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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

Introduction
Bernadette Brady’s editorial to the 2020 issue of “Culture and Cosmos” defines the clearest interpretive difficulties facing scholarship on sky myths.[footnoteRef:1] Celestial movement was meaningful within the cultures that produced these narratives, yet that meaning is no longer self-evident to modern readers.[footnoteRef:2] When Brady describes the volume as concerned with “humanity’s spiritual connection to the sky as expressed in story,”[footnoteRef:3] she uses “story” in the context of mythic narrative functioning as a vehicle for cultural knowledge through which communities organised celestial observation into meaningful form.[footnoteRef:4] Her point is that a match between a narrative and a celestial pattern may be suggestive, but it does not by itself show what that narrative meant in its original cultural setting. With this observation in mind, this paper compares how Morag Feeney Beaton and Signe Cohen reconstruct that relation between visible pattern and cultural meaning, focusing on how each author’s method shapes what can be recovered and what remains difficult to know once the sky knowledge that once made such stories legible has faded. [1:  Bernadette Brady, "Editorial: The Talking Sky,"  Culture and Cosmos, 20.1 and 2 (2020), pp. 1–8.]  [2: Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.] 

Methodology and the Production of Celestial Meaning
The methodological question opened by Brady is how a visible celestial pattern comes to carry cultural meaning. In “The Talking Sky,” she argues that astronomical correspondences remain only “hints, not proofs” unless they can be connected to the cultural “glue” that binds sky to story.[footnoteRef:5] That claim provides the critical pressure for reading Cohen and Beaton together. Each paper seeks to show how celestial meaning becomes legible within a particular tradition, and the comparison turns on the procedures by which that legibility is established. [5:  Brady, "Editorial: The Talking Sky," p. 5.] 

Cohen’s method is a close lexical reading of “Alvíssmál,” organised around lexical differentiation.[footnoteRef:6] The poem assigns different terms for the same celestial object to different classes of beings, and Cohen treats those terms as evidence for how the cosmos is perceived from within distinct ways of life. She moves object by object through the poem’s catalogue of celestial vocabulary, asking what each designation discloses about the speaker’s relation to the world. The sky, for instance, appears to the gods as hlýrnir, “the Arch,”  a term she connects to curvature and vaulting structure; giants call it uppheim, “the World Up There,” or “Tall House,” which gives the heavens a practical, earthbound scale; dwarves call it drjúpansal, “the Dripping Hall,” a term that registers the sky from the perspective of beings who dwell underground and experience the open air as exposure and rain.[footnoteRef:7] Her reading of the moon works in the same way: “the Counter of Years” connects it to temporal measure, while “Haste” registers its movement as speed.[footnoteRef:8] In “Alvíssmál,” celestial meaning is generated through perspective-bearing vocabulary. That is why she argues that the vocabulary of “Alvíssmál” points to a view in which the celestial world does not carry one stable meaning but is interpreted differently according to the observer who speaks it. [6:  Signe Cohen, "What Do the Gods Call the Sky?  Naming the Celestial in Old Norse," Culture and Cosmos, 24.1 and 2 (2020), pp. 27–36.]  [7:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?  Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’, p. 32.]  [8:  Ibid. p.33.] 

That dependence on vocabulary is inseparable from the conditions under which Old Norse celestial knowledge survives. Etheridge describes Old Norse astronomy as a field whose evidence survives in dispersed and uneven forms, with no single source preserving a complete celestial system.[footnoteRef:9] With that in mind, Cohen’s decision to remain close to the lexical texture of “Alvíssmál” presents as methodological discipline rather than narrowness. The gods’ hlýrnir points, for her, toward “the arched vault of heaven,” while the dwarves’ drjúpansal, “the Dripping Hall,” registers the open sky from the perspective of beings who “dwell underground and don’t much care for the sky.”[footnoteRef:10] Cohen reads those terms as preserving different relations to the heavens, so that lexical variation becomes evidence for cosmological perspective. Her interpretation of the moon works through the same logic. Giants call it skyndi, “Haste,” because they are figured as “slow” and earthbound, whereas elves call it ártali, “the Counter of Years,”[footnoteRef:11] which links the moon to time-reckoning and to their distinctive relation to duration. Cohen’s larger claim follows directly from that pattern of reading: the poem’s “intricate vocabulary” presents interpretations of the cosmos that “reflect the observer.” Read alongside Sigurðsson’s argument that mythological terminology could function as a “tool of memory” and that the Norse world view “hung together in the dome of the heavens,”[footnoteRef:12] Cohen’s method can be defined more precisely. It recovers, from a damaged archive, the way cosmological difference remains held in the surviving lexicon itself. [9:  Christian Etheridge, "A Systematic Re-Evaluation of the Sources of Old Norse Astronomy," Culture and Cosmos, 16.1 and 2 (2012), pp. 119–30.]  [10:  Cohen, "What Do the Gods Call the Sky?  Naming the Celestial in Old Norse," p. 32.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 32.]  [12:  Gísli Sigurðsson, "How Gylfi’s Illusion Breathes Life into the Sky," Religionsvidenskabeligt Tidsskrift, no. 74 (2022), p. 244.] 

Beaton addresses the question of how celestial meaning is produced by tracing how the relation between Altair and Vega is sustained across myth and festival over time.[footnoteRef:13] She calls “The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl” an “authentic sky-myth” whose narrative is “contingent upon the celestial positions of the stars, Altair and Vega,”[footnoteRef:14] and that claim directs the paper toward the processes through which an astronomical configuration enters cultural life. In Beaton’s account, this happens through a sequence in which the visible arrangement of the stars is gradually absorbed into narrative, communal time, and skilled practice. The relation between Vega and Altair is given narrative form when the two stars are read as Zhih Nu and the cowherd, while the Milky Way becomes the “silver river” that keeps them on opposite sides of the sky and so renders their separation visible as a distance that cannot ordinarily be crossed;[footnoteRef:15] a spatial feature of the night sky is thus turned into the lovers’ distance within the story. That same relation is then fixed to the seventh night of the seventh month, so that the configuration is no longer only available to sight but is awaited and recognised within festival observance. Beaton’s description of star-gazing as “an everyday manifestation of cultural astronomy,” together with her claim that themes such as “love, weaving, and the movement of the stars” are “acknowledged and celebrated in these festivals,” shows that the act of looking is already shaped by the myth: participants are not simply observing Vega and Altair as stars, but recognising them through the story the festival recalls.[footnoteRef:16] The process extends further through weaving. Since, as Beaton writes, “the occupation that defines her, and indeed gives her name, is the activity of weaving,” Zhih Nu’s role binds textile skill to the same interpretive system as the sky, and festival custom carries that meaning into valued human action.[footnoteRef:17] Her phrase “kind of virtuous circle,” in which “the festivals flourish because of the myth, and the myth’s authority is enhanced by its position as backstory to the festivals,” identifies the relation holding these stages together. [footnoteRef:18]  The myth assigns significance to the stars, the festival returns that significance to the same date each year, and weaving preserves it in practice. Celestial meaning, in her paper, is produced through that repeated movement by which a configuration in the sky becomes a story, a calendrical event, and a skilled social act. [13:  Morag Feeney Beaton, "Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth," Culture and Cosmos, 24.1 and 2 (2020), pp. 55–72.]  [14:  Ibid. pp. 55-56.]  [15:  Ibid. p. 56.]  [16:  Ibid. pp. 55-56.]  [17:  Ibid. p. 61.]  [18:  Ibid. p. 72.] 

Once each author’s method is clear, Cohen’s paper helps locate more precisely the stage at which Beaton encounters celestial meaning. Earlier in this section, Cohen’s readings of hlýrnir, uppheim, drjúpansal, skyndi, and ártali showed celestial meaning still held at the level of naming. The sky appears to gods as “the arched vault of heaven,” to giants as the distant “world up there,” and to dwarves as the “dripping hall,” while the moon appears to giants as “Haste” and to elves as “the Counter of Years.” Pankenier’s reading of the “Book of Odes” is useful here because it brings into view an earlier stage of the process that Beaton later follows through myth and festival. In his account, Vega and Altair are already being read through labour as the Weaving Maid who “does not complete any woven pattern” and the Draught Ox that “one does not yoke … to any carriage.”[footnoteRef:19] That earlier pairing matters because it places Beaton’s paper after celestial meaning has already passed beyond designation and into socially recognisable forms of work. What matters for Beaton is that the stars are already being made culturally legible through labour, before that relation gathers the fuller narrative and ritual forms her paper traces. Weaving no longer sits beside Vega as a compressed designation, because “the occupation that defines her, and indeed gives her her name, is the activity of weaving;”[footnoteRef:20] it becomes Zhih Nu’s identity, enters the logic of the myth, and reappears in festival practice as a skill that can be desired, displayed, and repeated. What earlier material still holds as a visible feature of the heavens becomes, in Beaton, the “silver river” that gives separation and reunion their narrative force.[footnoteRef:21] The seventh night of the seventh month fixes that relation in communal time, while star-gazing, described by Beaton as “an everyday manifestation of cultural astronomy,” turns observation into a culturally instructed act. Cohen’s lexical field, Pankenier’s labouring figures, and Beaton’s festival materials mark successive stages in the process by which celestial meaning passes from designation into narrative and observance. [19:  David W. Pankenier, ‘The Astronomical Origin of China’s “Weaving Maid and Oxherd” Fable’, Journal of Astronomical History and Heritage, 28.1 (2025), pp. 212–18 (p. 213).]  [20:  Beaton, "Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth," p. 61.]  [21:  Ibid. pp. 63-64.] 

Cohen can recover the internal ordering of a cosmology with precision because her evidence still preserves standpoint in verbal form, as hlýrnir, uppheim, drjúpansal, skyndi, and ártali continue to hold divine, giant, dwarf, and elvish relations to the heavens within the language itself. Beaton works after that stage, where celestial meaning comes into view through the continued circulation of a stellar relation across story, date, and practice. Zhih Nu and the cowherd, the silver river, the seventh night, star-gazing, and weaving allow her to trace the public life of celestial meaning once interpretation has entered social repetition, a dimension Cohen’s poem cannot preserve with the same fullness. Cohen keeps interpretation compressed in designation, while Beaton follows it into recurrence, observance, and skilled practice. Brady’s “cultural ‘glue’” remains the common frame because both papers are concerned with the bond between visible pattern and cultural form, though they recover it from different surviving forms, Cohen from names that still hold a point of view, Beaton from observances that continue to keep Altair and Vega meaningful within communal life. With this, the next question is how much each archive can still preserve, and where that continuity begins to fray.
Navigating Fragility and Loss
Brady’s discussion of fragility names another problem that frames both papers. Once sky story is understood as a relation between celestial movement and cultural meaning, loss no longer refers only to disappearance. A story may continue in circulation while the knowledge that once held it to the sky falls away. Brady describes that process in direct terms: a story’s “original meaning can be lost,” and it may become “increasingly obscure or even absurd to the new listener’s ear.”[footnoteRef:22] Placed within the dominant modern image of the heavens as celestial sphere, globe of constellations, or orrery-like solar system, the stories can appear as unrecognisable nonsense because the patterned sky of naked-eye observation no longer functions as its interpretive ground. Fragility therefore touches both knowledge and the world the story presupposes. It appears epistemologically in the loss of the frame that once made the story legible, and ontologically in the disappearance of the sky that once made it possible as a lived relation of movement, seasonality, divinity, and social meaning. Both papers turn to material marked by uneven transmission, though each identifies a different place where celestial meaning remains held. [22:  Brady, "Editorial: The Talking Sky," p. 2.] 

Cohen locates that durability in names. Her analysis of “Alvíssmál” matters in an Old Norse context because the wider sky-world survives in a damaged and uneven archive. Christian Etheridge, writing on the evidentiary problems of Old Norse astronomy, shows why this matters: almost nothing written survives from pre-Christian Scandinavia apart from runic material; the fuller Scandinavian sources are late and Christian-period; and the remaining evidence has to be assembled from poetry, prose, language, archaeology, and folklore.[footnoteRef:23] In that setting, Cohen’s decision to work closely with one poem has clearer reasoning because “Alvíssmál” preserves a tightly patterned celestial vocabulary through which differences of world, status, and environment remain readable. Brady’s summary captures the point when she writes that celestial features in Old Norse shift according to the “cultural and environmental needs” of “the individual, elf or dwarf, god or giant.”[footnoteRef:24] When the sky appears as an “unwavering vault,” a “tall house,” or a “dripping hall,” the same celestial feature is being grasped through different modes of dwelling. Height, scale, enclosure, dampness, and interiority enter the heavens through the language used to name them. Gísli Sigurðsson’s work on older Icelandic sky-terms helps show the larger Norse pattern within which Cohen’s reading sits. In his account of “Gylfaginning,” the heavens are structured, inhabited, and active: the sky is made from Ymir’s skull, Sun and Moon are raised to the heavens “as can be seen from earth,” wolves run before and after them, Bifröst is “in the sky,” and Yggdrasill stretches above it.[footnoteRef:25] His claim that “the whole mythological system or world view hung together in the dome of the heavens” gives a wider frame for what Cohen recovers in miniature inside “Alvíssmál.” Her analysis shows that even after the broader cosmological frame has thinned, names can still preserve enough of that world for celestial meaning to remain readable. [23:  Etheridge, "A Systematic Re-Evaluation of the Sources of Old Norse Astronomy’.".]  [24:  Brady, "Editorial: The Talking Sky," p. 6.]  [25:  Sigurðsson, "How Gylfi’s Illusion Breathes Life into the Sky," pp. 237–38.] 

Beaton locates durability in recurrence. In her paper, the relation between Altair and Vega remains culturally legible because it continues to return in forms that gather stars, story, and observance together. The historical depth of that process appears in the longer Weaving Maid and Oxherd tradition. David Pankenier’s reconstruction shows that Vega and Altair “have been identified with the stars for over three thousand years,” and that their “centuries-long intimate association” “survived, albeit in a new guise” after their earlier astronomical setting had shifted.[footnoteRef:26] For Beaton, that longer history matters because it shows a stellar relation continuing to carry meaning across altered historical conditions. Her analysis follows that continuity into the present. By extending the paper beyond textual and historical material into a small research enquiry among English-speaking Chinese and Japanese participants, together with observations from London Qixi and Tanabata events, she asks where the relation between Altair and Vega still holds in lived cultural life and where it has begun to thin. Her findings are uneven, with festival recognition remaining comparatively strong and the astronomical background still widely understood, while narrative detail and the textile dimension are recalled less consistently.[footnoteRef:27] In her paper, fragility appears within the relation itself, in the differing force with which its layers are retained, while the relation between stars, lovers’ reunion, and observance remains active. [26:  Pankenier, "The Astronomical Origin of China’s “Weaving Maid and Oxherd” Fable," p. 213.]  [27:  Beaton, "Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth," pp. 69–72.] 

Weaving gives Beaton’s argument its clearest point. In the material she traces, weaving is carried as an activity still tied to the festival itself. Brady notes that Qixi and Tanabata remain focused on “the myth of weaving the heavens” and that gifts are offered to the sky for greater weaving skills. It marks one of the myth’s strongest lines of continuity. The relation between Altair, Vega, and the festival remains present in a skilled act that can still be timed, desired, and practiced. Alan Miller’s work on the heavenly weaving maiden in early Japanese ritual helps give historical shape to that point. His discussion of Tanabata’s seventh-day, seventh-month placement and of weaving as ritual practice clarifies how a festival can preserve meaning through a repeated, calendrically ordered act. In Beaton’s archive, weaving keeps the stellar relation inside cultural life at the level of labour and skill, not only at the level of story. That is where her paper answers Brady’s problem of loss most strongly: one of the myth’s central relations continues to be enacted, so celestial meaning remains socially legible through observance as well as memory.
Cohen’s archive brings one form of fragility into view, and Beaton helps define what is fragile about it. In “Alvíssmál,” names such as hlýrnir, uppheim, drjúpansal, skyndi, and ártali still preserve enough cosmological position for divine, giant, dwarf, and elvish standpoints to be reconstructed, even though the wider world that once made those positions ordinary has thinned from view. Beaton’s materials preserve a different kind of survival. Festival observance, astronomical recognition, and the lovers’ reunion remain publicly legible, yet narrative detail and the textile dimension do not hold with equal force. That uneven retention shows celestial meaning continuing even as the elements that once held it together no longer survive with equal force. Cohen, in turn, clarifies the pressure within Beaton’s case, because her paper shows how much of a cosmology can survive in compressed verbal form when public practice is no longer directly available. Fragility takes shape here through the different forms each archive can still hold. In Cohen, words outlast the wider cosmological frame that once sustained them. In Beaton, observance outlasts the equal survival of every layer of the relation.
Conclusion
The comparison between Cohen and Beaton shows that Brady’s question depends on the form in which celestial meaning survives. Cohen works with a poem whose vocabulary still preserves cosmological position, so her method gives close access to the internal ordering of a world in which gods, giants, dwarves, and elves do not apprehend the heavens in the same way. Beaton works with a stellar relation that continues through myth, festival, and practice, so her paper gives closer access to the public life of celestial meaning once stars, story, date, and skilled action remain bound together in recurrence. Each paper also clarifies the limit of the other. Cohen can recover differentiation with a density that Beaton’s broader materials do not retain, while Beaton can show continuity in observance and cultural use in ways that a single poem cannot preserve. Fragility follows from those evidentiary conditions. In Cohen, meaning survives in compressed lexical form after the wider cosmological frame has thinned. In Beaton, meaning survives in recurrence, though not all of its layers are retained with equal force. What remains difficult in both cases is the full recovery of the worlds that once made those relations ordinary, and the value of the comparison lies in showing where that difficulty resides and what kind of method can still make part of it legible.
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