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Introduction
	The Milky Way is a prominent feature of the night sky, a band of light that has captured the imagination of people throughout the ages.  In doing so, every culture that ever existed has viewed this band of light “the Milky Way” from the same perspective but has developed different meanings regarding it.  For some civilizations, the Milky Way divided the sky in two parts and was seen as a boundary within space itself, a pathway, or even a flowing river.  As the writer and amateur astronomer William Olcott explains, ‘Aside from the resemblance of the Galaxy to a serpent, and a river, the most popular notion of it among all people and in every age has been to regard the Milky Way as a highway amid the stars, the Via Lactea’.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  William Olcott, Star Lore of All Ages: A Collection of Myths, Legends, and Facts Concerning the Constellations of the Northern Hemisphere (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1911), pp. 391-392.] 

This essay will subsequently compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures, the People of the Nile (New Kingdom), and the People of Turtle Island (pre-colonization) both pertaining to the Milky Way.  To carry out this comparison, I will utilize Jon Mills’s structure of myth: source, force, form, object, and goal.[footnoteRef:2] This paper is an inquiry into traditional star lore divided into four parts: Myth, the Milky Way, Structure of Myth, and Conclusion.  [2:  Jon Mills, ‘Toward a Theory of Myth’, Hermeneia (Iași.), 25 (2020), 37–53 (p. 50).] 


Myth

	Prior to delving into sky myths as they pertain to culture, the term myth must first be defined. To do so, this document will look at myth through the eyes of three prominent philosophers/sociologists of the early twentieth century, Lucien Levy-Bruhl, Émile Durkheim, and Mircea Eliade.  For Levy-Bruhl, ‘Myths and legends are true stories, but their “truth” has characteristics which distinguish it from that of the events of everyday life.[footnoteRef:3]  Myths therefore contain truths that are perceived separately from the profane.  Émilie Durkheim echoes this sentiment about myths, ‘they must have some objective foundation’.[footnoteRef:4] That objective foundation for Durkheim is that of a truth which is an essential element of religious life.   As Durkheim explains, ‘the very idea that there are gods, spiritual beings responsible for the various sectors of nature, is essentially mythic,’[footnoteRef:5]  He goes on to explain, ‘The rite is nothing, but myth enacted’ it is what gives the rite its meaning.[footnoteRef:6]  Without the myth, religious rites would therefore be empty or have no basis.    [3:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, The notebooks on primitive mentality trans. Peter Riviére (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1975), p. 63.]  [4:  Émilie Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 72.]  [5:  Émilie Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 72]  [6:  Émilie Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 71-72.] 



For Mircea Eliade, ‘the myth describes the various and sometimes dramatic irruptions of the sacred into the world’.[footnoteRef:7]  Eliade felt myth was the description of a hierophany.  As such,  [7:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 97.] 

Mircea Eliade asserts, ‘The myth relates a sacred history, that is, a primordial event that took place at the beginning of time, ab initio’.[footnoteRef:8]  In this view, we can also see the myth as a form of truth.  Mircea Eliade goes on to reinforce this notion, ‘Once told, that is, revealed, the myth becomes apodictic truth; it establishes a truth absolute’.[footnoteRef:9]  For Levy-Bruhl, Durkheim and Eliade, a myth is a story with a truth at its core.  In this document, we will therefore define myth as a traditional story with a truth at its center. [8:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane: The Nature of Religion (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing, 2021) p. 95.]  [9:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane: The Nature of Religion, p. 95.] 


The Milky Way

The Milky Way must now be defined in relation to how people understood it.  As Michael Strauss explained, ‘Previous to Copernicus, people thought Earth was the center of the universe. After Copernicus, the Sun became the new center of the known universe’.[footnoteRef:10]  The Milky Way was essentially seen as being centered on the earth and then the sun.  However, in 1918, a Harvard professor Harlow Shapley again changed our concept of the universe.  He was able to estimate distances to the globular clusters and thus map their distribution in three dimensions, and in doing so, he determined that the sun was not at the centre of the Milky Way nor our universe.[footnoteRef:11]  Our known universe including the Milky Way had just expanded.  Today, the Milky Way galaxy is known to be one of many.  In accordance with Thomas Scott’s article on the Milky Way, it is one of an archipelago of 54 galaxies called the Local Group.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Michael Straus, Neil deGrasse Tyson, and Richard Gott. “Our Milky Way.” In Welcome to the Universe: An Astrophysical Tour, 183–96 (p. 184).]  [11:  Straus. 183–96 (pp. 184-185).]  [12:  Scott, Thomas R., James. Powell, and Thomas R. Scott, The Universe as It Really Is: Earth, Space, Matter, and Time (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2018), p. 267.] 

So, what is it that humanity is seeing when they glance up at the night sky?  In accordance with Strauss, ‘We now know that our Milky Way is a very flattened structure, a circular disk, roughly 100,000 light- years in diameter, but only 1,000 or so light- years thick’.[footnoteRef:13]  In the Northern hemisphere, when a person looks at the night sky in the summer, they see the central bulge of our galaxy located within the constellation of Sagittarius with the spiral arms  of the Milky Way extending eastward across the sky. The Milky Way is therefore a spiral galaxy in which our solar system is embedded in and thus are unable to see the pinwheel structure.[footnoteRef:14]  In this paper, the Milky Way is therefore identified as the band of light that arcs across the night sky, our home galaxy that the myths are centred on. [13:  Straus. 183–96 (p. 185).]  [14:  Straus. 183–96 (p. 190).] 


Cultures
        In this document, the term People of the Nile relates to the new Kingdom that flourished in the area of the Nile River in North Africa during the period 1567 – 1085 BCE.  During this time period, the majority Egyptians lived on the land in self-sufficient village communities in a state close to serfdom.[footnoteRef:15]  Egypt’s wealth was garnered from agriculture with grain, vegetables, fruit, cattle, goats, pigs and fowl and fish which were sold on the markets.[footnoteRef:16]  The people of Egypt were united under one ruler, the Pharaoh who governed the land through a state bureaucracy.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Saylor Foundation [online]. The Ancient Egyptian Economy, [cited 22 Nov 2022]. Available from
https://resources.saylor.org/wwwresources/archived/site/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/The-Ancient-Egyptian-Economy.pdf]  [16:  Saylor Foundation [online]. The Ancient Egyptian Economy]  [17:  Saylor Foundation [online]. The Ancient Egyptian Economy] 

        The Egyptian religious system is best defined as cosmotheism which Implies the cosmos is the object of worship.[footnoteRef:18]  As Nicholas Campion explains, ‘Our sources for Egyptian cosmology are sparse, but what we do have is sufficient to paint a picture of a world in which there was a universal order and in which the human relationship with the cosmos is essentially participatory and spiritual’.[footnoteRef:19]  For the Egyptians, the sky was a stage against which played out the daily drama of death and resurrection, with the rising and setting of the sun.[footnoteRef:20]  This line of thought is similar to Lévy-Bruhl and his law of participation where persons or objects form part of a collective representation.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology. Vol. 1, the Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Continuum, 2008), p. 88.]  [19:  Campion, p. 89.]  [20:  Campion, p. 90.]  [21:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think : (Les Fonctions Mentales Dans Les Sociétés Infétieures) (London: Allen & Unwin, 1926), p. 76.] 

        When speaking of the people of Turtle Island, this document is referring to the indigenous people of North America up to the beginning of colonization by Europeans, early 1600’s.  During this time period, the majority of the first peoples were either hunter gatherer societies, semisedentary with some agriculture or agricultural peoples.[footnoteRef:22] They lived in villages or hamlets which constitute a tribe based on linguistic heritage, and groups of tribes sometimes organized into powerful confederacies.  In contrast to the people of the Nile, the tribal governance is not hierarchal authority.  As Menno Boldt and Anthony Long explain, ‘The people ruled collectively, as a tribe, exercising authority as one body with undivided power, performing all functions of government’.[footnoteRef:23]  In other words, First Nations (tribes) operated as a direct participatory democracy ruled by consensus. [22:  Prine Pauls, "Native American." Encyclopedia Britannica [online], November 11, 2022 [cited 3 December 
2022]. Available from: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Native-American.]  [23:  Menno Boldt, and J. Anthony Long. “Tribal Traditions and European-Western Political Ideologies:
The Dilemma of Canada’s Native Indians.” Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue Canadienne de Science Politique, vol. 17, no. 3 (1984), pp. 537–53 (p. 543).] 


        The people of Turtle Island did not have a defined religion, but a way of life.  As Marie Battiste and Jean Baman explain, ‘Aboriginal epistemology is grounded in the self, the spirit, the unknown. Understanding of the universe must be grounded in the spirit’.[footnoteRef:24]  This concept is further expanded upon by Jack Forbes, ‘Perhaps the most important aspect of indigenous cosmic visions is the conception of creation as a living process, resulting in a living universe in which a kinship exists between all things’.[footnoteRef:25]  For the aboriginal people, their attainment of knowledge was very different than Western concepts of outward exploration.  Ancestral explorers concentrated on inner space to develop knowledge which was then enacted within the community.[footnoteRef:26] The First People of Turtle Island like their Nile counterpart were participatory and spiritual beings with the cosmos. [24:  First Nations Education in Canada:  The Circle Unfolds,. Ed. by Marie Battiste, and Jean Barman, (Vancouver:
 UBC Press, 1995), p. 108.]  [25:  Jack Forbes, Indigenous Americans: Spirituality and Ecos. Daedalus 130, no. 4 (2001), 283–300 (283)]  [26:  First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle Unfolds, p. 104.] 


Structure of Myth
        Source.  Mills explains source as, ‘a cultural phenomenon that makes attempts to explain via consciousness (interpretation) origins, that is, the cosmos, gods, Being, and so forth’.[footnoteRef:27] In this context, the Egyptians were attempting to explain the river like band of light which arched over the night sky, the Milky Way. There is some debate in academic circles as to whether the Milky Way was indeed identified by the People of the Nile as the goddess Nut, or the entire firmament.  However, in Amanda-Alice Maravelia’s paper, she provided compelling evidence for Nut being conceptualized as the Milky Way by providing numerous photos of burial chambers with Nut represented, and a celestial configuration of the night sky 2500 BCE.  The similarities between the representations of Nut and the night sky were undeniable.  The Milky Way in the celestial configuration (fig. 6 (B)) of Maravelia’s paper closely resembles a young lady arched over the world as per the burial chamber drawings.[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Mills, pp. 37-53 (p. 50).]  [28:  Amanda-Alice Maravelia, “Cosmic Space and Archetypal Time: Depictions of the Sky-Goddess Nut
In three royal tombs of the New Kingdom and her relation to the Milky Way." Göttinger Miszellen 197 (2003): 55-72 (p. 69).] 

         In the same vein, the People of Turtle Island were attempting to interpret the identical phenomenon, the Milky Way.  As the People of Turtle Island conceived it, the Milky Way symbolized a pathway, tracks of a living creature, or great serpent.  Their variety of myths about the Milky Way were a means of connection between earth/sky and spirit/sky.  As Herman Bender explains, ‘Native Americans, were captivated by the Milky Way inventing myths and legends to explain its origin and seasonal movements as it slowly rotated overhead in the night sky with its bright southern end swinging along the horizon to the west.’[footnoteRef:29] For both the People of the Nile and the People of Turtle Island their source of the myth was the visible Milky Way, our home galaxy. [29:   Herman Bender, A Serpent’s Tale: The Milky Way (2017). ResearchGate [online]. Uploaded 22
November 2022 [cited 2 December 2022]. Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/346084712_A_Serpent%27s_Tale_the_Milky_Way
] 

       Force.  When Mills speaks of force, it is the revealed organizing principles behind the narrative.[footnoteRef:30]  For the Egyptians, Nut was considered the sky-goddess, a Universal Mother archetype who could bestow rebirth in the afterlife to the dead kings.[footnoteRef:31]  Her purpose as part of the Osirian mythological cycle is to conceptualize the principles of Kingship and Nature’s periodical regeneration.[footnoteRef:32]  Depicted as a sky vault, Nut’s body becomes the theatre where celestial activities take place. [30:  Mills, pp. 37-53 (p. 50).]  [31:  Amanda-Alice Maravelia, “Cosmic Space and Archetypal Time: Depictions of the Sky-Goddess Nut
In three royal tombs of the New Kingdom and her relation to the Milky Way." Göttinger Miszellen 197 (2003): 55-72 (p. 55).]  [32:  Maravelia, pp. 55-72 (p. 56).] 

        The cosmic visions of the People of Turtle Island were diverse, but in accordance with Jack Forbes, there are three similar characteristics: the first being the imagining the creative process of the universe as a form of thought, the second a plural source of creation, and third, the agents of creation are rarely pictured as human either animal like or as forces of nature.[footnoteRef:33]  For this reason, the Milky Way symbolized a pathway, tracks of a living creature, or great serpent.  The underlying theme being, a pathway for departed souls/spirits moving on to the next world.  [33:  Jack Forbes, Indigenous Americans: Spirituality and Ecos. Daedalus 130, no. 4 (2001), 283–300 (p. 283).] 


         Form.  In accordance with Mills, the form is the organizational style, typology, categorization, formula, patterning, and/or genre of the story.[footnoteRef:34]  For the Egyptians, Nut is depicted as a young goddess arching her body over the earth, heavenly cow.  As Maravelia explains, ‘Her body is the firmament, the celestial vault, the sky and the galaxy’.[footnoteRef:35]  Maravelia goes on to explain, ‘Nut was also conceived as a personification of the Milky Way, stretching a glowing band of faint stars over the Earth, which is a principal feature of the firmament’.[footnoteRef:36]  Arielle Kozloff also affirms this view, ‘After studying Egypt’s sky of 4,000 years ago and analyzing and synthesizing portions of ancient texts in relation to ancient constellations, I concluded that Nut did indeed represent the Milky Way’.[footnoteRef:37] In addition, Egyptian iconographical customs depict Nut as being stretched over earth similar to that of the Milky Way.[footnoteRef:38]  In this documents, the Milky Way for all intents and purposes represented the Egyptian Goddess Nut. [34:  Mills, pp. 37-53 (p. 50).]  [35:  Maravelia, pp. 55-73 (p. 63)]  [36:  Maravelia, pp. 55-72 (p. 56).]  [37:  Arielle O. Kozloff, ‘Revelations from Egypt’s “Dazzling Sun.”’, The Chronicle of Higher Education, 39.30 (1993), B5.]  [38:  Maravelia, pp. 55-72 (p. 56-58, 70).] 


        How did the First peoples see the Milky Way?  In accordance with Gibbon, ‘the Timiskaming Ojibwa, as well as several other Algonquian tribes, saw in the Milky Way a path by which migratory birds made their annual trek south’.[footnoteRef:39]  As well, tribes such as the Kiowa, Cheyenne describe the Milky Way as the tracks of some living creature.[footnoteRef:40]  However, Gibbon goes on to explain a more common description of the Milky Way among the Algonquian was that of the path for departed souls/spirits moving on to the next world.[footnoteRef:41]  Hollabaugh further emphasises this thought as follows, ‘Wanáǧi Thacháŋku, the Spirits’ Road, is the Lakota name for the Milky Way. This was the path a Lakota followed after death’.[footnoteRef:42] This concept of a path for the deceased is very similar to the People of the Nile view of the Milky Way. [39:  William Gibbon, ‘Asiatic Parallels in North American Star Lore: Milky Way, Pleiades, Orion’, The Journal of American Folklore, 85.337 (1972), 236–47 (p. 236)]  [40:  Gibbon, pp. 236-47 (p. 239)]  [41:  Gibbon, pp. 236-47 (p. 237).]  [42:   Mark Hollabaugh, The Spirit and the Sky: Lakota Visions of the cosmos (Lincoln, University of
 Nebraska Press, 2017), p. 70.] 



        Object.  As Mills explains it, ‘The object of myth refers to contents, properties, place, context, contingencies, and fantasies’.[footnoteRef:43]  In the Egyptian myth, Nut swallowed the sun in the evening and gave birth to it again in the morning.[footnoteRef:44]  This can be seen as an explanatory model in Egyptian culture for the suns daily rise and descent.[footnoteRef:45]  It also symbolizes that of death and resurrection.  Nut is a funerary deity who represents the universal cradle for resurrection after death, protecting, nursing, and bearing the deceased humans on a solar journey.[footnoteRef:46]  The Milky Way is the conduit or ladder for the dead through the heavens.  This is played out in the Pyramid Texts of Pepi – Spells for Passing Through the Akhet, ‘Travel the sky and course the Cool Waters in the goings of the Sun, Horus of the Akhet.  Nut will give her arms toward you and that you may in her, new and rejuvenated’.[footnoteRef:47] Nut in this instance is a waterway for Pepi to travel through for resurrection. [43:  Mills, pp. 37-53 (p. 50).]  [44:  Maravelia, pp. 55-72 (p. 57).]  [45:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology. Vol. 1, the Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Continuum, 2008), p. 89.]  [46:  Maravelia, pp. 55-72 (p. 58).]  [47:  James P. Allen, & P., The ancient Egyptian pyramid texts. Society of Biblical Literature (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2005), p. 134.] 


        For the People of Turtle Island, myths were developed to explain its origin and seasonal movements of the Milky Way.  The Milky Way was as a serpent or path which bridged the great divide for the departing souls. This line of thought was widespread in the Anishinaabe (Chippewa, Potawatomi, and Ottawa tribes).[footnoteRef:48]  Bender goes on to describe the serpent as follows, ‘The Y-shape of the Cygnus Rift creates the head and open-mouth of the serpent with its body winding back to the tail (and Pleiades) in the east.[footnoteRef:49]  For the Anishinaabe, the departing soul must head west to the open mouth of the serpent to jump upon it and cross over the serpent bridge to reach the afterlife.  We see similarities in both cultures, the Milky Way is seen as a conduit for the deceased to the next world. [48:  Herman Bender, A Serpent’s Tale: The Milky Way (2017). ResearchGate [online]. Uploaded 22
November 2022 [cited 2 December 2022]. Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/346084712_A_Serpent%27s_Tale_the_Milky_Way]  [49:  Bender, p. 7] 




       Goal.  For Mills, the purpose or aim is both to interpret and explain[footnoteRef:50] The goddess Nut was conceived as a personification of the Milky Way, stretching a glowing band of faint stars over the Earth, which is a principal feature of the firmament.  The myth subsequently provided a reasoning behind the sun’s daily rise and setting.  As Campion explains, ‘the Egyptians provided a meaning and purpose in which the rationale was one’s own, individual connection with the stars’.[footnoteRef:51] The People of the Nile were therefore attempting to unite with the gods. [50:  Mills, pp. 37-53 (p. 50).]  [51:  Campion, Nicholas., A History of Western Astrology. Vol. 1, the Ancient and Classical  
         Worlds (London: Continuum, 2008), p. 90.] 


        For the people of Turtle Island, myths pertaining to the Milky Way provided a connection between earth/sky and spirit/sky.[footnoteRef:52]  As Forbes explains, ‘Perhaps the most important aspect of indigenous cosmic visions is the conception of creation as a living process, resulting in a living universe in which a kinship exists between all things’.[footnoteRef:53] The Milky Way and the myths pertaining to it reinforced the connection and kinship of the People of Turtle Island to the world they inhabited. [52:  Mark Hollabaugh. The Spirit and the Sky: Lakota Visions of the Cosmos (Lincoln, University of
Nebraska Press, 2017), p. 72.]  [53:  Forbes, pp. 283-300 (p. 283).] 


        
Conclusion

        In summary, I have delved into the definition of Myth as seen through the eyes of Levy-Bruhl, Émilie Durkheim, and Mircea Eliade and determined, for this paper, a myth is a traditional story with a truth at its center.  In addition, I have identified the Milky Way as the band of light arching across the night sky which is a spiral galaxy that contains our solar system and the basis for the sky myth in both societies.  

        Culturally speaking, the two societies differed economically, politically, and in religion, the People of the Nile having a single ruler and state sponsored religion residing in self-sufficient village communities in a state close to serfdom, while the People of Turtle Island operated under participatory democracy and had no concept of religion in either a hunter gatherer, semisedentary with some agriculture or agricultural society.

        For both the People of the Nile and the People of Turtle Island their source of the myth was the visible Milky Way, our home galaxy.  This is not surprising for the Milky Way is a prominent feature of the night sky in areas without light pollution as in the time period we are discussing in this document.  Force wise, the Egyptians considered Nut as the sky-goddess, a Universal Mother archetype who could bestow rebirth in the afterlife to the dead kings.  For the People of Turtle Island, the creative process of the universe is a form of thought, a plural source of creation, with the agents of creation being either animal like or as forces of nature.

        Form wise, the two cultures differed.  The People of the Nile personified the Milky Way as the goddess Nut while the People of Turtle Island identified it with nature, tracks, paths, or snake.  Object wise, the myths in both cultures were explanatory and linked to the dead while      Goal wise, the myths in both cultures were linking the individual to the sky and stars.

        In closing, both the People of the Nile and the People of Turtle Island had similar interpretations of the Milky Way in their myths even though their cultures differed economically, politically, and in religion.  Both cultures utilized myth as an explanatory model for the Milky Way and as a linkage to pathways for the dead.  As well, both cultures saw their relationship with the cosmos as participatory and spiritual.  This similarity is amazing due to the fact that they were separated by time, space, and having differing societies.  
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