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The moon travels east

Myfany Turpin

Introduction
There are some moments in linguistic fieldwork when an utterance just 
doesn’t make sense, despite the fieldworker understanding all the words 
and their syntax. Much later, sometimes by chance, sometimes by doggedly 
pursuing the problem, there can be a lightbulb moment of understanding 
after learning something about the culture or the real world. This chapter 
discusses one such example: how Kaytetye ways of talking about the moon 
require a degree of real-world knowledge to make sense of them. The example 
highlights Keesing’s call for lexicographers to understand the ‘pervasive 
cultural assumptions about the cosmos, causality, time and being’ (1979, 27). 
Often this requires the lexicographer to draw on different fields within the 
social and physical sciences and to have years of experience with the language 
community. Jane Simpson is one researcher whose fieldwork and teachings 
exemplify this. Jane’s long-term relationship with the Warumungu language 
community and her broad research interests have inspired linguists to pursue 
a wide range of interests. One of the many semantic domains she has explored 
is ethno-meteorology, which combines elements of religion, cosmogony and 
observations of the natural world (Simpson 1997). This chapter considers 
a related domain; and the example I unpack adds weight to Simpson’s 
observation that ‘it is hard to describe meteorological observations made by 
Aborigines in isolation from the wirnkarra [Law, Creation-time]’ (Simpson 
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1997, 22).1 The chapter focuses on Kaytetye, a central Australian language 
spoken in the Barrow Creek region and which borders Warumungu country 
to the south.2 The chapter shows how elicitation from illustrations, using the 
moon as an example, can lead to deeper understanding of how words are used 
and their relationships with other words. In doing so it reflects on another 
theme in Jane Simpson’s research: the teaching and learning of Australian 
Indigenous languages. The chapter concludes with a further example of 
the moon, which features in the first illustrated Kaytetye song book in the 
local school language program, paving the way for a method of curriculum 
development that has continued at the school for many years.

The moon travels east
The example occurred when doing fieldwork to create the Kaytetye Picture 
Dictionary (Turpin and Ross 2004), the second in the Institute for Aboriginal 
Development’s Central Australian Picture Dictionary Series.3 Picture 
dictionaries have proven to be a highly useful resource in education. For 
Indigenous languages, one of the problems of picture dictionaries has been 
ensuring that speakers recognise what the pictures are supposed to represent 
(Simpson 2003, 7). A fruitful way to overcome this has been to start from 
the image to see what word it brings to mind, rather than finding images 
to exemplify a word. In addition, the illustrations for the IAD series are 
contextualised for central Australian Aboriginal life and are drawn in such 
a way as to focus attention on a particular feature, through the pioneering 
work on the Anmatyerr Picture Dictionary (Campbell et al. 2021).

Figure 28.1 provides two photos of the fieldwork. Four Kaytetye speakers 
– sisters Hilda and Lena♰ with their daughters Denise and Kaylene – and 
I sat around a table on the veranda of Neutral Junction School with a 
folder of over 100 illustrations in A4 plastic sleeves from which to elicit 
an appropriate headword and example sentence for each. Observable in the 
photos are tools to help understand the word which might make it into 
the picture dictionary: a well-used book of Indigenous plant use in Central 
Australia (Latz 1995), a plant specimen and a small container for insect 
specimens. Also visible are key personal items that help focus on the task, 

1	  Readers may be familiar with the English gloss for this concept as ‘Dreamtime’; however, I use 
‘Creation-time’ following Arrernte scholar Veronica Dobson (Walsh et al. 2013), and which is used by 
other Aboriginal people (see, for example Bill Yidumduma Harney, paultaylorydp.com/creation-story/).
2	  For a general introduction to the Kaytetye language see Turpin and Ross (2013).
3	  The series, published by IAD Press, is described by Campbell et al. (2021).

http://paultaylorydp.com/creation-story/


961

28. THE MOON TRAVELS EAST

such as tobacco, tea and school worksheets that Kaytetye women colour 
in, an activity which seems to help people’s concentration. Also observable 
from the photo is that the fieldwork occurred during the brief period in 
which minidisc recorders were in use.

Figure 28.1: Eliciting Kaytetye headwords and example sentences from 
a collection of illustrations relating to central Australian life for the 
Kaytetye Picture Dictionary.
Notes: (left) L–R: Myfany Turpin, Hilda Ngamperle and Kaylene Dinnie; (right) Denise 
Dinnie and Lena Ngamperle.♰ Hilda and Myfany face east, while those on the other 
side of the table face west.4

Source: Photo by Rachel Bowak, 27 October 2002.

4	  Skin names used as surnames are sometimes spelt differently by different people; even for the one 
person the name may be spelt differently across records. To avoid confusion I use the Kaytetye spelling 
for all skin names used as surnames.

Figure 28.2: The illustration 
that prompted the head word 
arelpe moon and discussion of its 
direction of travel, Julie Carter 
(Wafer 1982 [1980], 36).
Source: Courtesy of Institute for 
Aboriginal Development. 

Figure 28.2 is one of the many 
black and white illustrations used 
for elicitation in creating the picture 
dictionaries in the IAD series. 
This drawing prompted Kaytetye 
speakers to give the headword arelpe 
‘moon’ and a lengthy explanation by 
Hilda which contained the sentence 
in (1) and, later, the sentence in (2).
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(1) New month=lke atney-alpe-ye, ltemarle-theye.

crescent.moon stand-return&do-fut west-abl
‘At the beginning of a month it (the moon) will return in the west.’5

(2) Akngerrak-atheke re alpe-ye full moon-arre-ye,

east-wards 3sg return-fut full moon-inch-fut
‘It will travel eastwards and become a full moon,’6

First, it will be helpful to know a few things about the lexicon and grammar 
of Kaytetye, from which I draw heavily on the work of linguist Harold 
Koch.7 Example (1) has the verb atney-alpe-‘stand’ inflected for the category 
of associated motion.8 As well as describing a person standing after returning, 
the verb is used to describe tall or high objects that land or move towards 
the ground. For example, rain, a spear in motion, a car doing a wheelie; and 
the moon, sun and stars whose motion is an arc across the sky. Example (1) 
also has the noun phrase ltemarle-theye ‘west-abl’; and with a stative verb 
this means ‘in the west’ rather than ‘from the west’. A locative on a cardinal 
term is ungrammatical.9

Confused by the sentence in (2), I asked Hilda if she meant altemarle-
atheke ‘westwards’; wondering if cardinals might be like ‘right’ and ‘left’ 
in English, which some people easily confuse. But the group assured me 
the sentence was correct and contrasted the moon’s movement with that of 
the sun, which was altemarle-atheke ‘west-wards’. My perplexed expression 
was met with equal bewilderment, though no doubt for a different reason 
(how unobservant can someone be?). To avoid any confusion, I tried the 
following sentence to which everyone agreed was acceptable:

5	  Hilda Ngamperle, 27 October 2002, 20′11″. AIATSIS call no. IAD_11 collection.
6	  Hilda Ngamperle, 7 April 2014, 4′07″. Not yet accessioned.
7	  Harold Koch began documenting the Kaytetye language in the 1970s. He generously shared his 
recordings, transcriptions, fieldnotes and time with me when I began working at the Institute for Aboriginal 
Development in 1996. His work is the foundation for publications such as A Learner’s Guide to Kaytetye 
(Turpin 2001) and Kaytetye to English Dictionary (Turpin and Ross 2013).
8	  See Koch (2021, 236–38; 1984) for a discussion of the associated motion category in Kaytetye.
9	  Neither can cardinals take the allative suffix. Instead, the semantic case -atheke ‘in the direction 
of ’ is used. This can follow the allative on other nominals, e.g. apmere-warle-atheke (camp-all-wards) 
‘towards home’; but not on cardinals.
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(3) Arelpe altemarle-theye alpenke akngerrak-atheke.

moon west-abl return-prs east-wards
‘The moon travels from west to east’ (Turpin and Ross 2013, 152)10

I knew that the moon rises in the east and sets in the west, but what could 
be meant by the moon travelling eastwards?

Explanation
After transcribing and translating Hilda’s description in (4) with Kaytetye 
speakers, it became apparent she was talking about the motion of the moon 
over the course of a month, not an evening.

(4) Akelye re arre-ye=ee, nharte=pe aherrke-we wait-arre-ye.

small 3sg inch-fut-ext that=prs sun-dat wait-inch-fut
‘The moon wanes as it waits for the sun.’

Nharte=pe aherrke-le ilelp-ile-ye=lke two day=apeke ape-nhe.

that=foc sun-erg get-do.once-fut=then two.days=perhaps go-pst
‘Then the sun will steal it and it will be absent for two days or so.’

Nharte=pe re atney-alpe-ye altemarle=lke=rtame. 

that=foc 3sg stand-return-fut west=then=cntr
‘Then it will return in the west.’

Atyilpe=again atney-alpe-ye. New month=​lke atney-alpe-ye

crescent=too stand-return-fut new month=​then stand-return-fut

altemarle-theye.

west-abl
‘It will again be a crescent when it returns at the beginning of the month, 
in the west.’11

10	  A better translation might be ‘The moon cycles east-wards’.
11	  Hilda Ngamperle, 27 October 2002, 20′11″. AIATSIS call no. IAD_11 collection.
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Some time later I talked to another Kaytetye speaker, the late Tommy 
Thompson who confirmed this and described how the waxing moon moves 
higher in the western sky:

(5) Altemarle kwere arrerl-aytenke aherrke-le, well him altemarle

west 3sgacc put-&go sun-erg west
errwelarre-rane, new month-pe.

gets.higher-prs:​ipfv new.moon-foc

Altemarle-theye re atntheyayte-rane.

west-from 3sgnom climb-prs:ipfv
‘The sun puts the moon in the west, and then it [the cresent moon] gets 
higher in the west. The moon gets higher in the west.’12

Hilda goes on to describe the full cycle of the moon, from waxing until it 
disappears again:

(6) Nharte=pe atney-alpe-ye altwelenye=apertame banana-apenye.

that=foc stand-return-fut west=again banana-semb

Akngerrak-atheke re alpe-nke alkenhe=lke.

east-wards 3sg return-prs big=then
‘Then the moon will return to the west side again shaped like a banana 
[i.e. with its concave side orientated as per its waxing phase; see 
Figure 28.3]: It travels eastwards getting bigger then.’

Nharte full moon=​lke akngerrake, lwemane-nke=​pe re now …

that full.moon=​then east rise=prs=​foc 3sg then

Nharte=pe atyilpe=lke=​rtame alpe-nke.

that=foc crescent=then​=cntr return-prs

Akngerrake=​rtame re alpe-ye,

east=cntr 3sg return-fut

nharte=pe aherrke-we=lke lwemane-nhe,

that=foc sun-dat=then rise-pst

12	  Tommy Thompson, 13 January 2013, file 5, 7′31″. AIATSIS call no. TURPIN_M03.
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wait-arre-rane, aherrke-le kwere ilerl-ayte-nke.

wait-prs:ipfv sun-erg 3sgacc take-&go-prs

‘The full moon rises in the east … Then it starts waning. It will return in 
the east (as a crescent) and wait for the sun to rise, and the sun will take 
off with it.’13 

What the average urban dweller (such as myself ) may not know is that over 
the course of a month, the moon appears slightly further in the east each day 
(12 to 13 degrees above the horizon), which can be seen with respect to the 
relatively fixed position of the stars (the moon also appears in the night sky 
about 50 minutes later each day). This is because the moon’s monthly orbit 
carries it eastward in the earth’s sky. If we consider the moon at midnight 
throughout its monthly cycle it starts as a crescent in the west and becomes 
visible slightly higher above the western horizon each night until it is directly 
above, which is when it is full. It then continues becoming visible slightly 
further east in the sky until it is no longer visible at midnight, appearing 
only in the wee hours of the morning as a crescent in the east. Figure 28.3 
is the position of the moon in the sky as seen from earth over the course 
of a month. Figure 28.3(a) shows its position at sunset over the course of 
the first 14 days, numbered (the waxing moon), and Figure 28.3(b) its 
position at sunrise over the course of the next 14 days (the waning moon). 
The diagrams show that each night at the same time, the moon is slightly 
further east. Note that there is no single time that the moon is always visible 
throughout a month.

In terms of the 28-day lunar cycle, represented in Figure 28.3, the moon 
travels east; while in terms of the 24-hour diurnal cycle, the moon travels 
west (not diagrammed here).14

13	  Hilda Ngamperle, 27 October 2002, 3′22″. AIATSIS call no. IAD_11 collection.
14	  In Kaytetye the daily movement of the moon is expressed with verbs lwematnenke ‘come up’ and 
atnywenke ‘go down’ rather than aney-alpenke ‘return, travel’.
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Figure 28.3: The position of the moon over the course of a month, 
as visible from earth.
Note: (bottom) shows the position of the moon at sunset in its first two weeks (waxing); 
(top) shows the position of the moon at sunrise in its last two weeks (waning).
Source: Drawing by Brenda Thornley.
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In this instance my lack of understanding of explanations such as those 
in (4) to (6) was not due to a lack of cultural knowledge, but real-world 
knowledge, a gap that may not be uncommon for people who do not 
spend most nights under a clear night sky. In contrast, Kaytetye speakers 
in the Barrow Creek region have slept under the stars until quite recently,15 
and have ‘a far richer and deeper knowledge of the sky than is usually 
appreciated’, a point made in relation to Aboriginal Australia in general 
(Norris and Hamacher 2009, 16).

Why did the Kaytetye speakers choose to focus on the lunar rather than 
diurnal cycle upon seeing the drawing? One possibility is that the moon 
is more closely associated with a month than a 24-hour period (the latter 
is expressed with the word aherrke ‘sun, day’). Another reason may have 
been because the drawing was of a crescent moon, anchoring it to either 
the beginning or end of the moon’s cycle (Figure 28.3). For Hilda, who was 
sitting next to me (Figure 28.1), the orientation of the moon was probably 
as per day 26 in Figure 28.3, as this is how it is presented in the original 
publication, with the headword underneath.16 However, our methodology 
used only images without text, and there is a possibility that the page was 
put in the sleeve the other way around. It is also possible that Hilda swapped 
positions with Lena at some stage during the session, which would mean 
the shape of the moon represented day 1 (the waxing moon), rather than the 
waxing moon.

Clarke (2009, 50), drawing on early ethnographer R. H. Mathews, cites 
an example from New South Wales where the orientation of the crescent 
moon symbolises a two week period: a boomerang held up indicates a two 
week period depending on the orientation of the convex side to either 
west or east respectively.17 Clarke states that ‘Aboriginal orientation in 
terrestrial space was based upon the observed movements above of celestial 
bodies, particularly the Sun and the Moon …’ (Clarke 2014, 317). In the 

15	  The last Kaytetye community to obtain housing was Tyempelkere, in the mid-2000s. Prior to 
that, all aspects of life were conducted outdoors. Even with housing, some people continue to sleep 
outdoors in warmer months.
16	  The drawing used in elicitation (Figure 28.2) is from a series of Picture Vocabulary publications 
compiled by Jim Wafer (1982) which included Warumungu, Kaytetye, and Pitjantjatjara languages. In the 
Kaytetye Picture Vocabulary, the moon appears on page 36, orientated in the same way as per Figure 28.2 
here. Note too that the moon also tilts, and just how Kaytetye people interpret the tilt, or absence of it, is 
not known.
17	  While Mathews’s description of the position of the crescent moon in terms of cardinal direction 
makes sense, waxing west and waning east, the orientation of the convex is the opposite.
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next section I consider how such observations are woven into Kaytetye 
explanations of the origins of the moon and sun, also known as cosmogony, 
delving further into Hilda’s explanation.

The moon in the Altyerre

In Kaytetye, the moon ancestor is a man and the sun a woman, as in much 
of Aboriginal Australia (Clarke 2009, 49; Fuller 2020, 91; Guého 2007, 85; 
Hamacher and Norris 2011; Haynes 1992, 130, 2000, 67; Norris and 
Hamacher 2009, 11). The moon’s and sun’s respective gender surface in 
Kaytetye creation stories, song texts and aspects of Kaytetye social life. When 
I asked where the moon went on its regular monthly absence from the night 
sky, the response was often laughter, smiles or raised eyebrows.18 In the 
Altyerre, Moon (who is of the Tyapeyarte skin group) is known for having an 
eye for the women, and pursuing women in the forbidden kinship category 
of father’s sister or ‘aunt’ (Koch 1994, 5). Such a relationship breaks the 
rules of having to marry someone from the opposite patrimoiety and from 
within one’s own generation moiety.19 Moon is a lustful man who disregards 
social conventions, which is also a theme found in other parts of the country 
(Fuller 2020, 91; Haynes 1992, 131, 2000; Hercus 1987).20

The exploits of Moon are recounted in Kaytetye by the late Tommy 
Thompson in Koch (1994, 4–10). In this narrative, Moon, an old man, 
came from Warumungu country and stopped near Barrow Creek at the 
site Arelparenge ‘Moon Rockhole’ literally ‘belonging to the moon’, an area 
associated with the Tyapeyarte/Tyaname patricouple.21 Moon also carried an 
axe, an association found in other parts of Australia (Fuller 2020, 113, 420). 
In neighbouring Warlpiri, Moon is blind and in other parts of Australia 
regarded as old and slow. In Kaytetye Sun ‘steals’ Moon when they are both 
in the east and after a few days she (Sun) puts him (Moon) back in the 
western sky (examples (4) and (5)).

18	  Clarke (2009, 45–46) finds accounts from different parts of Australia where the moon and sun 
are ‘believed to pass through the Underworld’. These accounts relate to the diurnal cycle; no accounts 
relating specifically to the moon’s monthly absence are noted.
19	  That is, exogamy in terms of patrimoiety and endogamy in terms of generation moiety.
20	  Interestingly, the moon’s association with a taboo kin relationship surfaces in the Djambarrpuyŋu 
word likan, which means ‘mother-in-law’ and ‘new moon’; and a similar sign is used to express both 
meanings (Adone and Maypilama 2013, 119). I thank Jennifer Green for bringing this to my attention.
21	  Thangkenharenge, ‘Barrow Creek’, is associated with the Warlekerlange/Errene estate.
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In some Aboriginal cultures, the absence of the moon and sun throughout the 
diurnal cycle is explained as their passing through ‘the Underworld’ (Clarke 
2009, 45–46).22 In the Lake Eyre region, the sun is said to have first risen 
from a cave in the east (Clarke 2009, 45). It is worth noting that in Kaytetye 
the word for ‘sun’, aherrke, and the word for ‘underworld’, aharlkwerre, the 
place where spirits reside, are based on the same rare element ahe, a word 
that means ‘shaft’. Numerous other words semantically related to the sun 
such as ‘heat’ and ‘anger’ also commence with this element. Clarke notes 
that ‘caves were often treated as passages connecting to the Underworld’ 
(2009, 53) and my experience finds that words like ‘shaft’ are also used 
by speakers to describe how the living move to the spirit realm, such as 
when dreaming and upon death. In relation to the widespread association 
of the sun as female in Australian Aboriginal cultures, Haynes writes ‘It was 
probably this underground journey which was instrumental in determining 
the gender of the Sun as female, for her torch is thought to bring warmth 
and fertility to the interior of the earth, causing the plants to grow’ (Haynes 
1992, 130).

In addition to gender, Moon and Sun are also associated with a cardinal 
direction in Kaytetye: Moon–male–west and Sun–female–east, as will be 
demonstrated. The association could be based on the direction from which 
they travel: the moon from the west in the course of its lunar cycle and the 
sun from the east in the course of its diurnal cycle. Haynes regards Sun’s 
starting point as her ‘camp’, and writes that after travelling across the sky 
Sun ‘[begins] her long passage underground back to her camp in the east’ 
(1992, 130). Clarke (2009, 47) and Tindale (1974) also observe association 
of the sun and moon with cardinal directions in a number of areas; and while 
the sun is regularly associated with east (the direction from which its travel 
begins), there is variation as to whether the moon is associated with east or 
west.23 In Kaytetye there are a number of Creation stories and ceremonial 
activities which involve women orientating eastwards and men westwards. 
In another Creation-time story told by Tommy Thompson, the protagonist, 
an old man, camps in the west and the young woman camps in the east 
(Turpin 2003, 34). He further recounts a traditional girls’ game where they 
face east at sunrise and perform a traditional song and dance until the sun 
is fully above the horizon; while the boys’ game involves performance at 
sunset for the few days when the moon is full (Turpin 2003, 60–66).

22	  Clarke (2009) account relates to the moon’s daily absence; there is no specific reference to the monthly 
absence of the moon.
23	  See also Tindale (1974), cited in Nash (1992).
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The words in women’s song-poetry reflect this association too. While words 
for ‘east’ and ‘sun’ appear frequently in Kaytetye women’s songs, no words 
for ‘west’ or ‘moon’ have been encountered (Turpin 2005). The orientation 
of gendered groups in Kaytetye ceremonial performance also reflects this 
division; but according to the late Margaret Watyale it was not always this 
way. Margaret explained how a group of ancestral women ‘first danced 
facing west, which is the wrong way. Then the alekapere “brown falcon” 
turned them around so that they faced east’ (Turpin 2005, Appendix 1). 
Here we see how Indigenous knowledge of the sky is ‘enshrined in myth 
and expressed in song’ (Clarke 2009, 82) and how observations of the 
night sky acted as a ‘system of moral guidance and education in tribal lore’ 
(Haynes 1992, 129).

Ecology and food
Observations of the night sky played an important role in the lives of 
Indigenous Australians in gauging the availability of food (Haynes 1992, 
129; Noon and De Napoli 2022, 21). Phases of the moon are often 
associated with good and bad times to fish, and in relation to the large 
Kimberley tidal zones, Guého states that the lunar cycle affects coastal 
ecology ‘in the movement of various creatures through these habitats and 
by the reproductive activity that takes place’ (2007, 20). Even for desert 
dwellers, phases of the moon can be linked to the availability of food. Hilda 
explains how the moon’s monthly absence is associated with a  reduced 
availability of game when hunting during the day:

(7) Peyake might be arelpe ape-nhe-rewe aynanthe ape-rrane=pe,

nothing moon go-pst-while 1pl.om go-prs:ipfv=foc

peyakele alewatyerre-we aremaye-we aynanthe.

no sand.goanna-dat big.goanna-dat 1pl.om
‘If there is nothing when we go hunting it can be because it is during 
the new moon phase, at that time it’s hard to get any sand goannas or 
large goannas.’

Tneyel=aperte re atney-alpe-ye ngwenge=apeke=awe,

later=only 3sg stand-return-fut tomorrow=maybe=unc
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nharte=pange atney-alpe-nke atyilpe.

that=emph stand-return-fut crescent
‘Later the moon returns as a crescent, maybe the next day.’

Nharte weye-akake ape alpe-nke, wey=arle aperine-nke.

that meat-prop just return-prs meat-rel bring-prs
Then hunting is successful. It [the moon] brings the animals out.’24

A scientific explanation for the decreased availability of game during the 
new moon phase is not yet known to me. 25

Hilda also explains that a solar eclipse is when the moon and the sun ‘meet 
up’. While Hilda does not elaborate, the neighbouring Warlpiri people 
regard the eclipse as ‘the Sun-woman being hidden by the Moon-man as he 
makes love to her’ (Norris and Hamacher 2009, 12).26 Hilda also recalls the 
Kaytetye taboo against looking at a solar eclipse, which is said to make you 
go blind, and notes the same practice in non-Indigenous Australian culture, 
as she recalls her schoolteacher keeping the class inside over a lunch break 
during an eclipse when she was a child.27

While there is great diversity in the mythological and cosmological 
significances that the sky holds across cultures (Selin 2000; Haynes 1992, 
2000; Norris and Hamacher 2009), the significances of the Moon for 
Kaytetye people are like those in many other parts of Australia. The lunar 
cycle also played an important role in measuring time for Aboriginal people 
(Simpson 1997; Clarke 2009, 39). In Kaytetye this includes the scheduling 
of ceremonial activities, maximising the best time for hunting, knowing 
the length of time for sorcery to take effect, and no doubt other types of 
activities. Now, with the calendar week being the relevant measure of time 

24	  Hilda Ngamperle, 7 April 2014, 0′50″. Not yet accessioned.
25	  Noon and De Napoli (2022, 92) discuss the influence of the moon phase on fishing in relation to 
Torres Strait Islander knowledge; and further suggest that the phases of the tilt of the lunar cusps – the 
pointy edges of the crescent moon – also relate to the availability of fish. The factors influencing the tilt 
are complex and to what extent Kaytetye people associate a particular tilt with terrestrial happenings has 
not yet been explored.
26	  Similarly at Ooldea, an eclipse was described as the sun and moon being ‘husband and wife together’ 
(Hamacher 2022, 63).
27	  Looking at an eclipse can cause damage to one’s retina. It is interesting to consider whether this 
relates to the blindness of the ancestral Moon man.
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for most aspects of modern Aboriginal life, Indigenous ways of talking 
about the moon and the sun are at risk of being forgotten due to the erosion 
of cultural and linguistic diversity (Harrison 2007).

The moon in language learning
The risk of losing such knowledge inspired the Kaytetye language program 
at the local primary school, Neutral Junction School, to write Kaytetye 
songs based on traditional Kaytetye stories. The first of such songs was 
Arelpe Nharte Erlkwe ‘The Old Moon Man’. This was written in May 
2006 with Steve Berry (Music Outback), Kaytetye community members 
Carol Thompson,♰ Nancy Thompson, Rachel Ngamperle and Bronwyn 
Young♰ and myself. The workshop began with a trip to Arelparenge ‘Moon 
Rockhole’ where Tommy told a version of the Moon story (Figure 28.4).

Figure 28.4: Neutral Junction School excursion to Arelparenge 
‘Moon Rockhole’, where Tommy Thompson recounted a version of the Moon 
story, 2006.
Note: (left) L–R: Neutral Junction School children, Tommy Thompson, Ansley Thompson 
and Jimmy Dinny; (right) Cecilia Rambler, Tommy Thompson and Ashonie Young.
Source: Photographs courtesy of Steve Berry.

The story by Tommy in Kaytetye Country (Koch 1994) was a good place to 
start as it had already been transcribed and translated by Harold Koch. After 
discussing this plan with Tommy, the team negotiated a shorter, simpler 
version of the text. The Kaytetye speakers chose to maintain complex verb 
forms signalling prior direction. Although this made for some long words, it 
meant one and three of each verse ended in the same verb ending, creating 
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poetic form.28 A comparison of the lines in the song with the sentences from 
the published story are shown in (8) and (9). Only the chorus and first verse 
(out of four) are considered here due to reasons of space.

(8a) chorus: Arelpe nharte erlkwe (x 2)
Arelpe nharte aynewantheyenge

Arelpe nharte erlkwe

moon that 1pl.inc.om.poss

(8b) story [1] Arelpe nharte=pe erlkwe=pe aynekantheyenge=pe …29

moon that=foc old.man=​foc 1pl.ex.om.poss=foc
‘That old Man Moon belongs to us [Kaytetye people].’ 
(Koch 1994, 4)

The chorus is based on the first sentence in Tommy’s story (8b). The focus 
marker =pe was omitted (discourse markers are also absent in traditional 
songs). The exclusive pronoun aynekantheyenge was substituted with 
the inclusive pronoun, as this was deemed more fitting for a group of 
Kaytetye children.

The first verse of the song, (9a), is based on three sentences in the story (9b):
(9a) verse Arelparenge-le aney-alpenhe

Arrkwentye ngere arrkwentye ngere

Ilperalke re arteyern-alpenhe

Ngkwarle ilperalke, ngkwarle ilperalke

(9b) story [8] Arelparenge-le aney-alpe-nherre.30

Moon.Rockhole-loc sit-return&do-pst
‘He stayed at Moon Rockhole [Arelp-arenge].’ (Koch 1994, 4)

[12] … atherre-ngere, arrkwentye-ngere …

two-times three-times
‘(I should camp here) two or three nights.’ (Koch 1994, 5)

28	  Note that while word order in Kaytetye speech is relatively free, in traditional Kaytetye song-poetry 
verbs typically occur in line-final position.
29	  The numbers in square brackets refer to the sentences in Koch (1994).
30	  The form of the past tense -nherre is only heard in the speech of older Kaytetye speakers; most 
people say -nhe. 
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[14] Ilperalke atye arte-yern-alpe-yayne …
native.honey 1sgerg chop-hith-return&do-pst:ipfv

‘I was chopping sugarbag … all the way along’ (Koch 1994, 5)

The place Arelparenge ‘Moon Rockhole’ was included as the students had 
just been there (Figure 28.4). Numbers [12] were deemed appropriate 
for the school context and easily incorporated into accompanying hand-
signs in performance.31 To maintain a pattern of half-line repetition within 
lines 2 and 3 of the verse, the word arrkwentye ‘three times’ is repeated, 
rather than sticking to the text in [12]. The verb, arte- ‘to chop’ implies 
an axe; and the association of Moon with an axe was deemed important. 
Note that while the 1994 text does not refer to sugarbag (native honey), 
the Kaytetye women regarded this as an important addition; perhaps giving 
context to what the axe was used for. This also lent itself well to a hand-
sign. Although Tommy’s sentences above are direct speech, it was decided 
to keep the third person voice throughout the song. The remaining four 
verses focus on the moon lusting over his aunts (at which point there are 
often squeals of laughter) and his avoidance of the neighbouring estate 
group as he leaves Thangkenharenge and sets off south through a gap in 
the hills. Figure 28.5 shows drawings by Rachel Ngamperle from the song 
book Arelpe Nharte Erlkwe. The drawings illustrate the main protagonist 
(Moon), the flat-topped hills which are iconic of the Moon Dreaming of the 
Thangkenharenge ‘Barrow Creek’ region, and key moments in the verses.

As well as being a springboard for lessons on the sky and science, such 
a song has much more to offer than translations of well-known English 
songs. It is intensely local, reflecting the places that Kaytetye people visit 
and their associated Creation stories which underpin cultural practices 
and social rules. Reworking a traditional story into song also reiterates the 
importance of elders and their knowledge, while at the same time making 
this knowledge contemporary, perhaps similar to the modern-day versions 
of Shakespeare. As a song, it also resonates long after the lesson. Neutral 
Junction schoolteacher Rosemary Kerrison once told me she knew when the 
children were most happy on excursions as they sang the Kaytetye songs (as 
opposed to the English songs). The Kaytetye teachers also take great pride 
in the song book, and the activity of singing with the children is a time to 
reinforce the written words of the song. With the lyrics firmly in their head, 

31	  It is interesting to consider whether this part might be a reference to the end of the lunar cycle when 
there is no moon for a few days.
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it then becomes much easier to focus on literacy. This methodology has 
been used to produce subsequent Kaytetye songs, all of which are available 
on the Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages website which Jane Simpson 
was instrumental in establishing.32

Figure 28.5: Drawings by Rachel Ngamperle in the Arelpe Nharte Erlkwe 
song book.
Notes: (left) cover page `The old man Moon’ showing the flat-topped hills associated with 
this Dreaming; (right) picture accompanying the final verse where Moon goes through a 
gap, heading southwards on his journey.

Conclusion
In her 1997 chapter on Indigenous perceptions of meteorology, Jane argued 
that in relation to teaching ethno-meteorology in secondary education 
successfully:

Teachers, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, need to have a 
good understanding of the Aboriginal views of meteorology, and 
how it relates to Western views of meteorology. Otherwise, the 
teaching of meteorology in schools is liable to be grossly inadequate. 
Non-Aboriginal teachers may continue to present inappropriate 
information, for example by defining the seasons as summer, winter, 
autumn and spring to children whose parents have a much better 
knowledge of the weather of their region. (Simpson 1997, 23)

32	  Arelpe Nharte Erlkwe and subsequent Kaytetye song books by ‘Tara/Neutral Junction School’ can 
be accessed on the Living Archive of Aboriginal languages at territorystories.nt.gov.au/ and searching 
‘Kaytetye’. Unfortunately, the original songbook can no longer be located, which attests to the 
importance of this archive. 

http://territorystories.nt.gov.au/
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Indigenous astronomers Noon and De Napoli (2022, 128) argue for the 
integration of indigenous astronomy into secondary and tertiary education; 
as well as entertainment formats; emphasising the need to work with local 
custodians to assess the appropriateness of materials. They also highlight the 
importance of ‘trust and respect between Indigenous people and researchers’ 
(Noon and De Napoli 2022, 137). Such features are at the core of Jane 
Simpson’s long working relationship with Warumungu people; maintained 
alongside her dedication to the disciplines of linguistics and education. 
It is hoped that this chapter has gone some way towards addressing Jane’s 
challenge of how to relate Western scientific understandings of the sky to 
Indigenous understandings ‘in a way that is neither condescending nor 
unscientific’ (1997, 27).

This chapter has only scraped the surface of Kaytetye knowledge and 
classification of the celestial world, focusing on the moon. The chapter 
began by identifying the benefits of pictures for linguistic elicitation, 
demonstrating how this led to particular ways of talking about the moon, 
revealing real-world and cultural knowledge about the moon and how this 
knowledge overlaps with Western understandings. In the second half of the 
chapter the benefits of pictures – and music – for language education were 
identified, bringing in an example of the moon-laden landscape of Barrow 
Creek, illustrating a contemporary Kaytetye song based on a Creation-time 
story about the moon. This chapter has touched on some key themes in 
Jane’s broad career, including how people use words and their relationship 
to the world they inhabit and the importance of Indigenous language 
education and resource development, for the maintenance of language and 
a unique world view.
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Abbreviations and acronyms
Linguistic glossing
&go do main action and 

then go
abl ablative
acc accusative
cntr contrastive
dat dative
emph emphatic
erg ergative
ext extended action
foc focus
fut future
hith hither
inc inclusive
inch inchoative
ipfv imperfective
loc locative
om opposite patrimoiety
pl plural
poss possessive
prop proprietive
prs present
pst past
rel relativiser
return&do do main action after 

returning
semb semblative
sg singular
. separates distinct gloss 

abbreviations and shows 
that multiple English 
words correspond to a 
single morpheme

Acronyms
AIATSIS Australian Institute for 

Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Studies

IAD Institute for Aboriginal 
Development

♰ indicates this person has 
passed away.
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