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Donna Young – HPCA7001 – Essay 2 
[bookmark: _GoBack]3500 words
What is the Role of Star Myths in Greek and Native American Indigenous cultures?
This paper will explore the role of star stories and myths from both Greek and Native American Indigenous cultures. Although much has been written on Greek sky myths from as early as Plato (428-438 BCE), the star stories of the first nations people of North America were largely oral and only recently recorded. The tradition of using the planets and constellations as a method for understanding life on earth remains consistent across these two cultural groups. But what were these myths based on, and what role did they play in the daily lives of those who followed them? 
Constellations and Precession
In order to best understand how the two cultures applied mythology to constellations, it’s important to understand what was visible in the heavens. 
It was Ptolemy’s work cataloguing the 48 constellations in The Almagest that formed the basis for the 88 constellations recognized in 1922 by the International Astronomical Union.[footnoteRef:1] In his Scientific American article on The Origin of the Greek Constellations, Bradley Schaefer follows the lore of the star groups, starting with the recordings found in the Mesopotamian cuneiform tablets of the MUL.APIN, whose surviving copies date from 687 B.C. The data of the star positions found in the MUL.APIN was compared to that of The Almagest. The approximate date for the positions of the stars in the MUL.APIN has been calculated at approximately 1100 B.C. [footnoteRef:2]  Around 128 BC, Hipparchus compared constellation maps of the current time and noticed a shift in the position of the equinoxes. This ‘precession’ is responsible for the cultural shift of how the constellations were viewed.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Bradley E Schaefer, ‘The Origin of the Greek Constellations’, Scientific American, Vol. 295, No. 5 November 2006, p. 96.]  [2:  Schaefer, pp. 98-99.]  [3:  Schaefer, p. 99. ] 

Alexander A. Gurshtein in his article on The Origins of the Constellations proposes that the constellations should be broken down into groups of three quartets. The first quartet he calls the Gemini Quartet, and it contains three of the four anthropomorphic constellations, Gemini, Virgo and Sagittarius. Gemini marked the spring equinox from approximately 6500-4400 B.C. He hypothesizes that the constellation Gemini, common in ancient cultures, might have been connected to ‘a general myth about the heavenly twin children of a supreme sun-god’ and an indication of new life and renewal. Virgo was then connected to the summer solstice and the mother/goddess image portrayed in agricultural societies. Sagittarius was the fall equinox point, with ‘a hunter who shoots and wounds the sun, which starts its descent into the lower world’.[footnoteRef:4] The sign of Pisces, which would round out this Gemini quartet of mutable signs, falls at the winter solstice when the sun is low in the sky and lingering ‘over the threshold of the lower world’.[footnoteRef:5] It was during this quartet that urban societies were developed and many of the statuettes from this time period are human in form.  [4:  Alexander A. Gurshtein, ‘The Origins of the Constellations: Some provocative hypotheses link the origins of the constellations to the precession of the earth's axis and the symbolic imagery of ancient peoples’, American Scientist, Vol. 85, No. 3 May-June 1997, p. 269.  ]  [5:  Gurshtein, p. 269.] 

The next quartet Gurshtein identifies is the Taurus Quartet, which would have been apparent during the third or fourth millennium B.C.[footnoteRef:6] This quartet includes the fixed signs of Taurus (spring equinox), Leo (summer solstice), Scorpio (fall equinox) and Aquarius (winter solstice).  Between the Gemini quartet and the Taurus quartet, the cultural conditions had changed significantly, and it is during the latter period that there is a rise in agriculture and cultural idols take the shape of the animals found in the fixed signs. The shift here also moves from a matriarchal to a patriarchal society. Societally, religious institutions and temples rise, and images of the lion and the bull start to appear.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Gurshtein, p. 270. ]  [7:  Gurshtein, p. 270.] 

The MUL.APIN contained all of these eight constellations, but only Cancer and Capricorn of the final and current quartet of Aries the Ram (spring equinox), Cancer the crab (summer solstice), Libra the scales (fall equinox) and Capricorn the sea goat (winter solstice). During this quartet ‘the Old Testament warned against the idols and cult statues of Near Eastern temples,’[footnoteRef:8] and the story of Moses ‘coming down from Mount Sinai as “two horned,” or crowned with the ram’s horns, while his flock disobediently insisted on dancing around the golden calf’[footnoteRef:9] illustrate the idea of Aries (the ram) taking over from the era of Taurus (the golden calf).  [8:  Gurshtein, p. 270.]  [9:  Gurshtein, p. 270.] 

These shifts in constellations that mark the solstice and equinox points are important to the written and oral myths and stories that appear in all civilizations. They reveal what ancient sky watchers would have observed and can help us to make connections to their star stories at different times in history.
What is sky myth?
In the 1892 book The Symbolical Language of Ancient Art and Mythology Richard Payne Knight writes: 
The primitive religion of the Greeks, like that of all other nations not enlightened by Revelation, appears to have been elementary, and to have consisted in an indistinct worship of the sun, the moon, the stars, the earth, and the waters, or rather to the spirits supposed to preside over those bodies, and to direct their motions, and regulate their modes of existence.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Richard Payne Knight, The Symbolical Language of Ancient Art and Mythology, (New York: The Carton Press, 1892), p. 1.] 

Man’s observation of the regular patterns of the celestial bodies in relationship to the natural seasonal cycles on earth enabled him to make connections between the two. The earth and waters provided sustenance for man, and it was the nature of primitive peoples all over the world to worship the deities that appeared to provide for them. Because of their interest in, and supposed power over Earth, these deities not only appear to reflect the base nature of man, but also to possess superior physical and mental abilities.[footnoteRef:11] In telling the stories of these deities, myth is born. In every culture it is the role of the poets and storytellers to create a tale dramatic enough for people to listen, and consequently, remember. ‘Poetical fable occupied the place of historical truth in their accounts of the transactions of war and policy, as well as in those of the revolutions of nature and origin of things’.[footnoteRef:12] It is, perhaps, our desire for dramatic story telling that creates these fantastic myths that will be remembered by future generations. [11:  Knight, p. 1. ]  [12:  Knight, p. 2. ] 

In 1908 Robert Lowie wrote an article entitled ‘The Test-Theme in North American Mythology’ for the Journal of American Folk-Lore.  He challenged previously held beliefs that mythology was ‘derived from the action of the same natural phenomena on similarly constituted minds’,[footnoteRef:13] and that instead it was ‘shown to be a product of historical development’.[footnoteRef:14] He hypothesizes that although mythological figures are anthropomorphized, they are not based on historical events or figures. Though he acknowledges that myth is created from the observation of celestial activity, he argues that a lack of common criteria among cultures rules out the idea of myth arising from natural or from universal events.[footnoteRef:15] He concludes through his test cases that ‘Solar and lunar heroes are human beings named after, or somehow identified with, sun and moon.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Robert H Lowie, ‘The Test-Theme in North American Mythology’, The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 21, No. 81 Apr. - Sep. 1908, p. 97.]  [14:  Lowie, p. 97.]  [15:  Lowie, p. 107.]  [16:  Lowie, p. 134. ] 

Guy E. Swanson, in his article Orpheus and Star Husband: Meaning and the Structure of Myths, describes myth as ‘stories of the supernatural’.[footnoteRef:17] He quotes Godfrey Lienhardt: [17:  Guy E. Swanson, ‘Orpheus and Star Husband: Meaning and the Structure of Myths’, Ethnology, Vol. 15, No. 2 Apr. 1976, p. 115.] 

Some primitive peoples may question, upon reflection, the religion which they still practice, remarking upon the unlikelihood, even the silliness, of some of the mythical situations upon which it is founded. Many improbable happenings, about which they have been told in the traditional lore of their society, clearly seem strange to them as they do to us; but, unlike us, they do not dismiss such happenings as impossible, merely because they seem unlikely. In any case, a myth is "what men say"; it is not something of which one can acquire the direct experience which can be called knowledge. In some primitive societies, at least, no one would pretend to know whether the story of human origins was true in itself. They often recognize also that other peoples have different traditions; but they do not feel obliged, therefore, to seek for a consistency in different stories, nor to assert, dogmatically, the truth of one rather than the truth of another. The same man can thus entertain in his mind different accounts of the same mythical event, not "believing" one rather than another, yet not regarding either as fictitious.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Swanson, p. 115.] 

Swanson uses the story of Orpheus and Star Husband to weave together common threads from North American and Greek mythology. He makes four assumptions: That myth refers to the properties of collective purposes, that myth refers to the life of these collective experiences and purposes, that myth reveals societal problems, and that the major characters in myth are important to the social construct at the time.[footnoteRef:19]  Swanson’s view and his agreement with Lienhardt is similar to Lowie’s in that he does not support the idea that myth is related to nature and culture, but he takes it a step further and suggests that it represents organizational structure and societal roles. His analysis of several native stories based on the Orpheus and Star Husband story are based on whether or not they meet the criteria of containing corporate sentiments, corporate action, support for pursuit of special as well as collective interests, virilocality, and whether or not it is based on a hunting or fishing economy.[footnoteRef:20] He then goes on to evaluate whether the story was based on a society organized for corporate decisions.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  Swanson, pp. 116-117. ]  [20:  Swanson, p. 120-121. ]  [21:  Swanson, p. 122. ] 

Neither Swanson or Lowie believe that indigenous myths are based on history,[footnoteRef:22] and although they make a good case for this decision, at least one of the Native American mythologies would suggest otherwise. The creation myth of the Yuma people of Arizona includes the making of 24 male and female pairs of people, the last of which was the white man. When it came time to teach the people how to die, all came but the white man who stayed in the west of the world. White men are described as ‘very unhappy and dissatisfied with everything…very greedy, taking what didn’t belong to him without asking’.[footnoteRef:23] The white man is portrayed as being very whiney, and when the creator Kokomaht grew tired of listening to him complain about his pale skin and curly hair he gave him some sticks that turned into a horse to make him stop crying.[footnoteRef:24] This story seems to reference, as well as creation, the perception natives had of white men when they first came to North America and took over the land. As it is generally agreed upon that it was the Columbus voyage of 1492 that was responsible for a greater influx of Caucasian people to North America, it would seem that this particular ‘creation myth’ was adapted to reflect what was going on in history.   [22:  Swanson, p. 115.]  [23:  Matt Clayton, Native American Mythology: Captivating Myths of Indigenous Peoples from North America, Amazon.ca, 2019, p. 12. ]  [24:  Clayton, p. 12. ] 


North American Sky Myth
Much of Native American myth has been held in oral traditions, and increased efforts have been made to capture some of these stories while they are still in the memory of their elders. There are two constellations that have major significance to the Native Americans: The Pleiades and Ursa Major.  
Stories of the Pleiades often tell a story of children, women, or animals trying to avoid a troublesome situation and escaping to the heavens. These stories often involve dancing, which is an important part of native tradition and ritual that was considered a form of prayer.[footnoteRef:25]The Pleiades are a common constellation in Native American myth, largely because its appearance at certain times of year acted as a calendar. In New Mexico, the Zuni Indians call the Pleiades the Seeds because they look like a seed pile, and because their position in the sky signalled when they should plant and when they should harvest.[footnoteRef:26] In the tradition of the Cree, however, the Pleiades are connected to a creation myth. In his book Tipiskawi Kisik: Night Sky Star Stories, Wilfred Buck shares that in Inenew mythology, human beings are called the Star People. Everything on earth contains a spirit – a piece of creator, including objects that most would consider inanimate, such as stones. ‘We arrive on earth through a being of energy called Achos Iskwew (Star Woman). Some people call these beings of energy kiskookuk (beings of light).’[footnoteRef:27] In the story of the Star People, Star woman looked down from the cosmos and saw earth through a hole. Desiring to go there, she asked Grandmother Spider (another constellation) to send a strand of webbing through the hole in the heavens. She was only allowed to do so under the condition that she become a physical being, and was told that she would not be allowed to return unless she brought a gift and gave up all her earthly experiences. Achos Iskwew agreed and came to earth offering her cosmic wisdom. When she eventually returned to the cosmos, the gift she brought back was a seven-pointed star blanket, a traditional blanket of the Cree. This represents the seven stars of Pakone Kisik (the Pleiades). The strand of webbing that Grandmother Spider sent down is viewed as the umbilical cord that connects man to creator.[footnoteRef:28] This might be one example where the importance of learning the position of the constellation in order to plan the planting calendar becomes embellished by the storyteller in order for it to be memorable. Because the natives didn’t have access to the materials necessary to make their star blankets until the 1800’s, this is possibly another example of how the myth has been adapted to fit the culture.  [25:  Monroe, p. 3. ]  [26:  Jean Guard Monroe and Ray A. Williamson, They Dance in the Sky: Native American Star Myths, (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, New York, NY, 1987), p. 2. ]  [27:  Wilfred Buck, Tipiskawi Kisik: Night Sky Star Stories, (Manitoba First Nations Education Resource Centre Inc., Winnipeg, MB, 2018), p. 12.]  [28:  Buck, p. 13. ] 

Ursa Major is not just significant in North America but is one of the most widely portrayed constellations in multiple mythologies. This is likely because in the northern hemisphere it is almost always visible, and also because of the brightness of the seven stars that comprise the ‘big dipper’.[footnoteRef:29] In almost every culture, this constellation is associated with a bear. And particularly in those of the far north in Siberia and Alaska, the supposition is that a bear walking across the north pole every day explained the pervasiveness of the cave-bear cults of Paleolithic peoples’.[footnoteRef:30] The Great Bear (Ursa Major) was used for keeping track of time at night, as a calendar, and as a directional marker. Lining up the two stars that formed the bear’s hindquarters would point directly to the Kitwin (The North Star or Polaris) which they called the going home star. The Cree story of Mista Muska is a story of a large and powerful bear who roamed the land and was always presented with gifts and food. He becomes accustomed to this treatment and eventually becomes tyrannical and abusive, destroying people’s homes, killing, and helping himself to whatever he wanted. Eventually it was decided that this tyranny needed to end, and the task of stopping Mista Muska fell to Tepakoop Pinesisuk (the seven birds, who chased him around the world four times before they were able to kill him. The blood that fell is what the Creek claim causes the leaves and grass to change colour every year at the same time.  Mista Muska and Tepakoop Pinesisuk were given a place in the sky to remind us of the importance of working together and the dangers of the abuse of power.[footnoteRef:31] The brightness of stars of Ursa Major, the ability to see this constellation all night long, and the length of the night in the extreme north would have made this an sky marker for the native peoples. The necessity to find one’s way home in the dark would have been essential for survival. That there are multiple stories of adventure in the mythology might be an indication of the need for the teachings to be memorable.  [29:  Gurshtein, p. 272.]  [30:  Gurshtein, p. 272.]  [31:  Buck, page 17.] 

Greek Sky Myth
Ptolemy described the zodiacal circle as beginning with the sign of Aries at the vernal equinox. He likened the seasons to the ages of man, where spring is like a baby, summer is the prime of life, in fall man begins to dry up and deteriorate, and finally in the winter and our old age man is ‘hastening to dissolution’.[footnoteRef:32] This description would tell us that Ptolemy was writing in what Gurshtein describes as the Aries Quartet.   [32:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. by J.M. Ashmand, (London, Davis and Dickson, 1822), p. 21.] 

In the Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy divides the world into ambient and aethereal natures. The movement of the Sun is linked to seasons, water flow, birth, and mans adaptation to the temperature and light changes. The moon controls tides and holds influence over both the animate and inanimate. The fixed stars and planets ‘cause heats, winds, and storms, to the influence of which earthly things are conformably subjected’.[footnoteRef:33] The Greek observation of the celestial bodies was similar to the Native American in this regard: They were using the rising and setting of stars as markers of time and calendar creation. Ptolemy speaks of the constellations by describing them through their planetary influence. ‘Ursa Major is like Mars, but the nebula under the tail resembles the Moon and Venus in its influence’.[footnoteRef:34] His description of Mars is that it ‘chiefly causes dryness, and is also strongly heating, by means of his own fiery nature...’.[footnoteRef:35] And the moon ‘principally generates moisture; her proximity to the earth renders her highly capable of exciting damp vapours, and of thus operating sensibly upon animal bodies by relaxation and putrefacation’.[footnoteRef:36] With this in mind, the Greek mythologies can take on different meaning.  [33: Ptolemy, p. 3. ]  [34:  Ptolemy, p. 19.]  [35:  Ptolemy, p. 13.]  [36:  Ptolemy, p. 13.] 

Like their North American counterpart, in Greece the figure of Ursa Major is related to a bear. She is Callisto, the warrior companion to Zeus’s wife Artemis. Zeus had disguised himself as Artemis in order to seduce Callisto. She became pregnant and bore a son. When Callisto became aware of this, she changed Callisto into a bear to be hunted by her seven dogs. Zeus sent her and her son to the heavens to escape.[footnoteRef:37] Here the theme of the bear chase repeated, but in the Greek myth, Callisto is a victim rather than a tyrant. Ptolemy’s planetary descriptions applied to this constellation, would have Ursa Major holding the ‘fiery nature’ of Mars, as well as the benefic nature of Moon, and Venus within her as a mother. Richard Tarnas in Cosmos and Psyche says that the earliest Greek text to make a connection between planets and specific gods was the Platonist dialogue the Epinomis written in the fourth century BCE.’[footnoteRef:38] Knight says that “the signs of the zodiac were taken from the mystic symbols; and not, as some learned authors have supposed, the mystic symbols from the signs of the zodiac”.[footnoteRef:39] He points out that  Ursa Major is described as both a Bear and a Wagon, and that there is no relationship between these two ideas.’[footnoteRef:40] Is it possible that Ptolemy, who was writing in the first century AD, was describing the constellations by using the myths that already accompanied them?  [37:  Scott C. Littleton (ed), Mythology: The Illustrated Anthology of World Myth & Storytelling, (Duncan Baird Publishers, London, ON, 2002), p. 180.]  [38:  Richard Tarnas, Cosmos and Psyche: Intimations of a New World, (Viking Penguin Group, London, 2007), p. 88.]  [39:  Knight, p. 97.]  [40:  Knight, p. 97.] 

Greek and Native American Culture
Homer composed the Iliad and the Odyssey around 800 BCE. These poems are set during the Trojan War, and many of the main characters are children of the Greek Gods. There was a rich oral history long before anything was written, and it was another few hundred years before Plato connected the gods to the stars. The Epinomis was written during the Late Classical period where we also encounter the philosophies of Aristotle and Socrates. Greek Civilization was at its height during this period [ancient.eu website accessed December 13, 2019]. As a maritime country, shipping would have been a major activity. 
Tracing the culture of the Native American is more challenging as it’s only since North America was settled by Europeans in the 1500’s that written language would have been recorded in anything beyond petroglyphs. The Natives were under attack from the Europeans, and as recorded in the story of Great Bear, their mythology was influenced by this invasion. For those who lived in the extreme northern latitudes that were not as exposed to the Europeans, life continued as it had for many centuries. They lived off the land and held onto their traditional way of life for a much longer period than those who lived in more temperate climates. 
Conclusion
Star Myth as a category of mythology holds its own place in both Native American and Greek culture. In both cases, there are many stories related to the same constellations, sometimes with seemingly unrelated themes. The long history of recorded Greek mythology provides more consistency, and consequently it could be argued that it wasn’t as influenced by events that happened after the creation of the myth. Although there is paleological evidence to support that the constellations were important in the stories of the Native Americans, it’s only in the past few hundred years that efforts have been made to record these stories. Consequently, there is no solid way to confirm how much these stories have changed over time. What is evident, however, is that the constellations were important for marking the passage of time and to provide signs that would indicate planting and harvesting periods. In both cultures, the use of the stars as navigational guides would have been important. For the Inuit of northern Canada, finding their way in the dark on a sled through endless snow would be a similar experience to the Greeks finding their way in the dark on a boat across the endless ocean. The guidance of the North star would have brought them home. 

_____________________________
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