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Coming up next, conversations on human rights with Speak Up-Kōrerotia, here on Plains FM.


Sally
E ngā mana,
E ngā reo,
E ngā hau e whā
Tēnā koutou katoa
Nau mai ki tēnei hōtaka, Speak Up-Kōrerotia.
 
Tune in as our guests ‘speak up’, sharing their unique and powerful experiences and
opinions and may you also be inspired to speak up when the moment is right.


Kia ora, ko Speak Up- Kōrerotia tēnei. This is Speak Up- Kōrerotia with Sally Carlton. Today we're talking about the importance of stars and constellations in different cultures. And this idea really came about because this year – 2025 – Matariki, or the public holiday of Matariki, falls on the 20th of June, which is also World Refugee Day so I thought it might be a nice opportunity to try and tie these two events together in some way and thinking about the stars for Matariki, but also what do stars signify for different cultures. 

We're going to have one interview with Carla Millar first of all. She's going to talk to us a wee bit about Matariki. And then we'll have some interviews with people from different cultures, talking about stars and the importance of stars to them. 

So Carla, it's so great to have you on the show, thank you so much. We'd love to hear a wee bit about you, if you could maybe introduce yourself. 


Carla
Ka pai, kia ora Sally.

Ko Carla Millar tōku ingoa. He uri ahau nō Ngāti Kahungunu, Rangitane me Rongomaiwahine. Nō Pakaoriori ahau, engari kei Karanima au e noho ana ināianei. He Kaiwaihanga Rauemi Ako ahau mo English Language Partners. So my name is Carla. I live in Havelock North and I am a Resource Materials Programme Developer for English Language Partners.


Sally
Kia ora. And part of your role at English Language Partners is developing resources around Matariki and other events and occasions. Carla, it would be really great if you could tell us, just to kind of set the scene, what is Matariki? 


Carla
Okay. So Matariki is a star cluster, also known as Pleiades in Greek. Matariki is the name for an individual cluster and it is something that can be seen in mid-May to early June. That's when it rises in the pre-dawn sky.

And we can't forget Puanga as well. 


Sally
If you could tell us, what is Puanga? 


Carla
Okay. So Puanga is Rigel, the brightest star in the Orion constellation, and Puanga is clearly observed on the west side of Aotearoa in New Zealand. It is predominant in Northland and down in the south and viewed well in Taranaki and Whanganui. And people that live in those areas, iwi, recognise Puanga because it is not as easily viewed as Matariki is in the west.


Sally
So that's interesting. We often hear about Matariki, don't we, but not quite so often about Puanga. So it's great to remember that there are in fact the two of them that are equally weighted for different iwi.


Carla
Indeed. And the great thing about this year is the recognition of the two. So the theme nationally is Matariki mā Puanga, so Matariki and Puanga. And in fact, iwi in the Puanga area will be hosting the Houtapu, the national ceremony this year. 

Sally
That's so great to hear. And Carla, it's been a few years now that we've had Matariki as a public holiday, what do you think the significance of it is that we have it as a public holiday now? 


Carla
I think the significance of it is community. People coming together, reflecting on the past, maybe people who they've lost, who have passed away in the last 12 months. It's about celebrating what we have, what we can be grateful for and thinking towards the future, making plans and goals.


Sally
And what do you do personally to celebrate Matariki? 


Carla
I've done a variety of things. I try to get together with family members. And this year I'll be going to Pōneke, to Wellington City, to spend time with family there, and we'll be going to Ahikā, which is going to be held down on the Wellington waterfront. And there's a variety of activities that are celebrating Māori culture through storytelling, through music, through kai. Of course, kai is a very important part of Matariki. And just taking a pause and thinking about where we are and how lucky we are. 


Sally 
You mentioned that kai is really important to Matariki. It would be great if you could tell us about the different responsibilities of the different stars in the cluster, or the different things they're associated with.


Carla
Yes, so in te ao Māori, there is a link through all living and non-living things, and so te taiao, the environment, is really important, and different stars link and represent different parts of our environment.

There's nine [stars] in total, but seven connect to kai in some ways to do with the rain and the wind. Waitī is a star that's linked with fresh water and that food that comes from the fresh water. Waitā is the star linked with the ocean and food that comes from it. Tupuānuku is the star that is linked with food that grows from the ground. Tupuārangi is the star that is linked with food that comes from the sky, like the fruit and berries. Waipunarangi is the star linked with rain. And Ururangi is winds for the year. And two other stars: Pōhutukawa is associated with those who have died, and Hiwa-i-te-rangi is the star that is associated with dreams and aspirations for the coming year.

And Matariki, who brings everyone together, is the star linked to well-being, reflection, hope and the gathering of people. There is that saying, “Matariki hunga nui” – “Matariki who gathers people together”. So I think that's the real focus and importance of Matariki being in the centre of those stars.


Sally
And I think that's a really great example of how the traditions associated with Matariki sort of play out in how we celebrate it as well. It's all about bringing people together, isn't it? 


Carla
Absolutely, and we see this around the country now with so many community events, whether they are big or small. There's something for everyone to engage in, whether it's in your local libraries, whether it's in the community centres at your school, in bigger public arenas – there's something for everyone to engage with. And this year is about diversity and inclusion. So I think that's a really nice way to think about and celebrate that it's on the same day as World Refugee Day, showing that we honour and celebrate those recent refugees in Aotearoa and that they have a place here and that aligns with the differences in Matariki and Puanga as well; even though there are differences, we still celebrate similar traditions. 


Sally
And I think we'll find that as we go ahead and listen to some of the other people talking about stars, that similar themes of togetherness and reflecting on the past, looking to the future, I think that seems to be fairly common when people are thinking about stars in all kinds of different cultures. 


Carla
Absolutely. And there's traditions that go with these things around navigation and looking to the stars and the night sky to map and also thinking about the weather patterns and how that's going to impact the following year, the kai, the planting, when is a good time to plant, whether we should go ahead or wait, depending on what the sky and the stars are telling us. So those are the traditions about it and in the modern times, we are thinking more about sharing that kai and coming together, although that was also an important aspect of Matariki in early times. 


Sally
So cool. And have you noticed in the past few years that – I suppose especially since having the public holiday, but generally – it's become more discussed and people are more aware of what Matariki is and what it's all about? 


Carla
Absolutely. It's everywhere that you can think of in community spaces, in different media, people not only enjoy the holiday, but that time for reflection and what it represents, what it stands for, those principles of remembrance, of celebration and planning for the future is such a lovely way to think about the new year. It's just amazing.

I wish I'd known this when I was a child growing up. There was so much more sky to see in those days. That sounds silly, but when I first left school and went to Wellington to work, all those high-rise buildings were not there. You could walk down Featherstone Street and it was clear. You could see the ocean. 


Sally
It would be great to hear your reflections, Carla, on working with different people around Matariki and it being something that not many people did grow up with, but how that is actually changing.


Carla
When I grew up, Matariki was not a thing. It was something that died out in the 1940s. It was not something I was aware of during my training at Teachers College or at university, and for the first 15 years as a primary school teacher in New Zealand. It was something that was brought more into the fore in the 2000s. There are some great leaders in this field, like Dr Rangi Matamua, who we are grateful for bringing this knowledge to the fore. I am aware that in some iwi they continued their traditions, but it was not part of my whānau and my community.

It's been wonderful to see community groups, iwi, and schools, I think as well, take the lead in these areas. I was pleased to be able to be part of leading the way in the high school that I worked at and bringing a community event together and for our students to start learning about the different aspects of it, which was making kai and that experience of working together to bring together food to share with whānau and community, preparing activities for the wider student body to engage with, like stars, to write their goals or to remember those who passed away, different students engaging with performance and bringing everybody, multi-generational groups together, and now that's a tradition in that school and throughout most schools, I believe. And seeing the incredible number of activities over this whole period of time, not just on a public holiday, but over a couple of weeks, different ways to engage with this really special time of the year. Time is something that schools find so hard to give to things because they're busy thinking about the curriculum – but imagine all the curriculum that they covered during that time, and then this is that great base for the next generation going forward; they're not having to grapple with it, kind of thing. It's just second nature to them. 


Sally
Well, tēnā koe, Carla. Thank you so much for coming and introducing what is Matariki and setting the scene so well for the kōrero that are going to follow. I think we're going to see heaps of parallels between what you've just discussed and what everyone else is going to be talking about. 


Carla
Well, kapai, I hope so too. Manawatia a Matariki. Enjoy and happy Matariki. Thanks, Sally. 

INTERLUDE

Sally
Could you start by introducing yourself, please? 


Sen
My name is Sen Nhiang, and I am Jarai indigenous people from Vietnam, central highland Vietnam. I’m refugee, I have been in New Zealand now for seven months. At the moment, there are no Jarai families here. My family is the only one living in Nelson here. I'm very grateful for the opportunity to share about Jarai custom and tradition of the Jarai people, that is slow dying in our homeland.

When I was young, I listened to my grandparents tell the story about the ancient belief of our people, the Jarai have deep spiritual connection with natural and belief in the world around us. Most important thing in our tradition: sky god, mountain spirit, water spirit, and forest spirit. 


Sally
Ah, forest spirit.


Sen
Yeah, forest spirit. In traditional ceremonies, I attend here, my forebears chant the name of these deities and invite them to join the ritual. They would usually start with mountain spirit, and then the water spirit, and sky god, and other spirits. These ceremonies are connection with the natural world and the general world. 


Sally
With the universe?


Sen
Belief about sky and moon. The Jarai people believe that the stars are the show of the ancestors, a message from the god. When loved ones passes away, come a bright star in the sky, watching over ancestors. 


Sally
That's so lovely.


Sen
Yeah. The star can also be seen as a sign of the spirit world. And also change in the season, warning of good things from above.


Sally
Did you say a warning? 


Sen
Yeah, warning. Or good things. Good things. There is a traditional belief that when a star, seven stars, appear in the sky. The sky formation usually appears during the new moon of the sixth lunar month, around 6 or 7 p.m. in Vietnam time, which is about 11 or 12 in New Zealand time. My family say that this moment is very important for these people, especially for the Jarai community.


Sally
You've mentioned that you have a belief that when somebody dies, they become a star in the sky. Yeah. And you've mentioned that there are rituals associated with the stars. Are you talking about a new year? The stars indicate the new year as well?


Sen
The star and the star of new years, the star new year and new moon and stars. 


Sally
And are those the same stars as the Māori Matariki stars? That same cluster, that same group of stars? 


Sen
Yeah. The stars usually gathering the new moon of June. Yeah, that is the new year of Jarai people.


Sally
That's so cool that there's that connection between Matariki and the Jarai people customs, that it's the same group of stars indicating the new year. But interesting that in Vietnam, it's in the evening, but here in Aotearoa, you can only see it in the morning.


Sen
Yeah, about 6 or 7 p.m. in Vietnam. 


Sally
And you mentioned that there are water spirits and forest spirits and sky god. Could you talk a little bit more about some of those traditions as well? 


Sen
I'm not sure about the forest and water spirit. But a very long time ago, I've seen my grandparents, they also called the sky god and spirits, forest spirits and water spirits, when we start planting, like a garden, just call the forest spirit first, and then we plant in the garden. Plant a palm like that.


Sally
And so that's almost like an offering to the forest spirit? 


Sen
Yeah. … I’m sorry, my English is not so good.


Sally
Your English is so good. I can't believe you've been here seven months!

How does it make you feel when we talk about celebrating Matariki here? 


Sen
Matariki is the new year of Māori. I remember my people in the same month, new year, in June. First time I hear the Matariki stars – a long time, I don't know, new years – but just now, I remember. Have a long time, I forgot my culture. Matariki is like my culture, and I just remember my culture. Thinking about my culture. 


Sally
That's really cool to hear that you being present here for Matariki, reflecting on Matariki, has made you remember these forgotten stories.


Sen
Yeah. Matariki just call me back in my culture, tell me to know my culture. I don't know, I think in the future I will forget my culture. Living here, I saw something at Māori culture, something same like my tribe people culture. 


Sally
You can see the connections, can you? 


Sen
Yeah. But the house is Māori...


Sally
Wharenui? 


Sen
Yeah. It's the same as my culture. 


Sally
You have a wharenui type building? 


Sen
Yes, in my village. But now it's no more. But all that has changed now. Why has it changed? I don't know.


Sally
Maybe not these days, but what did your community used to do to celebrate the new year? 


Sen
We celebrate stuff from May. 


Sally
Are there particular customs or stories or foods or dances or songs that you celebrate with? 


Sen
Yeah. I remember when I was young in Vietnam, when the celebration started in May, we would bring together food and a jar of traditional rice. And lining up in a row, very long, we'd bring buffalo, cow and chicken. We'd make and eat together all the village. 


Sally
And that again is quite similar to Matariki, isn't it? People coming together, sharing kai.


Sen
Yeah. It's the same as my people. We eat, we don't use spoon or spoon, we only use leaf. Leaf? Yeah, leaf. We go to the forest to collect leaves for collecting the ritual offerings. Ritual offerings, yeah. We do not use spoon.


Sally
And is that a special tradition for the new year? 


Sen
We have buffalo, cow, pig. We give to the ancestors, and we ask for blessing. We bring cow, pig, buffalo, chicken, all. And then we kill and we make and eat together.


Sally
It's really lovely to hear you reflecting on your culture. And I'm really thrilled to hear that Matariki has helped you remember and reconnect with it. Is there anything else you would like to say? 


Sen
Our culture has been through the change in modern life, the Jarai spirit and belief. I hope that through our humble story, others can come to understand this culture. And I'm especially thankful to you.


Sally
No, thank you. It's been really beautiful to hear your reflections. Thank you, Scott.

INTERLUDE

Sally 
Kia ora koutou, this is Speak Up-Kōrerotia, and today we're talking about the importance of stars and constellations in different cultures. And this is particularly because for 2025 – it's really exciting – we have Matariki and World Refugee Day both falling on the 20th of June and so it seemed like a nice opportunity, a rare opportunity, to celebrate both things at the same time. 

We've got Marianna with us now, who's going to be talking about stars and constellations in Assyrian culture. I'm super, super excited to hear from you, Mariana. But maybe you could start off by telling us a little bit about yourself and why are you interested or knowledgeable about this topic? 


Marianna
Of course. So my name is Marianna. I'm currently first year at uni. And I am a daughter to two refugee parents who come from Iraq. And we are Assyrian, as well. I'm first generation Kiwi and something that drives me is getting to know people and, of course, also getting in touch with my culture. So anything and everything to do with my culture, I love to hear about it, I love to talk about it.


Sally
So maybe that might be our next question then. What is the Assyrian people? How do we define or identify that group? 

Marianna
We are the indigenous people of modern-day Iraq. We ruled ancient Mesopotamia and we had our own kingdom, but due to colonisation and other factors such as genocide, we are now a minority group. Our culture is actually really significant because we did lots of early discoveries of things such as like math and writing and the wheel – the first people that created the wheel – so things that you wouldn't really tend to think about, we discovered them.


Sally
That's so cool. And today, people who identify as Assyrian, it's not just in Iraq, is it? It's across multiple countries in that same sort of region. 


Marianna
Yeah. So there's lots of Assyrians in Syria, Iran, in Australia, smaller community in New Zealand, but all across the world, Assyrians are scattered. 


Sally 
And so do you tend to identify as Assyrian or Iraqi? 


Marianna
Assyrian. And I think anyone that is Assyrian should not be calling themselves Iraqi because you've got to stay true to your roots.


Sally
Well, that seems like a really nice segue into this connection with Matariki, staying true to your roots, because Matariki is about connecting with the past, celebrating the present and also looking to the future. Could you tell us a wee bit about some of the stars and constellations in Assyrian culture and what is it you do to celebrate? 


Marianna
Of course. In ancient Assyrian civilization, the names of our stars were associated with their gods and beliefs. So stars were seen as spirits or sacred beings, and they each had a significant role in ancient Assyrian mythology. So some of the stars, I'm going to name them and then kind of what they were used for. My pronunciation may not be perfect because we don't currently use these words like names anymore. 


Sally 
Can I just ask you a question there? Do you have an Assyrian language? 


Marianna
Yes, we do. And it's called Assyrian, but in Assyrian we call it Surat.


Sally
And so that's a live language? 


Marianna
Yep. Yep. Fluently speak it, multiple people fluently speak it. Yeah. 


Sally 
And do you? Do you fluently speak it? 


Marianna
Yes, I do.


Sally
Yeah. Oh, that's so cool. Great. So your parents have brought that with them and kept it alive. 


Marianna 
Yes, I'm so glad they did. And I really encourage any Assyrians to keep learning their mother tongue so that it doesn't become a dying language.


Sally
Yeah, exactly. Okay, well, yes, if you could tell us about the star's place. 


Marianna
Cool. So we've got the sun star, two names for that one, Utu / Shamash. And currently in Assyrian, sun is called Shimshah. So there's that resemblance. The golden circle at the center of our flag represents the sun. This golden circle is then surrounded by four points, blue points, which symbolise tranquility. And together they form the main star that's present on the center of our flag, which represents our sun god Shamash, considered one of the most important deities in Mesopotamia. 

We have the moon star, which has three names: Nanna, Suin and Sin. He was the moon god and was worshipped in cities of Ur and Haran.

We've got the Jupiter star, which is called Nabu. He was the god of wisdom and writing and associated with the planet Jupiter. 

The Venus star, which is Ishtar. Many Assyrians actually have this name. She was the goddess of love and war and associated with the planet Venus. 

The Mars star, Nergal. He was the god of war and death and associated with the planet Mars. 

The Saturn star, Ninurta. He was the god of agriculture, hunting and war.

So stars and constellations were also used by our ancestors to be able to navigate and tell the time. But after a while, Assyrians were introduced to Christianity and our culture became majority, like most all of us to this day are purely Christian. So we do not celebrate and worship these gods anymore, as we once did, I think, before we were our people. But then as soon as Christianity got introduced to our culture, we don't really worship these stars anymore. But we definitely embrace that our ancestors did have this belief and it definitely paved our way to where we are now. 


Sally
It's interesting, I don't know too much about this, but I do recognise in what you were talking about, their connections with, I think, ancient Greek culture. So Mars being the god of war and whatever you're talking about. There seems to be quite a lot of connections there.


Marianna
Yeah, I think they were pretty close, Assyrians and Greeks. And there are a lot of similarities between our cultures. So maybe one influenced the other, I'm not too sure about the influences on each, but we do have a lot of similarities in between Assyrian and Greek culture. Yeah.


Sally
And although you don't sort of worship the stars as gods so much anymore, are there traditions or celebrations associated with particular stars or constellations or moments when they appear? 


Marianna 
Yeah. So as I said, we do not currently have an event celebrating our ancient belief in stars and constellations. However, just as Matariki represents the Māori New Year, Assyrians' biggest celebration in our culture is the Assyrian New Year, Kha b-Nisan, which that translates in English to ‘First of April’. The Assyrian New Year is also known by the name Akitu. This holiday also dates back to ancient Mesopotamia, where it was celebrated as a festival of agriculture and the fertility of the land. 

So, if you think about it, the way that they'd be able to tell the New Year is by looking at the stars. So some of the celebrations that we do and some of the events that happen during Akitu or Assyrian New Year, originally the celebration lasted for 12 days and there was a lot of religious, social and economic rituals. It's still celebrated to this day. Assyrians all over the world, it's kind of just like a symbol of renewed hope and connection to their history.

There's lots of big celebrations when there are big communities of Assyrians, especially in Sydney, Australia, and definitely back home in Iraq, there's big celebrations for the Assyrian New Year. 


Sally
And what sort of things do you do to celebrate? 


Marianna
It might not last 12 days anymore, but I'm sure there's lots of things associated with it. Lots of singing, lots of dancing, our traditional dance, which is called khigga. Lots of music about our motherland, food, drinks, just like getting all together, getting the community together. 


Sally
And I guess that's another parallel then with Matariki. 


Marianna 
Yeah, of course. Getting the community together, celebrating our history. 


Sally
In present day Iraq and some of these other countries where there are Assyrian people still, is there a formal recognition of the First of April, of the New Year? 


Marianna 
Yeah, so actually this year when Assyrians were celebrating their New Year, it usually happens every year, but some years there are a bit of trouble, especially being the indigenous of Iraq. This year there was an attack at our celebration and a few Assyrians were injured. It's not really safe for them in their own country, which is a bit sad. So it's always a bit risky celebrating Assyrians in their own country. So it's really sad that they don't get to embrace their own culture and their own country. They do try to do it every year, but sometimes there is risks with it. 


Sally
So it's not something that's formally or officially recognised? 


Marianna 
It might be in the Assyrian regions, but I don't think the current people in Iraq like to formally recognise it, or there are people against it. 


Sally
How about any other traditions that are associated with it? Are there particular clothes or particular foods that you eat? 


Marianna
Well, our clothes are just kind of for any celebration. We have our traditional Assyrian clothes, which are called khomala. We usually wear them when someone's getting married or there's any significant events, but definitely people do wear their khomala for Kha b-Nisan, Assyrian New Year. Foods? We just recycle the same foods for anything and everything, really. Yeah. 


Sally
Is there anything that's been passed down? You mentioned the birth of the new year and fertility and agriculture, and I'm thinking about Matariki and kūmara being so important, for example. It's a particularly important food for that time of year. There's nothing that you can think of that's a particularly significant food?


Marianna
Not to my knowledge. They don't make any special foods for the Assyrian New Year, but we do have special foods for different holidays, such as Easter. 


Sally
How about any special learnings? 


Marianna 
More than 2,500 years ago, Assyrians were among the first civilizations to connect the movements of celestial bodies with terrestrial events. So Assyrian astronomers recorded their precise observation on clay tablets, detailing the positions of the planets, the movements of the moon, and solar and lunar eclipses, even predicting the astronomical phenomena. So prominent documents such as the Enuma Anu Enlil series of calendars demonstrate how Assyrians relied on astronomy to make political, agricultural and military decisions. So they considered the movements of the stars and astronomical phenomena to be messages from their gods.

Their handling of precise scientific observation was astonishing by the standards that they had at that time. We believe that they laid the foundations for chronological and mathematical calendars that later influenced the Babylonian and Greek civilizations. So that's kind of the effects of stars on ancient Assyrian learning. 


Sally
That is so cool.


Marianna
There's lots of history if you look into it. 


Sally
It's amazing, isn't it, that combination, though, of religious belief melding with science? 


Marianna
I know, yeah. It just goes to show that you can do a bit of both.


Sally
That, again, corresponds quite well with Materiki, being able to use the stars to know phenomena occurring on the Earth. When's the good time to plant the crops? When's the good time to look out for this and this and this? 


Marianna
Yeah, it's actually amazing how much they managed to do. 


Sally
Are there stories that are passed down around this time or you mentioned that it's a time for the community to come together. Is it a time for any particular passing on of knowledge? 


Marianna
I wouldn't necessarily say we pass on knowledge during this specific time – I think knowledge about our culture is passed on all the time – but we definitely do talk about how far our culture has grown and how much we've been able to survive throughout the years of having such an ancient history. So we kind of take the Assyrian New Year, or Kha b-Nisan, as a way to celebrate how far we've come. We've survived genocide. We've survived lots of obstacles that have come our way, and we've still remained united as one. So I think that's just the time to think about how strong our culture is and how much we've been able to survive.


Sally
And that annual remembrance or recognition must be important, I would think.


Marianna
Yes, very. And we also do this during our Martyrs' Day. We constantly remember those who have come before us and fought for us to be where we are today, still be alive and speaking our mother tongue. Yeah.


Sally
The Assyrian language, does it bear resemblance to other languages? 


Marianna
Yes. So people talk about ancient Aramaic; Assyrian is Neo-Aramaic, there's lots of loan words that sound really similar. If you look in the Bible, there's some words that we use current day. Arabic is also really similar to Assyrian because just the two kind of cultures that were mixed and mingled together. There's some Hebrew words that also kind of tie in with Assyrian. But yeah, they call Assyrian Neo-Aramaic. So it came from Aramaic.


Sally
Oh, interesting. Very cool. Do you know how many people speak it? 


Marianna
Oh, I don't know the numbers, but I'd say a majority of us do speak Assyrian. But newer generations, they don't tend to really speak it at home. Obviously, us first generation who've grown up in a Western country, it's kind of hard for us to speak Assyrian, especially when there's not a lot of Assyrians around us. A way that my parents have kept me speaking Assyrian is purely speaking Assyrian to me at home, so that's a way to keep it going. So yeah, I'd say for the older generations, there is a lot of Assyrian speakers, but for the newer generations, I don't know. 


Sally
And how many Assyrians do we have in New Zealand, more or less? Do you have an idea? 


Marianna
I'd say a few thousand. Back in early 2000s, late ‘90s, there were a lot of Assyrians, they'd either immigrated from Iraq to New Zealand or Iraq to Australia. But from New Zealand, lots of them have started to move to Australia. So I'd say a few thousand easily. A decent community. Yeah, yeah.


Sally
So just as we kind of wrap up, with Matariki coming up, what does Matariki mean to you, and particularly given our chat about the importance of stars and constellations in Assyrian culture? 


Marianna
Assyrians are the indigenous people of Iraq, as I said before, just how Māori are the indigenous of New Zealand. So it's very heartwarming to see New Zealand embrace and celebrate indigenous people's beliefs and cultures, and we as a culture can only hope the same for Assyrian celebrations in Iraq because it is their indigenous land in the beginning. So it makes me hopeful that one day the Assyrians will be able to experience this kind of embracing, as well, of their culture and their beliefs.


Sally
And somebody who is Assyrian Kiwi, what does Matariki mean to you? 



Marianna
It just means embracing other people's cultures, getting to know other people's cultures, and it feels welcoming knowing that Māori are also including us to learn more about their culture. So it means a lot to me. It means a lot to me to be included and to learn about other people's beliefs. Yeah.


Sally
And what will you be doing on Matariki this year? 


Marianna
Oh, I don't know. Since it's falling on the same day, it seems like the Vic Uni, there's a World Refugee Day / Matariki event, so I'll be probably attending that.


Sally
Yeah, I think there are a few that are combining this year. Yeah, yeah. Sounds really good. And I guess a final question. You've mentioned that Matariki being celebrated here kind of gives you hope for your own people in Iraq, but does it also make you feel more connected to your own culture somehow? 


Marianna
I think it does. I think knowing how much Matariki means to Māori, it kind of makes me want to learn more about our ancient history and learn more about our celebration so that I can pass it down the way that Māori have passed down their traditions and their holidays. They've just done such a good way of maintaining it and seeing it through all circumstances that they've been through as well. So I really want to kind of embrace my culture in that same sense. 

Sally
Yeah, really cool. Thank you so much, Marianna. It's been lovely to hear from you and to learn about a tiny bit of your culture. Thank you so much.

What do you hope that people might take away from our kōrero today? 


Marianna
There are indigenous people all over the world who struggle to express their ancient culture and beliefs in their own country, such as the Assyrians. So one thing I'd like people to take away is to try to fight for advocacy for these minority groups because they've tried so many years and the message kind of isn't being put across. So maybe after listening to this, maybe do some research on the Assyrians, if you find it interesting, because I promise there's so many cool things that would come up and it might want you to connect with them.


Sally
Yeah, so cool. Tēnā koe. Thank you very, very much for your thoughts and sharing so much about your culture today.


Marianna
Thank you so much for having me.

INTERLUDE

Sally
Kia ora. We're here with Naomi Peters, who's going to share with us a little bit about stars in Japanese culture. Naomi, I'd love to hear a little bit about you first of all.


Naomi
Kia ora, my name is Naomi Peters from Japan and here in New Zealand, well, I live in Christchurch and I came to New Zealand to live in 2007. But first time I came to New Zealand was actually 1985 as a high school student and I always wanted to live in Christchurch and my dream came true in 2007. And today, yeah, I would like to share some story about stars in Japan, how we celebrate in Japan.


Sally
Great, so could you maybe tell me what are important stars in Japanese culture? 


Naomi
When you talk about stars in Japan, we always talk about the festival called Tanabata. I think in English it's always translated into ‘Star festival’. 


Sally
Oh, cool, a whole festival about the stars! So what happens in this festival? 


Naomi
It takes place on the seventh of the seventh month of the year, which means July – so that means in about two-and-a-half weeks.

Meaning of the festival itself is according to a Chinese legend, so it actually came from China originally. The two stars Altair, which is Hikoboshi in Japanese, and Vega, which is Orihime in Japanese. The first one is a prince, the second one is a princess. And they are usually separated from each other by the Milky Way and on the 7th of July, they can meet. The story behind it actually says they are allowed to meet each other once a year, and the weather has to be perfectly good weather for them to be able to meet each other. So all over Japan, people wish for good weather so the prince and princess can meet. 


Sally
How lovely. 


Naomi
What we do at night, you know, gazing at the stars and hope for the good weather. And when I was actually little, I thought that there's actually these two stars actually move and meet each other, which of course it doesn't. But yeah, that's the story behind it. On the day, we also celebrate by writing a wish on a little piece of paper and put on the bamboo trees. And our dream or hope or that sort of things, you write it down and hope for one day it'll come true. 


Sally 
How lovely. And that works quite well with Matariki with Hiwa-i-te-rani being the wishing star, as well.


Naomi
Yes. Yes, every year when I hear Matariki, this is what we always remember. 


Sally
How nice, so thinking about Matariki makes you think about stars and Japanese culture? 


Naomi 
Yes. And also Matariki, in Japan, it's called Subaru. We are one of the few countries that has a name for Matariki itself. When I hear Matariki, I always think about the Subaru. 


Sally
Are there traditions associated with Subaru in Japanese culture? 


Naomi
Subaru is also, I think it came from China originally, which probably there is a story behind it. But for us, Subaru is the name of the bunch of stars to make it shine. The word Subaru, as you know, it's the name of a car in the car company. But also because it's got a good name, the core meaning of Subaru is unite people together. So it is actually used for not only a car company or car name, it's also used for, I think there's a theater that's named after Subaru. And also some people actually use as a given name. That's another thing that I always remember when I hear Matariki. Yes, it is Subaru. And we sometimes talk about it as Matariki. That's a nice meaning though, the idea of unity as a name.


Sally
I like that. Yeah. Are there any special traditions around Subaru in Japanese culture? 


Naomi
Subaru is more of the name. There's also a very popular song as well. When we talk about the stars and the meaning of stars and things like that, I think for us, it's Tanabata. 


Sally
You mentioned in Tanabata with the prince and the princess being able to meet once a year. Are there stories and traditions that have been passed down about this? Can you remember the original sort of reason for the prince and the princess being separated? 


Naomi
Apparently there was lots of different stories, but the core story comes from China a long time ago. And there was this princess who worked really hard and asked her father saying that I'm working really hard and because of that, I don't have any chance to meet someone else. So the father said, okay, I'll make it possible for you to meet someone else. And she met prince and they fell in love and they got married but in her father's eyes, they're not really acting really good. So the father got really angry that they were lazy and things like that. So the father got angry and they said, no, you are not allowed to meet each other anymore. So the princess was so sad and she asked her father many, many times with lots of tears to be able to meet Hikoboshi again. So the father said, okay, once a year you are allowed to meet.

And the way that they can meet each other is to be able to cross the Milky Way. And to cross the Milky Way, of course, the weather has to be perfect. 


Sally
How lovely. Any learnings that you take from this? 


Naomi
When we were little, every year on the 7th of July, there was a festival or even at the school, they'll bring the erected bamboo and everyone wrote the hope or dream on that piece of paper and put on the bamboo. And we hoped for our dream or our hope that we wrote on a piece of paper goes to heaven and the God will see it and listen to it. So in the future, the dream will come true. So the learning is that you always should have hope and dream and one day when you try very hard, that'll come true. That's the sort of meaning that the Tanabata has. 


Sally
How lovely. And you mentioned that when you think about stars, you think about Tanabata and Matariki no doubt helps you think about the stars. Have you noticed that now we have the public holiday of Matariki, it's prompting you to reflect more on your own culture? 


Naomi
Yes. Although Tanabata is not a public holiday in Japan, we actually have lots of national holidays, we actually have 16 of them. And each of them, of course, have important meanings. And some of them are actually natural or culture-based things. For example, Vernal Equinox Day or Terminal Equinox Day, they're also national holidays in Japan. So it is the day that everyone sort of focus on what it means to our life and we celebrate. And lots of them relates to nature and culture. So living in New Zealand, having Matariki as a national holiday makes sense to me. It is the beginning of the year, so that day being national holiday, I feel it's really natural thing to do. 


Sally
How lovely. Is there anything else you'd like to add, Naomi, about stars or Japanese culture? Matariki? 


Naomi
I think it's good to stop once to think and feel the meaning of the day. Like Matariki, It's not just a national holiday, it's a day that has a deep meaning, deep, beautiful meaning behind it, which always relates to everyone's daily life. It's really nice to have such a day as a national holiday and we can think about it, talk about it, and feel about it. 


Sally
Yep, definitely. Well, thank you very much, I've really loved hearing about Tanabata and Subaru and getting your perspectives as well. 


Naomi
Thank you so much. No problem at all. Thank you very much for giving me the opportunity for talking about this. Being a foreigner in New Zealand, getting opportunity to sort of think about the culture in New Zealand, especially Māori culture. It is always good to think and learn about it because there are a lot of similarities in the way that we think.


Sally
This time again, thank you very much. I love that you've drawn the parallels there as well. That was exactly what I was hoping might happen with this show.


Naomi
That's good to hear. 

INTERLUDE

Sally
That wraps up our show looking at the significance of stars and constellations in different cultures. This show was prompted by the realisation that in 2025, both Matariki and World Refugee Day fall on the 20th of June, on the same day, and that it might be a nice opportunity to think about the importance of stars across different cultures. And I think what's come out more than anything else across these different kōrero was that the stars have huge significance for some cultures, but also that the ways that we, as people, celebrate the stars have huge traditions and parallels between these traditions across the cultures, too: people coming together, sharing kai, remembering and celebrating their own cultures, thinking about those who have passed, and thinking about wishes and dreams and hopes for the future. I’ve really, really enjoyed putting together this show, and hope that you’ve enjoyed and learned something from it, as well. 

