the future. Furthermore, when the head of the Emu dips below the horizon, it is insinuating that it has gone to look for water, and this was how Aboriginal peoples demonstrated that the spring rains had been and filled the water source, so that water could be collected.
 The Emu in the Sky is, therefore, not just as a resemblance of life on Earth, but acts as a living pattern that teaches people how to read the world. Its story is inseparable from the land, the seasons, and the behaviours of the animals that sustain life. 
Similarly, it can be seen through the story of Te Waka o Tamarerti that Māori culture also possessed this deep wisdom and utilised it for practical purposes including the construction of calendars and sky maps that were vital to navigation. The canoe of Tamarereti appears in November after the great rain, signalling to Māori navigators that it was plan their return journeys to Rarohenga (or the lands beyond the curvature of Earth).
 When navigating toward Aotearoa/New Zealand, the celestial canoe of Tamarereti was used as a map to form the celestial pathway that “pulls” Aotearoa toward the navigator; when the stars from this asterism line up across the horizon, navigators knew they were nearing their destination.
 In this way, the myth functions as both a story and a tool – a narrative that teaches, guides, and sustains by encoding practical, cultural knowledge essential for life in Aotearoa.
When we consider the idea of eternity, and the night sky as a realm of constancy in a world where everything else is subject to change,
 the enduring value of Indigenous sky myths becomes clear. These stories preserve knowledge of lifeways and relationships that can be passed orally through generations, remaining stable even as societies evolve. In this sense, the sky provides what has been described as “a world which could surpass death and defy time,”
 allowing for cultural wisdom to have endured unchanged across centuries so Māori and Aboriginal peoples could maintain a living link to their ancestors, their environment, and the knowledge systems that sustained them. It is also important to recognise that gradual shifts in star positions, caused by stellar proper motion and changes to the Earth’s rotational axis, mean that the relationships between stars and seasonal events would have fallen out of alignment at some point. As a result, Indigenous knowledge systems had to adapt continually to a changing sky. This reminds us that there is so much more to the astronomical knowledge then we know of today.
 It highlights that what is referred to as a sky myth may have a real scientific basis through the observations, careful records, and measurements of cyclical phenomena. 

Conclusion
This paper critically compared two Indigenous sky myths from the Southern Hemisphere – the Māori Te Waka o Tamarereti and the Australian Aboriginal Emu in the Sky. It considered their distinctive celestial forms, their associated narratives, and the meanings and practical applications of both, situating them within definitions and theories of myths as they relate to the sky. Both Te Waka o Tamarereti and the Emu in the Sky are anchored in the Milky Way, utilising dark spaces and milky hazes and extending beyond our modern interpretation of constellations. The story of Tamarereti and his canoe links to creator spirits, ancestors, and guardians of nature. It teaches that the sky is not a distant and separate entity but intimately connected to human movement and survival, and provides timings and passages for oceanic navigation. The celestial Emu story when viewed through the larger Dreaming lens offers a deep sense of interconnectedness of the natural world, both above and below, with strong links to ancestral creator spirits. Its moral and practical lessons teach Aboriginal peoples when to search for food and water, when to protect, and how to maintain ecological balance – with the sky directly playing out the terrestrial reality in real-time.

Each myth employs animism and spiritual and ecological associations, generating a sense of wonder and connection that Curry describes as divination and enchantment.
 They also provide ‘practical rules for the guidance of man’
 offering moral and social teachings as well as functional knowledge – such as sophisticated calendrical systems – that were essential to their way of life as connected to place. Taken together, these features demonstrate why their ‘extraordinary or supernatural’ narratives were ‘widely accepted as truth in one sense or another’.
 When myths are viewed as archaic, fictional stories we can miss the deeper wisdom of Indigenous cultures and their ways of being and knowing. However, when they are viewed from the strengths of a peoples – their desire to understand and connect with the world, and the search for answers and solutions – we can begin to truly appreciate the multi-dimensional and multi-functional nature of sky myths and the significance and role of Indigenous knowledge systems.
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