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EVERY Australian has looked up at the night sky and 
seen the Southern Cross, but have you seen the Emu 
in the sky?

In March 2009, radio astronomers from the 
International Centre for Radio Astronomy Research 
(ICRAR) and Indigenous artists made the trek to 
Boolardy station, in Western Australia’s mid-west, 
where they explored different perspectives on the 
night sky, and celebrated the connection between 
astronomy and Indigenous culture through the 
creation of original artworks.

Boolardy station is Australia’s location for the 
proposed $2.5 billion Square Kilometre Array (SKA) – 
the next generation of large radio telescope – and the 
site for several cutting-edge SKA precursors such as 
the Murchison Widefield Array (MWA). There, the 
astronomers explained the latest telescope projects, 
and gave the artists and custodians of the land a 
unique view of the night sky through binoculars 
and telescopes. Professor Steven Tingay, a Deputy 
Director of ICRAR and Co-Director of the Curtin 
Institute of Radio Astronomy, says: “We wanted to 
spend some time together, talking about the country, 
talking about Indigenous and Western views of the 

sky, getting different perspectives and looking at 
the instruments under development within that 
landscape.”

“The proposed SKA site is on Wajarri Yamatji land. 
It’s an area rich in Indigenous culture, but it is also 
one of the most interference-free places on Earth, 
making it an ideal location to operate the sensitive 
radio telescopes needed for the SKA.”

Many of the artists were pleasantly surprised 
to discover that new-generation radio telescopes 
aren’t huge dishes on enormous concrete footings. 
As Tingay describes, “the MWA antennas simply sit 
on metal mesh on the ground. They’re a low-impact 
installation. You can literally pick them up and throw 
them in the back of a truck if you want to take them 
off site”.  

Charmaine Green, a Yamaji Art coordinator and 
one of the artists to travel to Boolardy, concurs. 
“They didn’t interrupt the surface, and the radio 
astronomers showed respect for the land. It is fairly 
low and scrubby bushland up there, but it was good 
to know that lots of trees didn’t need to be cut down 
either,” she says.

A collaborative project 
between the International 
Centre for Radio Astronomy 
Research and Yamaji Art,  
in Geraldton, saw an  
unlikely gathering under  
the stars to celebrate the 
2009 International Year  
of Astronomy.

SNAPSHOT

DR MEGAN ARGO, a postdoctoral research fellow 
with Curtin’s radio astronomy group, reflected 
the enthusiasm felt by all those present once they 
started stargazing.

“It’s so different looking at the 
sky through a telescope rather than 
with the naked eye, and it was all 
completely new to many of the 
artists,” Argo says. “We showed 
them things like the rings of Saturn, 
the colours in nebulae, star clusters, 
constellations...” 

Conversations subsequently flowed around the 
campfire, with the artists sharing Indigenous stories 
about the night sky.

“The stories they were telling us were fantastic; 
the best thing I got out of the whole trip,”  
enthuses Argo.

“Many of their patterns in the sky are made up  
of dust lanes rather than the actual stars themselves. 
Most Westerners don’t see them because they’re 
living in places where it’s too light to see even the 
fainter stars clearly. 

“They showed us the Emu – its head is a dark 
dust cloud near the Southern Cross, its neck passes 
between the two Pointers and it stretches down to 
the lower left across the sky, taking up a large part of 
the Milky Way. The first time you see it you wonder 
why on Earth you’ve never spotted it before!”

Green explains the significance of the Emu  
further: “It’s really important for our older people to 
pass on these stories like the Emu in the sky.  
The sky is linked to the land and how we look at the 
environment. It foretells seasonal changes and the 
availability of food sources. For example, when the 
Emu appears in its entirety over the horizon at a 
particular time of night, that’s when you should  
hunt for emu eggs. It’s directly relevant to the way 
we live our lives.” 

AS stories were shared, the artists were busy 
scoping exploratory artworks, inspired by traditional 
and telescopic views of the night sky and the Wajarri 
Yamatji landscape around them. The dozen artists 
on the trip later shared their experience with other 
artists in the region, and 30 artists eventually created 
about 90 finished works. 

The resulting art exhibition, Ilgarijiri – things 
belonging to the sky, had an extremely successful 
launch at the Geraldton Regional Art Gallery in 
June 2009, and ran for five weeks. The exhibition 
then moved to the Curtin Resources and Chemistry 
Precinct in September, and then to the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies, in Canberra, late in November. 

Tingay plans to take the exhibition to Cape 
Town in South Africa, in March 2010, for the 
Communicating Astronomy with the Public 2010 
conference, as an example of educational outreach 
using astronomy. 

Tingay says the exhibition explores a rich vein of 
Indigenous culture that few Australians are aware 
of. “I think it’s important that all Australians get to 
recognise these aspects of Indigenous culture, the 
strong connections to the sky and the wonderful 
stories describing those connections,” he says.  

For more information: astronomy.curtin.edu.au
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1. Christine Collard, Seven Jija’s over Yamaji Country  2. Sam Maher, Southern Cross 
3. Barbara Merritt, Seven Sisters and the Hunter  4. Wendy Jackamarra, The Trip to Boolardy 
5. Olive Boddington, Seven Sisters  6. Teresa Lawson, De Grey Stock Route  7. Krocette, Celebrations 
8. Margaret Whitehurst, Meteorite Shower  9. Debra Maher, Seven Sisters.  Images have been 
reproduced with permission from Yamaji Art, and copyright of works remains with the artists.
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