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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Introduction

This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers. The papers chosen are Signe Cohen’s ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’ and Morag Feeney Beaton’s ‘Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth.’
 The two papers will be compared and contrasted through the themes of Mythical Composition, Anthropomorphism and Cultural Astronomy. This essay in its critical analysis and comparison of two papers on sky myths will seek to review the author’s methodological practices and theoretical approaches to each sky myth; to ascertain the purpose of each author’s writing and place their work within a wider academic context.
Context
The two papers selected for critical analysis and comparison both contain sky myths. Cohen’s paper focussed on a poem called Alvissmál featuring deities and mythic creatures from Norse mythology whereas Beaton’s paper discussed a Chinese legend from the Han Dynasty, where deities and mortals interact.



Firstly, to define the term Myth. Plato separated the concept of logic and reason as distinct from the idea of mythos; the reliance on intuition and imagination.
 Burkett stated myths often contain themes of deities and fantastic creatures, otherworldly locations and extraordinary (often paradoxical) events.
 
Signe Cohen is currently a professor of religious studies teaching in the Department of Classics, Archaeology, and Religion at the University of Missouri. Her academic background is in critical analysis of ancient texts, particularly those from Asia which is evidenced by her B.A., M.A and Ph.D. in Sanskrit. Her more recent works included analysing how texts as cultural artefacts (oral, written, or visual) intersected with modern culture. Additionally, she investigated how motifs from Sanskrit literature might be put into conversation with its ancient Indo-European mythological counterparts.
 
Morag Feeney Beaton is a long-standing member of the Radical Anthropology group.
 She was in charge of the fabric stockroom in the Royal opera house in London whilst undertaking her Master’s programme in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology at the Sophia Centre at the University of Wales Trinity St. David in 2016.
 Both author’s papers were published for the academic readership of Culture and Cosmos in 2020.

Mythical Composition
Cohen’s paper analysed a Norse poem called Alvissmál, in which she recounted and translated the dialogue between the dwarf Alviss ‘the all wise one’ and the Thunder god pórr (Thor). Cohen wrote that Thor challenged Alvis to demonstrate his worthiness to marry Thor’s daughter in a contest of wisdom.
 This ‘agon’ or contest of the supernatural can be recognised as one part of a common motif in the construction of tragic Sky myths as identified by Jane Harrison.
 
Cohen’s methodological approach to the composition of this sky myth can be considered as Philogical. Philogy, the study of texts and languages, additionally encompasses literary criticism and manuscript studies.
 Seiler and Wallis quantified that ‘philology ultimately derives from Greek ϕιλολογία ‘love of reasoning, love of learning and literature.’
 This methodological approach seemed favoured by Cohen as it aligned with her researching preferences; Cohen trained in Sanskrit, and works with original Hindu and Buddhist texts.
 In addition, this approach is evidenced by her recent publication ‘Textual Criticism and Sacred Texts’.

Cohen used the Primary source, Alvissmál which is the last poem in the ‘mythological’ section of the Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda.
 Cohen expressed that a number of the words used to name different celestial objects by differing races were rare and obscure. Indeed, some of these words were unique to only this piece of Norse literature.
  Cohen stated that Alvissmál is a twelfth century poem.
 However, if its origins were from the 12th Century, the difference in the myth’s composition, with its focus on linguistics, rather than being purely an entertaining narrative of a contest of wisdom, may be in part due to the enormous transformations in many areas of human life that people in the twelfth century witnessed.
 Classen stated ‘Poets increasingly presented themselves in specific autobiographical terms.’
 However, in her paper Cohen did not investigate the potential impact that social and cultural changes during this time period may have had on the poet’s life, which could have resulted in unique linguistic choices.



Beaton’s paper analysed a Chinese Sky myth known as ‘The Cowherd and the Weaver’.  The story described the immortal sky princess Zhih Nu (who weaved the heavens) descent from the sky in order to be with her beloved, Niu Ling, a mortal cowherd. When they both neglected their duties, they were punished and exiled to live separate lives in the stars.  Goodwin declared that in the construction of romance ‘the persons who come and go before us may pass through fiery furnaces and affliction…but love we must have.’
. Beaton fully acknowledged the construction of the myth as a love story, identifying the key literary tropes, death, lamentation and resurrection, as featured in Harrison’s proposed structure of tragic myths.
 





                                      

If Beaton’s work is studied reflexively, using Probst’s expression of the term reflexive, upon appraisal, Beaton’s prior passion for the textile industry (her role of being in charge of the fabric stockroom for the London Opera House) is inadmissible evidence as to why her paper contained comparative worldwide Goddess weaving ‘profession’ mythologies. 
         

In significant difference to Cohen’s paper, Beaton fully addressed and analysed the composition of the myth. She identified that it contained the basic tripartite form of fairy tales and myths with having a distinct beginning, middle and end, then further analysed each of these.
 Unlike Cohen’s singular primary source, Beaton identified that the origin of the Chinese myth was obscure. The first written reference to it, which appeared in the Chinese Shih Chih (The Classic of Poetry) was written at a point between 900 and 600 BCE, with various Chinese and Japanese oral narratives stemming after these dates.
 Beaton did expound in her paper that Yu-an K’o a Chinese mythologist stated that such differences in mythic construction are highly explainable. ‘With no early literary recounting of myth, consequently, the collection of mythological material occurred in somewhat haphazard fashion.’ 
  











In summary this section has discussed both papers through a critical analysis of mythical composition. Both author’s identified key motifs of sky myths, however only Beaton analysed these, breaking the elements into smaller components to evaluate them. Similarly, both author’s own personal academic and professional backgrounds can be evaluated as influencing their methodological approaches; a Philogical one for the linguist and a comparative mythological textile one for the fabricator.
Anthropomorphism
Firstly, to define the term Anthropomorphism. Cambridge dictionary online affirmed it is a noun, ‘the showing or treating of objects as if they are human in appearance, character, or behaviour.’










In Cohen’s paper the main characters themselves in Norse traditions represented features in nature and of the sky. Thor is a thunder god; his home is within the skies and the heavens. Cohen stated that Alviss is a dwarf, but did not evidence this with the translation from the text to prove such a claim. McKinnell stated that within the text the first speaker ‘names himself as Alvíss and explains that his home is under a stone.’
 His home may have indicated that he is a dwarf but additionally in Norse mythology underground is where the dead ‘lived’.
 Alvis was a creature of the earth, powerful at night, however weakened/ dying by the rays of the morning sun.
 The concept of the death of either the sun or the moon as a living entity at sunrise or sunset has been one which has pervaded sky myths for thousands of years. Tobin declared in the ancient Egyptian language, the sun “comes into existence" at dawn and it “is completed," at sunset.
 Interestingly, Cohen did not comment on the possible anthropomorphic representation of Alviss and Thor, seemingly considering it irrelevant or not the focus of her paper. 







Cohen continued with her translations, giving examples of Alviss’ vast knowledge of how a variety of races (some divine and some not) described the earth, the heavens, the moon and the sun.
 Cohen stated the range of vocabulary, some ordinary and some divine, provided evidence that the celestial objects had a flexible meaning and representation, based on the observer themselves.
 Cohen’s translation indicated that the word earth was associated as fertile to the Aesir and Growth to the elves, heavens could be described as sky, curved cheek and vindófni- ‘wind weaver’ denoting movement, activity or perhaps creation.
 In describing the celestial objects, Alvissmál contained the themes of movement, reproduction, sensitivity and growth which are all key characteristics of defining a living organism
 One limitation to be found in Cohen’s paper however, is that she did not translate and give evidence for the full list of natural / celestial elements that Thor asks Alviss to describe; notably absent in their inclusion are clouds, wind, fire, wood, grain and ale. Cohen had seemingly allowed confirmation bias into her paper as she stated ‘the Norse list is unique in that it focusses on a vocabulary associated with the celestial.’
 In her choices of exclusion, deductions about Cohen’s own cosmological viewpoint in what elements constitute celestial might be drawn. 






In Beaton’s paper, the Weaver girl represented the heavens/ the immortal and the cowherd represented the earth/ mortality. Upon their exile and separation, the doomed lovers were transformed into the stars Vega and Altair respectively and were separated by the silver river, or Milky way, only permitted to see each other just once a year, on the seventh day of the seventh moon.
 The sky myth was an anthropomorphic representation of a celestial events, an incarnation of astronomy.
 In the Chinese myth the main characters had several anthropomorphised versions of themselves. Firstly, Zhih Nü and Niu Ling as the immortal, heaven representing weaving sky princess and the mortal, earth representing cowherd sequentially and secondly, when they transformed into Vega and Altair respectively.
 It is worth noting that as a western world academic Beaton has employed western names for the stars and descriptions of the constellations in which they reside and that the Chinese/ Japanese names were/are different. Ruggles discussed the inherent dangers of different viewpoints and academic assumptions as observers, not participants of other cultures’ frameworks of belief.






Beaton employed an etiological approach to the myth, in order to analyse how the Chinese and Japanese may have created and perpetrated an anthropomorphised myth in order to explain the stars’ locations, brightness, and celestial movements.  The apparent difference in brightness between the two stars (Vega being the 2nd brightest star in the northern hemisphere) could be symbolic of the divine nature of the sky weaving princess. 
  In the Chinese myth the physical bodily separation of the two lovers by the gods in the story was mirrored by the star’s respective positions astride the milky way.
 Additionally, Beaton cited Brady in identifying that Vega’s celestial movements, was that of curtailed passage, with the star descending below the horizon only to rise again in the same night.
 This movement mirrored the Weavers girl’s heavenly descent and subsequent re-ascension back to the sky. Beaton argued ‘it is perhaps inevitable to speculate that the astronomical actualities may have given rise to aspects of the myth’s narrative.’




In summary, it was noted that both authors identified how meaningful word selection used to describe celestial features in the primary source text, empowered these objects; bestowing humanlike qualities upon them. Whilst Cohen identified the live affirming properties such as movement, growth and reproduction, Beaton focused on how the celestial objects’ movement patterns and location within the backdrop of the cosmos emitted an anthropomorphised version the mythical narrative.
Cultural Astronomy
In this paper ‘Culture’ is being defined using Williams’s definition as ‘the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity…music, literature, painting, sculpture, theatre and film.’
 









Cohen’s primary concern with culture is that of literature. In congruence with Cohen, Schlereth wrote that through synonyms, descriptors, or kennings (a word or group of words that describe another in a roundabout way) the poem Alvissmál described the poet’s cultural understanding of the celestial location, astronomical properties, and cosmological movements of the sun, moon, earth and heavens.
 Cohen translated that the Gods called heaven an Arch, suggesting an idea of an architectural structure, whereas the giants called it uppheim- world up there, evocative of an awareness of cosmological differences in the world spheres. Whereas, the moon was described as hverfanda hvél-vanishing wheel and as ártali- the counter of years expressing an indication of observations of the lunar phases, and its potential calendrical nature and suggestive of an understanding of the seasonal changes linked with cosmology.
  However, Cohen did not delve deeper into any ethnoastronomical methodology, with no further cultural references to religious beliefs or ‘scientific’ knowledge held by Norse people at that time. 




Cohen’s academic background and areas of focus being textual criticism and analysis of ancient texts denotes an engagement with comparative mythology. She stated that different mythical beings having a diverse range of vocabulary to describe astronomical objects (as found in the Alvissmál), was in fact an archaic notion, with many Indo- European texts, across a multitude of continents, showcasing these features.  This is conducive to the work of Robert Segal when he discussed Jung’s various ideas of the mythical origins of shared myths; the concept of myth diffusion; through migration, trade and word of mouth.
Cohen’s paper was descriptive and knowledgeable, to identify that the poem was not unique in its literary choice of poetic (divine and ordinary) language used for astronomical objects, but lacked an interdisciplinary approach, as further investigation might have revealed more about the culture and cultural understanding of astronomy within the time it was written. Indeed, additional examination of the vocabulary to establish the myth’s origins and transmission could lead to a greater understanding of the poem itself.  











In stark contrast to Cohen’s paper, Beaton employed ethnoastronomical approaches, including qualitative field research to evaluate the legacy and impact of cultural astronomy. These research methods were synonymous with Beaton’s membership to the Radical Anthropology group, as they focus on ‘what does it mean to be human? To answer this, we cannot rely on common sense or on philosophical arguments. We must study how humans actually live.’
 She identified two myth linked cultural festivals, the Qixi festival in China and the Tanabata star festival in Japan.
 The mythical component that the doomed lovers can only reunite once a year is key to the calendrical timing of the modern festival celebration.
 Beaton stated parallels between the mythical narrative and cultural rituals; many women used to make offerings to gain weaving skills and prayed for help in finding a husband.
 Through her ethnoastronomical research, Beaton discovered that currently many businesses instigate propaganda of the sky myth though creating entertainment features to visit, offering star gazing opportunities, and having cinemas release romantic movies near the date (in China the Qixi festival is often regarded as the Chinese Valentine’s Day.) 
  

Beaton furthered her study of the impact of cultural astronomy by participant observation, attending events in London dedicated to both festivals and by carrying out a small research enquiry with 36 intergenerational Chinese and Japanese people from communities residing in the UK.
 She identified that even people who had never, or currently did not, partake in the cultural festivals had knowledge of the sky myth, however conversely, she also highlighted that some individual’s celebrated the festival but were not aware of the astronomical narrative behind it.
 Within the section of research participants who had recall of the astronomical link, she noted discrepancies in the narrative accessories (likely stemming from local preferences in adaptions through oral retelling, or issues with translations.)
 Beaton stated that a myth can be said ‘to be alive for a culture is it continues to mutate, to change, to expand and develop. A living sky myth is then perhaps one that is continually re-contextualised.’ 






                                  
In Summary in this section both authors identified possible cultural links to their respective sky myths. Cohen made suggestions that the poet’s language choices may have been suggestive of the culture’s awareness of how people’s daily life was dependent on the life-giving properties of astronomical objects, as well indicating a possible understanding of how the celestial objects could be used as a calendrical function. In contrast, Beaton identified a continuing legacy of the astronomical sky myth within the public domain. The myth’s existence has been sustained for new cultural generations with the creation of festivals and cultural experiences, which in turn has kept the mythical narrative alive.
Conclusion

This essay critically compared and contrasted two papers. The papers chosen were Signe Cohen’s ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’ and Morag Feeney Beaton’s ‘Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth’
 The two papers were compared and contrasted through the themes of Mythical Composition, Anthropomorphism and Cultural Astronomy. 



In the investigation of the theme of Mythical Composition it was found that Cohen focussed on the philological construction of the sky myth poem. She did not engage with investigating the possibility that societal changes at that time, may have influenced its author’s knowledge and poetic construction. Whereas, Beaton explicitly offered insights into the construction elements of the sky myth within her paper, focussing on comparative mythology in regards to the weaving content narrative within the sky myth. Conclusions drawn from both paper’s, remind academics to be constructively reflexively critical in their approaches and methodologies.







The findings of this study into the theme of Anthropomorphism showed that Cohen examined and highlighted vocabulary choices in the conferment of humanlike qualities upon the celestial objects in an attempt to show the Alvissmál’s author’s belief in celestial objects as living organisms. Cohen highlighted that such understanding was observer dependent, and likely to suffer from flexible meanings and representation; this is something that is replicated in her own choices of examples from the source to evidence claims in her own paper. In contrast, Beaton’s Chinese/ Japanese myth featured a much heavier frequency and transparency of anthropomorphism. Beaton employed an etiological approach to the myth, in order to analyse how the stars’ locations, brightness, and celestial movements could be representative of properties of the mythical characters and vice versa.
In summary, in investigating the theme of Cultural Astronomy, this essay found that both authors identified that their primary source texts were suggestive of expressing elements of cultural astronomical knowledge at the time in their writing. Cohen’s focus was that of Philogy, how the poet’s language choices, including the literary trope of divine versus ordinary (perhaps though shared myth diffusion), indicated increasing astronomical awareness in Norse society. Whereas Beaton’s paper employed an ethnoastronomical approach and engaged with qualitative social field research. This was undertaken to analyse a variety of cultural expressions of the sky myth, as well reflect on personal responses to the myth’s importance, in order to evaluate the likelihood of an ancient astronomical sky myth becoming a living cultural expression today. 
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