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A Critical Comparison of Orion constellation in three primary sources.

Word count: 2098 
Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts three primary sources that deal with the Orion constellation which were done in three different parts of the world (Fig. 1). The first source is a Mayan painting done in the late 8th century A.D. of a turtle in the ceiling of Room 2 of the Paintings Building in Bonampak, Chiapas, Mexico (Fig. 2). The second source is an ancient Egyptian painting done in the 15th century B.C. of a man standing on a boat surrounded by stars in the ceiling of the Tomb 353 of Senenmut located in Chamber A of Deir El Bahari, Thebes (Fig. 3). The third source correspond to verses 251-252 of the poem El Gaucho Martin Fierro on the 1st edition written in 1872 by José Hernández (1834-1886), an Argentinean poet and military politician. The purpose of the essay is to analyse how these three sources represent Orion constellation and the different meanings that each author/culture gave to this group of stars. Observation of photographs and drawings of the two visual sources within their individual context and the reading in the original language of the poem (Spanish) is a first step to achieve the paper’s aim. The second step is reviewing secondary sources, usually experts in each of the cultures/sources themselves to have an academic framework. It was found that these sources are not only sky representations but also show a connection between heaven and earth which is approached in a completely dissimilar way. 
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Figure 1. Worldwide location of the three primary sources. 1. Mayan turtle in Bonampak, South Mexico. 2. Egyptian representation of Sah in Thebes. 3. Martin Fierro, poem that takes place in the pampas of Argentina. Background image: Google Maps.
Description and context of the three primary sources

The first source was made by the Maya culture that, as specified by Anthony Aveni, lived and developed in their classical period around the second and tenth centuries A.D. in the Yucatan peninsula
. This culture lived in city-states that had trading, marriages but also wars among them. According to Ana Izquierdo there were different social classes on which the royalty and nobility were on the top of the pyramid.
 The source is mainly a red and green colour turtle (Fig. 2b). According to Mary Miller’s measures of the room where it is located (aprox 4.5m x 2.7m x3.8m height), the approximate extent of the rounded square where the turtle is, could be 65-75cm x 40-50cm.
 As stated by Alfonso Arellano, the building on which it was painted has two Mayan dates in the structure: 787 and 792 A.D.
 These dates refer to two prisoner captures done by a Bonampak king and can be related to what is painted in the walls of Room 2, a battle and a humiliation of captive people. The room’s measures imply that few people were intended to see the paintings, most probably the elite members who wanted to see the battle´s victory evidences artistically displayed on the walls.
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Figure 2. Maya culture. Painting in the northern wall of Room 2 of the Paintings Building in Bonampak, Mexico. (787-792 AD). Detail: turtle associated with Orion constellation. 

a). Rendering by Heather Hurst and Leonard Ashby. b). Photograph: Ernesto Peñaloza. 

The second source is a painting of a human standing on a bark with three big 5-pointed stars above him (Fig. 3b), that is located in the Tomb 353 of Senenmut, which according to Donald Etz was ‘the powerful minister of Hatshepsut’, an ancient Egyptian queen.
 As described by Peter Dorman, the tomb was carved with texts to orientate the deceased to the underworld and to give enough provisions and rites to ‘enable him to act as an effective spirit in the afterlife’.
 The hand-made painting is framed in a rectangle that can measure 80-90cm x 30-40cm, if related to the floor’s and ceiling’s dimensions reported by Dorman of 3x3.6m.
 He affirms that it was a private tomb, actually hidden from sight for the local public, so the painting was aimed to be seen by Senenmut itself on his journey to the world of the dead. 
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Figure 3. Egyptian representation of the firmament in the ceiling of the Tomb 353 of Senenmut (15th century BC). Detail: man standing on a boat associated with Orion. Photographs: Ludlow S. Bull. 
The third source are two verses of the Martin Fierro poem (see literal translation below this paragraph) which was designed to be read by the general public. This iconic piece of literature, as posited by Peter Winn, has the gaucho (argentinean cowboy) as the central character, and is considered a protest voice ‘against social injustice’.
 The selected verses describe the gaucho in a starry night. The gaucho likes the beauty of the stars and has affection for them because they guide him in the pampas (plains). As seen on these and other verses it is implicit that for the cowboy there is only one God, a monotheistic perspective. 

 

Just like that I was one night


Watching the stars


That look more gorgeous


When one is more unfortunate,


And that God has raised them


To console on them.

The man has affection for them

And always with joy

He sees the three maries coming out

if it rains, when it stops,

the stars are the guide,

that a gaucho has in the pampa (trans. Sanchez). 

Relation to Orion constellation
Among scholars there is an agreement that each source has its own way of representing some of the stars of the Orion constellation (see contemporary representation and stars involved in figure 4). Regarding the Maya source, according to Jesús Galindo and María Ruiz in the northern wall of the ceiling there are four rounded rectangles that all have heaven icons, on which the turtle is the last one (Fig. 2a).
 Moreover, the animal has on its back, three horizontally aligned and pale glyphs, that according to Susan Milbrath, Eric Velásquez, Stanislaw Iwaniszewski, Galindo, Ruiz, and Miller represent stars.
 Above scholars agree that this turtle can be identified as the Orion constellation, but only Milbrath, Miller and Sophia Pincemin specify that the three stars are Orion’s belt.
 For Milbrath, the figure on the left of the turtle is ‘Venus as warrior’, but for Galindo and Ruiz is the star Aldebarán.
 In summary, the turtle (maybe formed by the quadrilateral made by Betelgeuse, Bellatrix, Saiph and Rigel stars, with Orion’s belt in the middle), is immersed in a ceiling-sky context looking at the earthly events down below.
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Figure 4. Nielander, Orion constellation with connecting lines, 25 March 2019. Image: Wikimedia Commons

On a highly different way, is how ancient Egyptians represented Orion on the painting in Thebes. The boat is surrounded by fifteen stars which do not seem alike the contemporary Orion constellation, except for the three big stars above the man, which are similarly aligned to Orion’s belt. Dorman refers that the black-ink ceiling is a sky representation with ‘decanal stars and associated deities’ (Fig. 3a).
 This divine astronomical feature of the ceiling was also specified by A. Pogo, José Lull, Juan Belmonte and Etz, who also dated the tomb in the 15th century B.C.
 Above scholars and others like Dorman and Robert Bauval state that the referred painting in the Senenmut’s tomb represents Sah (Egyptian word for Orion), but only Bauval, Pogo and Giulio Magli associated Orion with the Egyptian god of death Osiris. 
 Bauval and Pogo are the only ones that affirm that the three stars above the man are Orion’s belt. Pogo, Lull and Belmonte specify that the character on the left of Orion is Sirius (also known as the goddess Isis-Sopdet for Lull-Belmonte), while Dorman says that it is the goddess Sothis. Despite the different interpretations, this Egyptian figure shows how a divine group of stars (parts of Orion) navigates with others in the ceiling of a funerary room, evidencing the polytheistic background of ancient Egypt, the latter claimed by Françoise Dunand et al.

Finally, in the Martin Fierro verses, the gaucho refers to the three maries, as one of many of those he happily sees rise. The Three Maries, according to Robert Lehmann-Nietsche, is the popular name for Orion’s belt in Argentina, Chile and Brasil.
 This name was somehow “inherited” from the ancient greeks' Three Graces and which was eventually modified by the arab astronomer Abū Ma‘shar as the Three Virgins. Although in the poem there is no reference of something special about the three maries, it actually gives a context on how the gaucho considers the stars in general, as maternal entities.
In summary, both the Mayan and Egyptian paintings represent some of the most brilliant stars of Orion constellation and they highlight three aligned stars which has given the notion to some scholars that they depict Orion’s belt. Diversely, the Argentinean poem is the only one that can be directly associated to this 3-star asterism, because of his popular name in the pampas.
Sky representations

Despite the evident differences mentioned before, there is also similar ground. Regarding the visual sources, they are both located in the ceiling of their rooms, making the viewer to look up as watching the skies. Actually, what the viewer will look on both ceilings is a representation of the skies. On the Mayan vault, the viewer will see parts of Orion, maybe his neighbouring star Aldebaran and accompanied by, as concluded by Galindo and Ruiz, deities and representations of heavenly bodies that could also be observed on 792 A.D., such as the Pleyades, the Milky Way and Venus (whose heliacal rising and setting is associated to war in the Maya culture).
 This also shows how this painting reflects the polytheistic world of the Maya, which according to Ana García was full of heaven and earth gods, such as the Maize, the Sun and the Moon.
 Likewise, the Egyptian ceiling, as stated by Dorman, Lull and Belmonte, was filled with representations of deities, decans, moon images, northern and southern constellations astronomically placed on the Egyptian context.
 According to Dorian Greenbaum and Micah Ross, decans are groups of stars that near the time when the Tomb 353 was developed, had a protective funerary function and acted as gods that ‘allowed the deceased to keep track of time’.
 So these evidences show that the audiences of both paintings could admire the skies that could be seen on their times and latitudes. Rather different is the poem’s approach, whose purpose on those two verses was not to give an astronomical diagram of what could be seen in the time it was written, nevertheless it did mention one of the asterisms that can be observed in that latitudes, the Orion’s belt.
Bonding earth with sky

Another similarity found in the sources, is their manifestation of an earth-sky connection, although the approach is quite different. Talking about the Mayas, Milbrath stated that ‘apparently, the tortoise is seen on land when the celestial turtle is prominent at the time of the dry season’, situation which is similar with corn, the maize is planted when the turtle constellation is not visible (like hided on earth), and it germinates at the time that Orion is visible again.
 This shows that the turtle Mayan constellation was related to climate and agriculture, bonding sky with earth. On the other hand, the Egyptian Orion representation has its peculiar form of linking earth and heaven. The man standing on the boat holds on his right hand an anhk ☥, which according to Calvin Schwabe et al is ‘the Egyptian symbol of life’.
 On his left hand, as stated by Dorman, he holds a w3s-sceptre [image: image7.png]


, that according to Andrew H. Gordon et al is a ‘symbol of divine power or authority’.
 Gordon et al said that some Pyramid Texts refer to Osiris supporting the sky with the ankh and supporting earth with the w3s-sceptre. Therefore, these quotes help to understand that Sah was not only a constellation, but a deity itself that helped the people on their journey to death, making stronger the earth-sky bond in the Egyptian context. Regarding the written source, the way that the sky is linked to earth is much more simple, stars were used to guide the gaucho in space, and no whatsoever association to deities, climate, agriculture or war.
Conclusion
This paper compared and contrasted the way that three primary sources represent the Orion constellation. When viewing the skies, the Maya culture saw a turtle with three star-glyphs on its back, the ancient Egyptians represented it as a god standing on a boat with three big stars above him and José Hernández referred to Orion’s belt as the three maries, a group of many stars that guide the gaucho in the pampa. They all presented what could be seen in their times and latitudes but treated the stars in varying ways. The oldest sources used these stars to guide humans in time, Mayas specified in climate and agriculture, whereas the Egyptians gave them a funerary purpose to help deceased Senenmut in his afterlife. Besides, the ancient cultures also gave a divine meaning to some heavenly bodies and where immersed in polytheistic worlds, features that are seen to be lost in the 19th century poem. This proves that what we know nowadays as a constellation is just one of the different representations that groups of stars can have, and it depends on cultural, religious and social reasons.
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