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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures
Wordcount: You will need to consider definitions of myth and make it clear which definition, or definitions, you are using. What conclusions can you draw about the nature of sky myths? 

Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk186877978][bookmark: _Hlk186879856]This essay compares and contrasts the Inuit myth ‘Crow Brings the Daylight’[footnoteRef:1] with the Slavonic folk tale ‘The Sun-Horse.’[footnoteRef:2] Both stories address the themes of daylight and its absence during mid-winter in the northern hemisphere. The initial situations depict individuals in complete darkness, but as both stories progress, the sought-after light is discovered and introduced into those dark places. Every mythological story can be broken down into motifs that are repeated in different traditions, March Thuillard stated,[footnoteRef:3] and Franz Boas described such narrations as ‘tales of expeditions in which, through cunning or force, the phenomena of nature are obtained for the use of all living beings.’[footnoteRef:4] The Inuit myth is a creation myth, whereas the Slavonic folk tale is a heroic story. The Inuit myth offers its listeners an explanation as to why, in the polar region, there are six months of darkness and six months of brightness. In a collaboration between people and nature, the people desired light and pleaded with Crow to bring it to them. This is what Lucien Lévy-Bruhl called a philosophy that was still internally coherent, though seemingly naive and clumsy.[footnoteRef:5] He claimed that the natural relationship between cause and effect often went unnoticed because it was ‘the mystical participation’ that came to the fore and often took up the entire field. Therefore, the mindset of indigenous people could be described as both prelogical and mystic.[footnoteRef:6] In the Slavonic folk tale, just as in the Inuit myth, the heroes employ mystical and illogical elements to capture the Sun and bring it to enlighten the dark lands. People of native cultures attributed souls, spirits, and intentions to all natural phenomena based on their experiences with themselves, others, and animals, Lévy-Bruhl claimed.[footnoteRef:7] This statement ties in with Terry Eagleton's remark about culture: ‘Culture, etymologically speaking, is a concept derived from nature’.[footnoteRef:8] The Slavonic tale is a story which, at first sight, does not seem to be a creation myth because it displays the typical characterization of a heroic epic. Johannes Merkel defined heroic epics as a type of story that originated in areas where nomadic tribal societies expanded, conquered foreign lands, and established feudal empires.[footnoteRef:9] It seems to represent a tribal culture that views creation and renewal differently than the Inuit. However, despite differing story genres, mystical participation remains a key element in the narratives under discussion. [1:  S. E. Schlosser, Crow Brings the Daylight, an Inuit Myth from Canada <https://americanfolklore.net/folklore/2010/07/crow_brings_the_daylight.html> (accessed 11 December 2024)]  [2:  A.H. Wratislaw, Sixty Folk-Tales from Exclusively Slavonic Sources (Boston: The Riverside Press, Cambridge, 1890), p. 62. <https://sacred-texts.com/neu/sfs/sfs16.htm> (accessed 11 December 2024)]  [3:  Marc Thuillard et. Al, ‘A Large-Scale Study Of World Myths’, TRAMES, 2018, 22(72/67), 4, 407–424 (p. 408)]  [4:  Franz Boas, ‘Mythology and Folk-Tales of the North American Indians’, The Journal of American Folklore, Oct. - Dec. 1914, Vol. 27, No. 106, 374-410 (p. 360)]  [5:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, (Ravenio Books, 1926, Kindle-Version), p. 9.  ]  [6:  Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, p. 65. ]  [7:  Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, p.9.  ]  [8:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Blackwell Publishing, 2000), p. 1.]  [9:  Johannes Merkel, Hören, Sehen, Staunen, Kulturgeschichte Des Mündlichen Erzählens (‘Hearing, Seeing, Marvelling: The Cultural History Of Oral Storytelling’, my translation), (Hildesheim, Zürich, New York: Olms Verlag, 2015), p. 107.] 


Context
Though geographically unconnected, the Inuit and Slavonic cultures share similar narratives regarding the Sun and its crucial role in their lives. Both cultures express their concerns about the absence of the Sun. While not related to the Inuit myth, the Slavic tale illustrates a problem and resolution process that is quite similar. Remarkably, significant similarities in myths, magical or religious beliefs, and customs can be found sometimes in the most remote corners of the earth, Lévy-Bruhl observed.[footnoteRef:10] Both stories share the initial situation of a region in absolute darkness, which points to an Arctic area where the natural phenomenon of the Sun disappearing for weeks is experienced each winter. The Inuit myth is a Canadian story that meets this geographical requirement. However, the Slavonic tale ‘The Sun-Horse’ was collected in Hungary, where the Sun stays visible in the sky all year round. At first sight, this seems controversial, since the term ‘Slavonic folk tale’ seems to imply an origin in a Central European latitude, where the Sun does not fully disappear during the winter. Nonetheless, the Slavs are one of the largest Indo-European groups that had already settled extensive territories extending into the Baltic/Russian region by the tenth century AD, T. Sulimirski claimed.[footnoteRef:11] In the introduction to the Hungarian section, where the tale is listed in the collection ‘Sixty Folk-Tales from Exclusively Slavonic Sources’, the author A.H. Wratislaw remarked that the dialect, in which the tale was originally collected stemmed from further north. He concluded that this was because some Hungarians had been expelled from their territories further north. When people leave their homes, they bring their dialects and stories with them, which connect them to their homeland. The author further mentions similarities between the tale ‘The Sun-Horse’ and two other stories in the collection, which originated in White Russia.[footnoteRef:12] The northern region of White Russia is situated at a latitude of 55°, significantly south of the Arctic Circle, marked at 66°33'N, where the polar night brings 24 hours of uninterrupted darkness in the northern hemisphere, according to John McCannon. However, he mentioned that this geographical boundary provides limited insight into the real conditions on the ground, as certain areas classified as subarctic can exhibit arctic climate or ecological characteristics due to factors such as terrain, wind, or water.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, in the case of the Slavonic tale, the similarity in the central theme of the missing Sun could be either due to terrain, such as a valley in the far north, which kept a land cut off from the Sun in the winter time, or the tale could have wandered south when stories were exchanged along the exploration and trading routes. In the ninth and tenth centuries AD, the Swedish Vikings moved into Baltic and Russian territory, establishing trading routes, Barry Cunliffe stated.[footnoteRef:14] Further, he noted that ‘there is no need to call up mass migrations’ regarding the flow of ideas. As early as prehistoric times, Europe wide trade networks were established that spread ideas and beliefs.[footnoteRef:15]  [10:  Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, p.7.]  [11:  T. Sulimirski, ‘The Problem of the Origin of the Slavs’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 75, No. 1/2 (1945), 51-58 (pp. 52-53)]  [12:  Wratislaw, Sixty Folk-Tales from Exclusively Slavonic Sources, p. 62.]  [13:  John McCannon, A History of the Arctic: Nature, Exploration and Exploitation, (London, Reaktion Books, 2013), p. 10.]  [14:  Barry Cunliffe, Europe Between The Oceans, 9000 BC – AD 1000, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011), pp. 467-469.]  [15:  Barry Cunliffe, Europe Between The Oceans, p. 159.] 


The Inuit myth ‘Crow Brings the Daylight’[footnoteRef:16] summarised [16:  S. E. Schlosser, Crow Brings the Daylight] 

The myth begins in the distant past, when the Inuit lived in complete darkness, having never seen daylight. Crow, who travelled back and forth between the north and the south, informed them of the concept of light. Full of longing, the Inuit begged Crow to bring them daylight. After a long journey south, he finally saw light on the horizon. There he observed the daughter of the village chief fetching water. Crow transformed into a speck of dust, hid in her fur coat and entered the house with her. There he noticed a glowing box in the corner. As a speck of dust, he flew into the ear of the little brother playing on the floor. When the boy felt an itch, he began to cry, and Crow whispered to him to ask for the ball of daylight in the box. The chief's daughter brought the glowing box to her father, the tribe chief, who carefully took out a glowing ball. He tied it with a string and gave it to the boy. The boy laughed joyfully, pulled on the string and watched the ball bounce. Crow whispered in the child's ear that he wanted to leave the house. The chief then picked up the boy and carried him outside. Outside, Crow transformed into his proper form and quickly snatched the string from the boy's hand. Then he rose into the bright blue sky, pulling the ball of daylight behind him. In the far north, the Inuit noticed a spark of light approaching through the darkness. It grew brighter and brighter until they could see Crow with the ball. When he released it, it burst on impact, releasing daylight that lit up the entire land. The Inuit laughed and cried with joy. However, Crow reminded them that daylight would only last for six months as he had received the ball from the people of the south. The land would return to darkness for the other six months while the ball regained its strength. The creation myth concludes that to this day, the Inuit experience six months of daylight and six months of darkness and always remember to be grateful to Crow for bringing them the light.

The Slavonic folk tale ‘The Sun-Horse’ summarised[footnoteRef:17] [17:  A.H. Wratislaw, Sixty Folk-Tales from Exclusively Slavonic Sources ] 

The story begins with a land that was sad and gloomy. It was only lit up when the king led his horse, which had a sun on its forehead, up and down the dark land. But when the sun horse suddenly disappeared, complete darkness reigned and chaos broke out. The king and his army had to set out to find the sun horse. They crossed mountains and found a seer in a lonely hut who knew where the sun was and agreed to retrieve the sun horse. He travelled through six countries before he and his servant reached a royal palace in the seventh country. Three brothers ruled there, each married to one of three sisters whose mother was a witch. The brothers were responsible for the theft of the sun horse. The seer transformed into a green bird, was allowed into the palace and eavesdropped on the sisters one by one about the whereabouts of their husbands. Only the mother, the witch, saw through the trick, but could not warn her daughters in time. Now that they knew where the kings were, the seer and his servant waited under a bridge that the kings had to cross with the sun horse in the evening. There they overpowered the first two kings, but the third proved to be a strong opponent. They transformed themselves into wheels and rolled down a hill to see which would burst faster. When the battle could not be decided, they turned into flames and fought each other. The fight was only decided when the seer paid a beggar more than the king to douse his opponent with water. Thereafter, the seer mounted the sun horse and fled the country with his servant. The witch and her daughters made their escape more difficult by transforming themselves into an apple tree, a spring and a rosebush, thus leading the hungry and thirsty fugitives into mortal temptation. The seer saw through the ruse, and they finally managed to cross the border of the dark country. Light flashes flew from the horse's forehead in all directions, spring flowers blossomed, and everything came back to life. The king thanked the seer, who returned to his small hut on the mountain. 

Sacred and mythical time 
[bookmark: _Hlk186781022]For traditional people, such as the Inuit or the old Slavonic tribes, myths were considered true for their sacred nature, and because they conveyed profound insights about divine beings and significant events that shaped their understanding of existence. Mircea Eliade stated that sacred time is entered every time a myth is told, and renewal can happen. There is a qualitative difference between mythical or sacred time and profane time.[footnoteRef:18] The myth can transcend the ordinary life situation of the listeners and connect them with ‘a superhuman and supra-historical plane’ which allows access to a reality which is not accessible at a profane level, Eliade argued. During such special moments as in midwinter when the Sun disappeared from the sky and left people in absolute darkness, a nostalgia might have been stirred up with the first lines of both the Inuit myth and the Slavonic tale, bringing awareness to the loss of daylight: ‘A darkness worse than that of night prevailed over the whole country, and nothing could disperse it,’ and ‘When the world was still new, the Inuit lived in darkness in their home in the fastness of the north.’[footnoteRef:19] This awakened a deep longing in the listeners, ‘an image of Paradise Lost’, as Eliade called it. Such imagery was evoked at the entrance of mystical time.[footnoteRef:20]  In this way, the telling of myths transcended the limitations of mundane life, and might have released the listeners from their current time and projected them, at least symbolically, into what Eliade called ‘the Great Time’, a timeless, eternal moment that is no longer subject to regular time measurement.[footnoteRef:21] The moment when darkness prevailed and the sun no longer rose and set to indicate the rhythm of day and night, the listeners of the Inuit and the Slavonic tale entered such a timeless, eternal moment. This is when the gateway opened to the sacred Great Time. In such a moment, profane time was suspended and the storyteller and listeners were transported into sacred and mythical time. It is a turning away from the surrounding world, and a non-temporal time is accessed.In traditional societies, time was abolished to erase the past and recreate the future through rituals that reenacted cosmogeny, Eliade argued.[footnoteRef:22] Therefore, it is possible that initially when the two stories were told, they belonged to a mid-winter ritual to prepare the ground and allow for entry and transformation in the sacred time by depicting the process from utter darkness, chaos and sadness to new light and hope, order and renewal for their societies. [18:  Mircea Eliade, Images And Symbolism, Studies In Religious Symbolism, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, The Mythos paperback edition, 1991), p. 58.]  [19:  Eliade, Images And Symbolism, p. 59.]  [20:  Eliade, Images And Symbolism, p. 17. ]  [21:  Eliade, Images And Symbolism, p. 58.]  [22:  Eliade, Images And Symbolism, p. 57.] 


The cultural identity
A creation myth informs the individuals of a culture how to perceive life and think about it rationally.[footnoteRef:23] Whereas the Inuit myth displays the mode of creation Bernadette Brady called ‘emergent and polymorphic’, where the world becomes an interlinked web of relationships, the Slavonic tale displays the mode of ‘battle for control and dominance of human gods.’[footnoteRef:24] Although it is more of a heroic story than a creation myth, it still shares some of the same characteristics. Terry Eagleton argued that culture was a historical shift from rural to urban existence.[footnoteRef:25] This development is clearly illustrated in the two stories examined in this essay. The Inuit myth reflects a culture more aligned with rural existence, while the Slavonic tale is more closely associated with urban life, as described by Eagleton. Like all hunting peoples, the Inuit viewed the celestial and atmospheric spheres as essential, John MacDonald argued. They measured seasonal and daily time by the predictable movements of familiar celestial bodies. The representations of familiar celestial bodies by the Inuit are more elegant than elaborate when compared to those of astronomers in temperate climates, MacDonald stated. This simplicity in the Inuit's projections of the Arctic sky may reflect the characteristic frugality of their culture, shaped by the conditions in the polar regions, he believed.[footnoteRef:26] The mid-winter celebrations of the Canadian Igilulingmiut primarily involved the community's children, who represented renewal and the festivities focused on the reappearance of the Sun were modest and largely symbolic, he argued. During this time of year, life was challenging for the people. Hunting activities were often restricted due to darkness and poor ice conditions. Additionally, there was frequently insufficient food or fuel to meet the community's daily needs, making it difficult to prepare for a celebration. However, as the sun returned around mid-January, various traditions took place. One practice involved children greeting the sun with half a smile, while another had people expressing their happiness with barking joy. The community’s belief in new beginnings was represented by extinguishing all the lamps, replacing the old wicks, and relighting them.[footnoteRef:27] The Inuit myth is an example of the creation mode, where the world is an interlinked web of relationships. In contrast, the Slavonic tale falls into the mode of creation myth Brady defined as ‘the battle for control and dominance of human gods’. It stems from the fear that darkness produces chaos, which again questions the existence of an ordered cosmos.[footnoteRef:28] At the beginning of the tale there is mention of fear and chaos: ‘Unheard-of terror spread among the subjects; frightful misery began to afflict them.’[footnoteRef:29] The king had to set out with his whole army to retrieve the sun-horse. Eliade’s description seems suitable, who called this kind of cosmology a ‘blood-drenched cosmology’.[footnoteRef:30] Additionally, it ties in well with the heroic narrative of conquest and feudality.  [23:  Bernadette Brady, Cosmos, Chaosmos And Astrology, Rethinking The Nature Of Astrology (Ceredigion, Wales: Sophia Centre Press,2014), (Kindle-Version), p. 33.]  [24:  Brady, Cosmos, Chaosmos And Astrology, p.27. ]  [25:   Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 1.]  [26:  John MacDonald, The Artic Sky, Inuit Astronomy, Star Lore, And Legend, (Ontario: Royal Ontario Museum, co-published by the Nunavut Research Institute, 1998, 2000), p. 1.]  [27:  MacDonald, The Arctic Sky, pp. 109-113.]  [28:  Brady, Cosmos, Chaosmos and Astrology, p. 34-35. ]  [29:  A.H. Wratislaw, Sixty Folk-Tales from Exclusively Slavonic Sources, p. 75.]  [30:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature of Religion, (London: Harcourt, Inc., 1987), p. 22.] 


The renewal of nature and the return of the sun
Unlike the Inuit myth, the Slavonic story provides a more elaborate account. The hero was a learned man, a seer. Being knowledgeable about locating the sun, he likely held the dual roles of an astrologer and a shaman. They possessed insights not only into the sun's position but also into what was necessary to bring it back, according to the cultural understanding of their community. The story may, therefore, be a myth to enter ‘Great Time’. In Slavonic culture, the horse symbolised the four annual turning points, the winter and summer solstices, and the equinoxes. Monika Kropej noted that rituals linking horses to nature’s renewal were common during the mid-winter solstice.[footnoteRef:31] As the darkest time of the year—whether in polar regions or elsewhere in the northern hemisphere—occurs in mid-winter, the story might have been ritually performed by a shaman at the winter solstice. Zmago Smitek claimed that in Slavonic mythology, there was a sun god with horse hooves named Kresnik, who was connected to the sun and fire and travelled across the sky in a golden chariot pulled by horses. The Old Slavic word ‘kres’ denoted the revival and awakening of nature and humans. Another source tied the word to an Old Norse expression signifying ‘to refresh’ or ‘to invigorate’, he added.[footnoteRef:32] The imagery of the missing sun in connection to a horse could be exemplified by an archaeological find from further north. Considering that the seer had to cross six countries and found the sun horse in the seventh makes it plausible that the tale implies a connection to the Scandinavian culture. In 1902 a 3400-year-old bronze horse with a sun chariot was found in Trundholm, Denmark. Flemming Kaul described it as consisting of a bronze disc mounted on wheels, drawn by a horse that is also on wheels. Kaul believed it showed a divine horse pulling the Sun about the heavens.[footnoteRef:33]  (Figure 1) [31:  Monika Kropej, ‘The Horse as a Cosmological Creature in the Slovene Mythopoetic Heritage’, Studia Mythologica Slavica I, 1998, 153-167, (p. 154) <https://ojs.zrc-sazu.si/sms/article/view/1871/1618> (accessed 2 January 2025)]  [32:  Zmago Smitek, ‘Kresnik: An Attempt at a Mythological Reconstruction’, Studia Mythologica Slavica I, 1998, 93-118 (pp. 95-98) <https://ojs.zrc-sazu.si/sms/article/view/1867/1614> (accessed 2 January 2025)]  [33:  Richard Bradley, ‘Midsummer and Midwinter in the Rock Carvings of South Scandinavia’, The Finnish Society for the Study of Religion, Temenos Vol. 44 No. 2 (2008), 223–32, (p. 224) ] 

[image: ]
Figure 1: The Trundholm Sun Chariot, Denmark, Photo: Copenhagen National Museum.
Nils-Axel Mörner and Bob G. Lind suggested that, in addition to depictions of the horse with the sun chariot, numerous rock carvings aligned with annual solar movements and megalithic stone calendars demonstrate the advanced astronomical knowledge of societies as of the Scandinavian Bronze Age.[footnoteRef:34] In the Slavonic folk tale, the sun is believed to be fastened to the forehead of a horse, which is led by a human across the sky. This imagery conveys to members of that specific culture that life is a struggle in which humans claim to possess control and supremacy over divine celestial phenomena. Such a myth encourages people to view life as a fight, where a human god must strive for dominance—a battle that must be consistently reaffirmed and renewed. Eliade suggested that fear of chaos disrupting an orderly cosmos could lead to the idea of conflict.[footnoteRef:35] In the Inuit myth under discussion, however, the hero was considered ‘a cultural hero’, the son of a sky god in the North American Arctic. Jarich Oosten and Frédéric Laugrand noted that in Inuit culture, the raven played a crucial role in important seasonal transitions and yearly renewal.[footnoteRef:36] It descended from the sky to bring all kinds of benefits to mankind without being part of it and, thus, was regularly honoured during festivities.[footnoteRef:37] In this respect, the human hero in the Slavonic fairy tale shares the same responsibility for society, also without being part of it, which makes him a human god. The two stories reveal a striking contrast in cultural cosmologies. The Inuit culture views itself as part of the natural cycle of light and dark, facing its destiny in the icy Arctic landscape with humility. The Slavonic fairy tale, on the other hand, describes a fearful attitude towards nature, resulting in a culture characterized by struggle and subjugation. [34:  Nils-Axel Mörner and Bob G. Lind, ‘Astronomy and Sun Cult in the Swedish Bronze Age’, International Journal of Astronomy and Astrophysics, Vol.8 No.2, June 2018, p. 10. <https://www.scirp.org/journal/PaperInformation?PaperID=84391> (accessed 2 January 2025)]  [35:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 22.]  [36:  Jarich Oosten and Frédéric Laugrand, ‘The Bringer Of Light: The Raven In Inuit Tradition’, Polar Record 42, 222, 2006, 187–204 (p. 202)]  [37:  Oosten and Laugrand, ‘The Bringer Of Light’, p. 188.] 


Conclusion
This paper compared and contrasted the Inuit myth ‘Crow Brings the Daylight’ with the Slavic folk tale ‘The Sun-Horse’. Although geographically unconnected, both stories centre on the absence of the sun during midwinter in the Northern Hemisphere. One explains why there are alternately six light and six dark months, and the other depicts a symbolic struggle for renewal that probably took place at the winter solstice. Both stories may have been part of a midwinter ritual that explained the transition from darkness and chaos to light, hope and renewal for their societies. However, they reveal a striking contrast in cultural cosmologies and very contrasting views of creation and renewal. Different cultural gradations are represented by the two narratives. The Inuit myth is more closely associated with rural life, while the Slavonic folk tale reflects beliefs associated with urban life. The Inuit myth illustrates a culture integrated into the natural cycle of light and darkness, facing its fate in the frigid Arctic landscape with humility. Crow, the son of a sky god, is associated with seasonal change and annual renewal. He brings benefits to humankind by descending from the heavens. Humans and nature were viewed as being in an interconnected web of relationships. The Slavonic folk tale, on the other hand, focuses on the conflict for control among human gods. An astrologer or shaman residing on the outskirts of the community is elevated to the status of a human god and acts as an intermediary between heaven and the community. It reflects a fearful and suspicious attitude towards nature, leading to a culture defined by conflict and oppression. Regardless of the different cultural beliefs, however, the theme of mystical participation during the dark times of the year is a crucial element in both narratives. 
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