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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures

Word Count: 3652

This paper will compare and contrast two myths about the sun and moon from two different cultures and how they might fit into the definition of myth. The two myths will be the Norse myth of the sun and moon from the Prose Edda
 and the Inuit myth Aningaat. As with many myths, especially myths that have been primarily passed down orally, there are several versions of Aningaat, but the one analysed in this paper is from the book The Artic Sky: Inuit Astronomy, Star Lore, and Legend
 told by George Kuppianiq. 

The sun and moon are the largest and brightest celestial bodies in the sky, and thus the most notable in many cultures. The representation of the sun and the moon varies strongly from culture to culture, but there tend to be similar tropes between them.
 In the creation myths of many cultures, the world often begins with a mother and father figure, frequently a Father-Sky and a Mother-Earth, as in the Māori or Greek creation myths.
 Occasionally there is also a Father-Sun and Mother-Moon pairing that begins the world, as in the myth of the Pueblo people from New Mexico, though more frequently one sees the Sun and its representative god as the primary creating force, and the moon is created in parallel.
 More commonly, mythology sees the sun and moon as brother and sister, such as with Artemis and Apollo in Greek myth and Amaterasu and Tsukiyomi in Shintoism. The genders of the sun and the moon vary from culture to culture with many depicting the sun as masculine and moon feminine, but many others, like Shintoism, depict the opposite. 

The creation of the sun and moon in the mythologies of many cultures is often tied to the culture’s creation myths themselves. The sun and moon are either the creators of the world or are created alongside it. In the Enuma Elish, the Babylonian creation myth, the sun, moon, and stars are gods placed into the sky by Marduk after the defeat of Tiamat when he is creating the rest of the world out of her corpse.
 In Māori myth, the sun, moon, stars, and moonlight are children of the sky father Ranginui and the earth mother Papatuanuku and are trapped between them as their parents are pressed together, bringing light into the world when they force their parents apart.
 In these examples, the creation of the sun and the moon happen alongside the creation of the rest of the world, or the gods that represent them are among some of the first gods in the cosmology. In some other mythologies, however, the creation of the sun and moon are their own stories outside of the initial creation myth or come near the end of it. In Shintoism, the creation of Amaterasu, the sun goddess, and Tsukiyomi, the moon god, happens near the end of the creation myth when Izanagi is purifying himself in the sea, after all the islands of Japan have already been created, and they are born from his eyes.
 Though this is still technically part of the Shinto creation story, Amaterasu and her brothers’ (the god of storms, Susanoo, was born from Izanagi’s nostrils at the same time) births were separate from the births of many other kami and the creation of the islands of Japan, and thus is close to its own individual myth. The Norse myth of the sun and moon comes in two parts, one regarding the creation of the sun and moon, and the other regarding how they began moving, the latter coming at the very end of the creation of the rest of the world in the Prose Edda. Aningaat, the Inuit myth, is its own isolated myth, as the story of Aningaat and his sister is completely disconnected from most of the larger mythology. 
Defining Myth


Before one can go into any practical analysis of myths, the term “myth” must first be defined. Though the general definition is relatively consistent, it has garnered various interpretations and connotations beyond that. The basic definition of myth is a story meant to explain natural phenomena, or social traditions within a culture, usually involving supernatural creatures. Jindo describes it as a ‘worldview, a way in which people view and relate themselves to the world, stories that express the values of the culture and its deepest aspirations. Seeking to explain “the way things are”’.
 Myths are typically specific to one culture, potentially varying some between locations if that culture is spread over a wide area. As myths are often used to explain the environment around a given peoples, the environment influences what the dominant themes and gods are in the mythology of a given culture. In Shintoism, originating in Japan, one of the first acts the creator deities, Izanami and Izanagi, did was pull the many islands of Japan out from the sea.
 In Māori tradition, Ranginui and Papatuanuku are children of Tangotango, the blackness of night, and Wainui, the ocean, two things of major importance to a seafaring people.
 The people of these cultures sought to find a way to explain the environment around them, so they created their cultural myths to provide them the comfort of knowledge of their surroundings and their origins. The human brain does not react positively to the unknown, so in the face of insufficient science or technology to understand why their environments behaved the way they did, they created their own explanations with what they had. The people of these cultures, then, took the myths they had made and created cultural traditions around them. Mythologies typically go together with religion, and the myths of a given culture often include and provide origins for the gods that culture worships. Whether the god or the myth came first is less important than the fact that these are now massively influential figures to a cultures people, and they will create more cultural tradition around them. Myth often acts as a middleman in the influence of environment on culture. 
Myths are meant to be reflective and symbolic of people and their lives. Many pantheons, like the Greco-Roman and Norse, have gods who are highly flawed – vain, jealous, and violent – as they are meant to reflect the people that worship them. Human social behaviours are reflected upon a cultures gods and myths to better understand them. Like the environment, people’s behaviours shape myth, and thus myth must explain both the world and the people in it, from their origins to their ends. As discussed by Renz, myth is all-encompassing, representing culture as a whole rather than just a part of it, like art or science.
 However, some, like Robert Bringhurst, a Canadian poet, view myth as a much closer relative to science. He claims both myth and science are forms of investigation, but unlike science ‘the hypotheses of myth are framed as stories, not as equations, technical descriptions, or taxonomic rules’.
 Both interpretations, despite their variation of myths relationship to science, follow the definition that myth represents and explains culture and environment, answering the questions that would otherwise go unanswered. ‘Theoretical, practical and aesthetic consciousness, the world of language and of morality, the basic forms of the community and the state – they are all originally tied up with mythic-religious conceptions.’
 
The Norse Myth


The Norse myth of the sun and moon comes in two parts, their creation, and the beginning of their function, both discussed separate from each other in the Prose Edda, a 13th century Norse textbook detailing the myths of the North Germanic peoples. The Prose Edda details the creation of the Norse gods before it reaches the creation of the sun and moon in section 8 of Chapter 4: The Creation of the World.
 The text details that the sun and moon were created after the sons of Bor, Odin and his brothers Vili and Ve, slayed the primeval giant Ymir. Similar to the Babylonian myth where Marduk fashions the world out of Tiamat’s corpse, Odin and his brothers created the world using the body of Ymir. They made the sky with his skull and took sparks from Muspelheim, the primordial realm of fire, and placed some above and below the sky, some unmoving in heaven and others free to move underneath it. The text quotes the Prophecy of the Vala: ‘The sun knew not / Where Hall she had / The moon knew not / What might he had / The stars knew not / Their resting place’.
 This poem indicates that though the sun and moon had been created, they were yet unmoving, but Gangleri, the man telling the tale, says that they were given a place and a course to travel, from which time came to be. How the sun and moon were directed along their course is saved for a few sections later in section 11 of Chapter 5: The Creation.
 The text details a man by the name of Mundilfari who had two children that he considered so beautiful he named them Sol (sun) and Mani (moon). The gods thought this arrogant, considering they had created the sun and moon and took Sol and Mani and forced them into heaven to drive the chariots of the sun and moon as punishment. Mani kidnapped two children, also a brother and sister, called Hjuki and Bil to control the phases of the moon. In order to keep Sol and Mani on course and constantly moving to avoid them lingering and messing up the flow of time, the gods sent two wolves birthed by a hag, Skol and Hati, to chase after them. Skol chases Sol and Hati chases Mani, with Hati aiming to devour the moon. According to the Prophecy of Vala quoted in the text, Hati will eventually do so, covering the sky with blood, blotting out the sun and signalling the beginning of Ragnarök. 

This myth, at least the first part, fits cleanly into the previously established definition of myth. As part of the Norse creation myth, the existence of the sun and the moon are explained by them being fashioned out of the sparks of Muspelheim, which is suitable imagery for bright objects in the sky and thus is easily acceptable in the context of the rest of the mythos. The consistency of the course of the moon and sun are due to them being organized by Odin and his brothers when the sun and the moon otherwise didn’t know their paths, and their constant motion is explained by the never-ending pursuit of their drivers by Skol and Hati. The phases of the moon are also shown to be controlled by the siblings Mani kidnapped. These sections fit into the definition of myth to explain why things are the way they are. What fits less cleanly into this definition is the ultimate end of this process, the devouring of the moon by Hati and the beginning of Ragnarök. 

As previously noted, much of myth revolves around explaining the surroundings of the people of that culture. However, environmentally, there isn’t much of a reason for a concept like Ragnarök to exist, so the alternative reason would have to be some sort of social factor. Myth is meant to be all-encompassing, including the parts of a culture that lean towards a belief in the end times and the destruction of the world. The potential reasons behind this belief are many and varied and ultimately unknowable, but there are other cultures and religions that believe in similar concepts, like Christianity. This belief could be due to a desire for salvation, a final progression to the afterlife, or potentially just the knowledge of a concrete end, the comfort of knowing exactly how the world will conclude, even if they don’t know when. 

Something to note in relation to this myth, as well as Aningaat, is that unlike in many other cultures, the sun and the moon are not major figures. They are not incredibly important and influential gods like Amaterasu, they simply perform a function. Sol and Mani may have some facsimile of godhood in that they are immortal beings until Ragnarök finally comes, but they have no duties outside of driving the moon and sun across the sky and keeping ahead of Skol and Hati. They act more as part of the backdrop of the rest of the events of Norse mythology that mostly focus on the major gods – Thor, Odin, Loki, Freyja, etc. – and their actions and interactions with each other. The sun and moon are only relevant for keeping time and the eventual signalling of the end of the world. This is reminiscent of the human tendency to take things for granted, even very important things, and place them out of their mind until tragedy strikes and they are violently and rapidly brought back to attention. This also fits into the established concept of myth, that myths conceptualize and explain human behaviours. 
The Inuit Myth


The myth of Aningaat, as it was passed down verbally until very recently, has some slight differences depending on who is telling it. This analysis will be using the version told by George Kappianaq in The Artic Sky: Inuit Astronomy, Star Lore, and Legend.
 The full myth of Aningaat contains several different parts, with the creation of the sun and moon only coming at the very end. The myth begins with a blind boy named Aningaat who lived with his grandmother and his sister, who is unnamed though sometimes called Sun or Siqiniq. After a polar bear approaches their house, Aningaat is directed to shoot it with a bow and arrow, and though he hits, he is told by his grandmother that he missed and instead hit their windowframe. Aningaat’s grandmother instead takes the polar bear to feed herself and Sun, and slaughters to dog to feed to Aningaat. Aningaat’s sister feels pity for him, though, and sneaks him polar bear meat. Sometime later, he and his sister go down to the lake, but Aningaat directs her to go back home without him and he wades into the water. A voice directs him to close his eyes and, when he does, he is grabbed by a red-throated loon that licks his eyes until he can see, intermittently dunking him into the water. He returns home and confronts his guardian about the two animal skins hanging outside their house that he can now see, but she lies about them. Later, Aningaat, his sister, and grandmother go to hunt white whales, with Aningaat being the one to throw the harpoon and his grandmother insisting on being tied to it as an anchor. Despite being told to aim at a small, young one, Aningaat throws the harpoon at a large whale that then drags his grandmother into the sea. She occasionally resurfaces as she’s dragged further out, with her hair spinning around itself until she becomes the first narwhal. Aningaat and his sister then go travelling to find other people, but the first place they come across results in Sun getting attacked when she goes to ask for water. They continue onward until they find a village of people without genitalia who welcome them in, resulting in Aningaat getting a wife and his sister, a husband. After Aningaat’s sister becomes pregnant and is placed in a separate birthing house, during one of the village’s frequent nightly celebrations, someone comes in, extinguishes the light, pins her down and rapes her. Under the cover of darkness, she doesn’t know who it is, so, during the next celebration, she places soot on her nose, which smears onto her rapist’s face when he returned. After he left, she goes out into the celebration to identify her aggressor who turned out to be her brother, Aningaat. Filled with disgust and horror, she cuts off one of her breasts to offer to him, if he liked her body so much, and runs off with a torch of moss that she had dipped in oil and lit. Her brother ran after her but didn’t dip his moss in oil, so it soon reduced to a smoulder. As Aningaat chases his sister, the two ran so fast they ascended in the heavens and became the sun and moon. 

This myth also fits into the definition of myth previously established as it results in not only an explanation as to the creation of the sun and moon, but also the creation of narwhals. This story, unlike many others, however, allows for far more explanation of detailed phenomena, like the dark spots on the moon, being the soot marks on Aningaat’s face. As discussed in the notes of another version of the story told by Hervé Paniaq in the same book, the sister’s burning torch as opposed to her brother’s smouldering one accounts for the difference between the luminosity of the sun and moon and red sunsets and sunspots are a result of the gore from Sun chopping off her breast.
 Solar eclipses occur when Aningaat catches back up to his sister to briefly embrace (or rape, depending on the version) her again before she continues running, and lunar eclipses occur when Aningaat returns to the earth to hunt. The explanation for the phases of the moon is that Aningaat’s sister, disgusted by him, refuses him food for a period, during which he wastes away, before eventually relenting and giving him food, filling him back up again. These are all phenomena that the context of the myth can explain, even if it isn’t explicitly stated in the myth itself.

Aningaat, as opposed to many other stories of the creation of the sun and moon, is not connected to any wider creation myth. It stands on its own, as do many other Inuit myths. There is rarely a common, interconnected mythology within Inuit mythology, with each myth instead standing isolated to explain a given phenomenon.
 The biggest way that these myths are connected are common tropes or requirements, such as the necessary preconditions for human beings to ascend to the heavens and become celestial. The three necessary conditions are: dispute, which takes place when Aningaat and his sister argue with their grandmother, violence, which is fulfilled by the numerous acts of violence that take place in the story, though likely specifically Aningaat’s sister being attacked, and the breaking of taboo, fulfilled by Aningaat committing incestuous acts, which are considered highly disgraceful. Though most of the story seems to have no relation to the conclusion, it is fulfilling the steps Inuit tradition deems necessary for Aningaat and his sister to become the moon and sun. This less direct route to the conclusion is indicative of cultural tradition being exemplified in myth. Like the Norse myth, because the Inuit myths are not very interconnected, the sun and moon also act as backdrop for other myths with their own storylines, with very little contribution outside of time keeping and light. 
Comparison

For all the differences in their respective cultures, their myths regarding the sun and moon share many similarities. Firstly, in both myths, the sun is female while the moon is male, which is a slightly more uncommon dynamic than its opposite. Another similarity is that both stories involve a chase. In the Inuit myth the moon chases the sun, whereas the Norse myth has the moon and sun being chased by a third party. The Inuit myth is more easily understandable from a visual standpoint, as one can see both the moon and the sun moving the same direction in the sky one after the other. Skol and Hati don’t have a visual equivalent of an actual celestial body in the sky that follows along behind the sun and moon. Both myths also have at least the core of the myth after the rest of the world has already been made. The sun and moon are created alongside the rest of Midgard out of the body of Ymir, but gods, giants, humans, and other living creatures already existed before the creation of Midgard, leaving the sun and moon to be some of the last things that were created. In the Inuit myth, the earth, humans, animals, and several societies had already been well established by the time Aningaat and his sister became the sun and moon. 


One of the primary similarities between the two stories is one that isn’t often seen in other myths regarding the sun and moon: the transformation of humans into significant celestial bodies. In both cases, neither Sol and Mani or Aningaat and Siqiniq were born gods meant to represent or personify the sun or moon. Both pairs were humans that ascended to the heavens for different reasons, but they are all still humans. Their ascension, however, does bring one of their primary differences, in that Aningaat and Siqiniq become the sun and moon themselves, not merely a personification, while Sol and Mani cannot be classified as the same. They are not part of the sun and moon, they were created separately from them, and neither are they godly personifications. They simply drive the sun and moon forward, not quite the celestial bodies themselves, but also not the gods of them. Another major difference is, as mentioned before, the Norse myth does partially belong to the Norse creation myth, whereas the Inuit myth is its own isolated story. However, despite what similarities and differences they may have, they both still fit within the given definition of myth.
Conclusion


Myth is meant to be all-encompassing. It explains the environment of its people and includes their behaviour in that of their gods. There are common tropes in many myths across the world, but each culture has their own unique perspective, and thus their own unique myths and stories. Despite what similarities and differences the Inuit and Norse myths of the sun and moon may have, they are both still myths that explain the existence of the two brightest celestial bodies in the sky.
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