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‘A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers’
Word count: 1940 words

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are Holst - Astrology and Modernism in 'the Planets'[footnoteRef:1] by Raymond Head, and The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions[footnoteRef:2] by Wayne Elzey.  [1:  Head, Raymond, ‘Holst - Astrology and Modernism in ‘The Planets’, Tempo, New Series, nº187 (Dec. 1993), pp.15-22.]  [2:  Elzey, Wayne, ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, Numen, 23:2 (Aug, 1976), pp.114-135] 

One of the keywords here is astrology, which means etymologically ‘the study of the stars’. It is ‘the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated.’[footnoteRef:3] Its fundamental premise is reflective: it assumes that there is a significant relationship between the stars or planets and affairs on earth.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Astrology’, in Boyd, Kelly (ed.) The Encyclopedia of Historians and Historical Writing, 2 Vols. London: Fitzroy Dearborn 1999, Vol. 1, pp. 55]  [4:  Campion, Nicholas, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2011), pp. 13] 

Another key concept is cosmology, meaning ‘an account of the cosmos’, and is widely considered a synonym of astronomy.[footnoteRef:5] It can be defined through an anthropological angle as ‘‘the world view and belief system of a community based upon their understanding of order in the universe’.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Campion, Nicholas, ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, in Abraao Jesse Capistrano de Souza (ed.), Cosmology (Rijeka: InTech Open, 2017), pp. 3-17 (page 2-3).]  [6:  Darvill, Timothy, ‘Concise Oxford Dictionary of Archaeology’ Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2008.] 

Indeed, astrology and cosmology are intricately connected concepts: the practice of astrology is based on cosmological understandings, and cosmology is reflected through astrological believes.
By comparing these two papers a third common theme emerges.
In the first paper, Head suggests astrology directly inspired the modernism in Holst’s ground-breaking composition ‘The Planets’. He considers astrology together with Theosophy as a result of Indian influence on Western culture. In the second paper, Elzey detects a structural paradigm among variants of the Nahua Myth of the Suns – the best documented of all pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican myths - which, according to him, illustrates a unique Mexican view on history and cosmology, comparable to other main religious systems of world ages. 
Both papers touch upon the relationship between astrology/cosmology and culture. 
In other words, there is implicitly a third key term that needs to be studied, ‘culture’ which can be defined in three ways according to Raymond Williams: 1) a general process of intellectual, spiritual, and aesthetic development; 2) a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in general; and 3) the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Williams, Raymond, ‘“Culture” in Keywords, A vocabulary of Culture and Society’ New York: Oxford University Press, 1985., pp.27.] 

The multiplicity of the term’s signification due to historical complexities, enable the comparison of the chosen papers, despite their apparent irrelevance. In the first one, Head mainly uses the term ‘culture’ in its second sense while referring to the way of life of Nahua people; whereas in Holst’s paper, the third meaning applies as music composition is an artistic activity. Note that Holst also directly mentions Indian culture (second meaning) which influenced the Theosophical movement, in which astrology is an important part.
The present essay will compare and contrast these two papers. If these papers deal with distinct subject matters, i.e., classical music and history of religion, do they form a complete narrative on the relationship between culture and cosmology/astrology? 
 
I. Similarities
	Despite the two papers appear to deal with significantly different topics, a number of similarities exist between them.
First, both authors are knowledgeable experts in their respective field.
Raymond Head (1948-), who authored the first paper, is a pianist/conductor, writer, and music composer for a range of instruments/choir. A prolific music reviewer who’s contributed to major music journals and magazines, his scholarly interests have two main focuses: Indian influences on Western culture, and the work of British composer, Gustav Holst. He advises the Holst Birthplace Museum and was awarded by the Holst Foundation for his contribution.
The author of the second paper, Wayne Elzey (1941-2012), was Professor Emeritus of Comparative Religion at Miami University between 1970-2002. He received a Ph.D. in History of Religions from University of Chicago Divinity School and was an expert in prehistoric Meso-American cultures. He had made numerous research trips to Mexico and Central America, and have published extensively on Aztec and Mayan cultures.
Second, both papers claim to deal with a rare subject, connecting respectively objects of study that have cultural and cosmological nature. 
In the first paper, Head claims to be the first to explore in detail the connection between astrology and Holst’s composition. The article begins by affirming that, ‘The subject of modernism in early 20th-century British music is rarely examined”, for to examine it one will “engage with subjects which, in this country, are normally considered Verboten”’. The social context at the time of Holst was such that the influence of Theosophy was considered a taboo; in consequence, according to Head, Holst stayed reticent on the astrological basis of his work, which made proving the connection difficult. 
Similarly, Elzey points out, ‘There have been relatively few attempts to focus directly on the structure of the myth itself. Several of these, although lengthy and detailed, have tended to be highly idiosyncratic and imaginative, while others are vitiated by interpretive stances – euhemerism, nature mythology, Jungian psychology – which are questionable on methodological grounds.’’ His contribution here has to do with the unique angle of addressing the myth of the Suns, which is to examine its structural dimension of the myth by applying a rigorous methodology. 
Nevertheless, Elzey has the advantage that the Nahua myth of the Suns is one of the best documented myths of the region, and is a subject that has been frequently commented and referred to. Therefore, he has extensive resources of secondary nature to draw from.
Third, both authors find strong evidence of correlation through structural parallelism between their objects of study of cultural and cosmological nature.
Head believes Alan Leo’s book on astrology, ‘The Art of Synthesis’, was the direct source of inspiration for ‘The Planets’. 
‘Evidence for this assertion is contained within the book itself. Unlike in all his previous books, Leo devoted a chapter to each planet, elucidating their special qualities and characteristics. …This is the very manner that Holst adopted in the Planets. Indeed, Holst’s title for the last movement, ‘Neptune the Mystic’, is exactly the same as Leo’s chapter-heading.”
Head appears confident with the grammatical and structural correspondences that exist between the Planets and the work of his astrologer friend, and he has reason to be so as the evidence is compelling.  
In a similar way, Elzey finds significant proof in structural parallelism. He does so in various cases, comparing the myth to calendar stones, yearly directions, time counting systems, and history of world ages.   

II. Differences
Beyond the abovementioned similarities, three important differences can also be found between the two papers. 
	First, the two authors have different approaches to their subject. Head being a practitioner of music and not an academic stricto sensu, his writing style is more narrative and informative, possibly addressing a public that is less serious. 
Elzey being a professor who writes in a full academic manner, his entire paper consists of meticulous reasoning, careful comparison, and synthesis of various versions of the myths, building his thesis step by step by citing numerous scholarly works which are well referenced, together with supporting evidence of primary sources such as the Aztec Calendar Stones. 
In comparison, Head draws from very few academic sources. Apart from concert notes, astrology book of Alan Leo and his own technical analysis of the music, the type of evidence he presents the most are biographies. However, these biographical sources are not as well referenced as Elzey, making it difficult to tell at several places whether Head was quoting witnesses of the Holst’s life or stating what he believes to have happened to Holst. 
 	Second, in terms of the papers’ structures, the first follows a clear chronological and causal logic, whereas the structure of the second paper is not sufficiently clear.
Head started his paper by with the cultural background, introducing Holst earlier influences from pioneer Modernists as well as astrologer friends. He went on by accounting Holst’s early failure and depression, which sets up for the elaboration on Holst’s interest in astrology, and the astrological aspect of his work. The article ends on the positive reaction the Planets received from the public and its signification to British music. 
Carrying a certain logic of its own, this chronological structure presents the connection between Holst’s knowledge of astrology and his work’s success in a convincing manner. Together with its fluid narrative, it is the article’s biggest strength. It even eclipses the fact there are a few places where Holst’s motivations toward astrology are substituted with Head’s own suppositions. For example: ‘But why should Holst turn to astrology? The answer is probably that he must have been curious about his own future in the light of his apparent failures.’ This becomes particularly problematic toward the end, when Head confuses Holst’s knowledge about astrology and his potential faith in it, as he makes too big a leap by stating that, ‘Whether or not one accepts astrology as “true”, the important fact to remember is that Holst evidently did, and that his popular masterpiece resulted from his thoughts on the subject.’ In absence of direct evidence, this statement may appear stretched to the most sceptic readers and undermine the author’s effort. The article’s greatest weakness therefore lies in this occasional excessive “fluidity” of reasoning. 
	In comparison, Elzey’s article has a rather confusing structure, although it follows an order rendered necessary by the author’s reasoning and the way he lay out the hypotheses. Unlike Head who holds a clear vision from the start, Elsey fails to draw a clear conclusion in his paper. He proposes instead three hypotheses for future studies. 
The first of these hypotheses contains a list of scattered concepts including ‘the organisation of space, time, the cosmology, the calendars, ritual activity, and eschatological beliefs’, as well as ‘the sequence of divine acts and events which defined the history of the world’, all connected through the paradigm structure the author synthesised by comparing central Mexican versions of the myth of the Suns. 
Although Elzey successfully identifies the structural correspondences between the mythical sequence of the five Suns with a number of specific cultural practices and artefacts, regrettably he does not go one step further by deducing a more condensed conclusion regarding the interconnection between the Nahua cosmology and culture. However, his last two hypotheses show that this very well could have been his direction, as the authors affirms that the identified mythical paradigm is uniquely Mexican myth and is comparable to other religious systems. 
Third, the cosmological philosophies mentioned by the two papers are contrasting.
Head mentions Theosophy, a major movement of the time, enabled the re-examination of subjects such as astrology whose value had long been ignored. ‘Theosophy encouraged the re-assessment of cultural values.’ Within this statement, the idea of participation as stated by Levy-Bruhl is clearly existent[footnoteRef:8], and Holst’s the Planets is an excellent example of active involvement of worldly existence through creative work, together with the inspiration of one’s worldview.  [8:  Lévi-Bruhl, Claude, How Natives Think, Princeton: Princeton University Press 1985, Chapter 2 (‘The Law of Participation’).
] 

	In contrary, Elzey reaches the conclusion that a ‘transcendent “uncreated God” is inherent in the myth of the Suns’, and that in this vertical cosmology, the purpose of life is to transcend the earthly existence which is only illusional. Instead of encouraging participation in reality, Elzey believes the Nahua philosophies should be interpreted in the sense that, the reality is elsewhere, above the world we were born into – which polarises completely with the Theosophist view.

Conclusion
Both papers aim to establish, within a specific cultural subject, the connections and parallelism which exist between cultural objects and cosmological ideas. A complete narrative on the relationship between culture and cosmology/astrology do form through the comparison. 
As Nick Campion puts it, ‘Cosmology both impact culture and is described and represented by it.’[footnoteRef:9] However, in order to show this interconnection, the evidentiary challenge can be significant, as direct evidence or primary source which may point to such correlations is often absent.   [9: ] 
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