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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two secondary source JSTOR papers. The two papers are Eleanor Long’s ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’ published in Western Folklore in 1984[footnoteRef:1], and Wayne Elzey’s ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’ published in Numen in 1976.[footnoteRef:2] Both publications take on a study of cosmological myth and folklore. This essay explores the differences between the two papers’ methodologies and definitions of culture, and what this reflects about ithe study of cosmological lore therein.   [1:  Long, Eleanor. ‘How the Dog Got Its Days: A Skeptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore.’ Western Folklore. Vol. 43, No. 4 (Oct 1984) pp. 256-264.]  [2:  Elzey, Wayne. ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions.’ Numen. Vol. 23, Fasc. 2 (Aug 1976), pp. 114-135.  ] 


‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’ Context, Summary and Analysis
Wayne Elzey was a scholar and professor of Comparative Religion whose research and publication focused on pre-colonial Mayan and Aztec cultures.[footnoteRef:3] Born in 1941 in Michigan, he lived and worked at Miami University for the duration his career, and made several trips to conduct research in Mexico and Central America.[footnoteRef:4] He published mostly about Aztec and Mayan religion, and later about American Christianity. Elzey studied with Mircea Eliade, a Romanian American scholar of Religion at University of Chicago who believed that religious scholarship rooted in non-Western and non-Christian religions could spur a ‘new humanism.’[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Wayne Elzey Obituary. Lecacy.com. https://www.legacy.com.]  [4:  Wayne Elzey Obituary.]  [5:  Guide to the Mircea Eliade Papers 1926-1988. University of Chicago Library. (2008). https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/e/scrc/findingaids/view.php?eadid=ICU.SPCL.ELIADEM] 

The ‘Nahua Myth of the Suns’ was published in 1976 in Numen, the academic journal for the International Association of the History of Religions. In ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns,’ Elzey discusses the extensively recorded Myth of the Suns, a piece of sacred Nahua lore that traces the creation and destruction of world eras.[footnoteRef:6] Early missionaries recorded at least twenty written versions of the myth within the first 100 years of colonization, and more following.[footnoteRef:7] Elzey acknowledges not all versions are reliable since some were informed by ‘Christian influence’ or ‘the desire to present local traditions in the best possible light,’ and others had ‘no first hand knowledge’ of Nahua culture but copied previous accounts.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Elzey. The Nahua Myth of the Suns. p 114.]  [7:  Ibid. p 114, 116.]  [8:  Ibid. p 117.] 

Elzey distils commonalities among versions: the world had four Cosmic eras or ‘Suns,’ each ending in a crisis.[footnoteRef:9] These are followed by a fifth era, which many scholars have interpreted as the “culmination and perfection” of history, and have used this to make the case that the Myth of the Suns represents a story of ‘cultural progress,’ or evolution.[footnoteRef:10] However, Elzey interprets the fifth era otherwise, noting that shift from the first four eras into the fifth is sudden and ‘disjunctive,’ rather than continuous or progressive, and there is no evidence this last era is superior.[footnoteRef:11] The myth is not a narrative of progress in time, he claims. The fifth is in a space and time of its own; it is a synthesis of the other four Suns, with all four previous eras existing within the current. [9:  Ibid. p 117-118.]  [10:  Ibid. p 121.]  [11:  Ibid.  p 123.] 

Whereas previous scholars emphasized the ‘”remarkable analogies”’ between the Nahua myth and those from other religious traditions, Elzey rejected this basis for universalizing parallels. He read the myth as ‘uniquely Mexican.’[footnoteRef:12] To conclude, Elzey proposed that ‘fruitful connections’ between Nahua and other systems of cosmology may instead be explored with attention to ‘religious structures and cosmic cycles,’ and points to three areas of the Nahua myth’s significance for future study.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Ibid. p 116.]  [13:  Ibid. p 116. ] 


‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ Context, Summary and Analysis
Eleanor Long was a folklore scholar. She was born in 1923 in Washington, spent her career at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and died in 2005 in North Carolina. [footnoteRef:14][footnoteRef:15] Her research focused on British, Irish, and Anglo-American folklore. While at University of California, Los Angeles, she studied with and was influenced by folklorist D.K. Wilgus, and they later married. His work focused on American folk songs and ballads.[footnoteRef:16] As Norm Cohen writes in Long’s obituary, the focus of her career was ‘the comparative study of narrative folksong and popular traditions,’ and together she and Wilgus contributed significantly to balladry classification.[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus Papers, 1956-1974. https://finding-aids.lib.unc.edu/20435/]  [15:  Cohen, Norm. Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus (1923-2005). Journal of American Folklore. American Folklore Society. Vol 119, No 472, Spring 2006. https://muse.jhu.edu/article/196929/pdf ]  [16:  Long, Eleanor. D.K. Wilgus 1918-1989. P 126. Folk Music Journal. Vol. 6, No. 1 (1990) p 126]  [17:  Cohen, Norm. Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus (1923-2005). Journal of American Folklore. American Folklore Society. Vol 119, No 472, Spring 2006. https://muse.jhu.edu/article/196929/pdf] 

Long published ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ in 1984 in the Western Folklore journal, a publication of Western States Folklore Society. This paper offers a sceptical exploration into the cultural and etymological history of the term ‘Dog Days.’ Long gathers a range of evidence to dispel the ‘traditional, plausible, and well-attested explanation’ for the Dog Days association with weather, specifically the summer heat.[footnoteRef:18] Long draws on scholars’ accounts of folklore from a range of cultures - Egyptian, Persian, Greek, Babylonian, Danish, Indo-European, Chinese, and Hindu - to suggest the connection between the dog star and climate is not consistent. She tentatively proposes the ‘dog star’ lore points to an alternative association instead: dogs and disease. Long concludes by offering the idea that the ‘dog star’ might have to do with the goddess Hekate, who is associated with both disease and dogs.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Long, Eleanor. ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ p. 257]  [19:  Ibis, p. 264.] 


Comparisons
Comparing Long and Elzey’s papers reveals several similarities in context, content, and purpose. First, the two authors had similar backgrounds. They lived in the United States during the middle and end of the 20th century, and wrote from academic positions. The papers themselves were published only eight years apart. 
The two papers also have similar content and purpose. ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’ and ‘How the Dog Got its Days’ both discuss cosmological myth and lore. In Astrology and Cosmology in the World Religions, Nicholas Campion defines cosmology as ‘a meaning-system” related to the cosmos.[footnoteRef:20] Based on this definition, both papers center cosmological content. Elzey focuses on a single myth within one cultural context, whereas Long traces folklore relating to a single celestial body across many cultural contexts and ears.  [20:  Campion, Nicolas. Astronomy and Cosmology in the World’s Religions. New York University. New York, NY. (2012) p 1.] 

Though their geographic regions of study are distinct, Elzey and Long both take into account how cultural interactions, influences, and shifts over time shaped the documentation and interpretation of the Myth of the Suns and the meaning of the Dog Star, respectively. They each compared a range of sources, and neither author attempted to collapse differences in the record. Instead, they allowed the discrepancies to remain part of the archive. Both authors attempted to dispel previous misinterpretations of the particular cosmology, and concluded by offering a tentative suggestion for future study. These two publications have substantial overlaps in context and content, which provides a shared foundation for examining their contrasts.

Contrasts
The main differences between Elsey’s ‘Nahua Myth of the Suns’ and Long’s ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ have to do with first, the authors’ methodological and disciplinary approaches to the topics, and second, the definitions of culture implicit within each of their papers.  

Contrasting methodological and disciplinarity frames
The two papers reflect Long and Elzey’s different academic training, use of sources, and methodologies. Elzey studied History of Religion,[footnoteRef:21] whereas Long studied folklore, balladry, and mythology.[footnoteRef:22] Additionally, Long used the sky and etymological connections as primary sources. She analyzed folkloric records to find the various meaning associated with the star Siruis, and consistencies or inconsistencies therein, but did not evaluate the validity of the folklore itself. Elzey did, accounting for bias within written records of the myth, and evaluating the sources’ reliability accordingly. He acknowledged that the missionaries who documented the Myth of the Suns were influenced by their own Christian desires, and that some versions represented second hand, or copied, accounts.’[footnoteRef:23] In addition, the style of writing differs. ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ was more meandering and exploratory with a more open-ended conclusion, where ‘Nahua Myth of the Suns’ attempted to be more systematic and cohesive in its conclusion. [21:  Wayne Elzey Obituary. Lecacy.com. https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/hamilton/name/wayne-elzey-obituary?id=24044697.]  [22:  Cohen, Norm. Eleanor R. Long-Wilgus (1923-2005). ]  [23:  Elzey. ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns.’ p 117.] 


Contrasting definitions of culture 
The papers also apply different definitions of culture. Neither author explicitly identifies a working definition, so their understanding of culture must be inferred. Setting each paper in its scholarly content brings the authors’ approaches to culture into clearer context.
Wayne Elzey studied with and was influenced by Mircea Eliade. In 1994 he published a chapter within the book Religion and Reductionism about Eliade’s approach to culture within Religious scholarship.[footnoteRef:24] Elzey describes Eliade as an anti-reductionist, which in Eliade’s words meant religion needed to be studied ‘at its own level…as something religious.’[footnoteRef:25] Religious scholarship was, to Eliade, an opportunity to ‘enrich’ Western culture with the intact ‘spiritual universes’ and ‘creative possibilities’ of non-Western cultures.[footnoteRef:26] He thought the study of non-Western religions could bring needed creative renewal to Western culture. This idea is consistent with what Terry Eagleton identifies as a Romantic definition of culture.[footnoteRef:27] Eagleton writes, ‘for the radical Romantics, art, the imagination, folk culture or “primitive” communities are signs of creative energy,’ which must spread to the ‘desiccated reason of the West.’[footnoteRef:28] This is nearly identical to Eliade’s concept of Religion’s cultural contributions to ‘new humanism.’[footnoteRef:29]  [24:  Elzey, Wayne. Religion and Reductionism. (1994) https://books.google.com/books?id=Ubiwi5fJTQYC&pg=PA82&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=4#v=onepage&q&f=false]  [25:  Elzey. Religion and Reductionism. p 84. ]  [26:  Ibid. p 85-86.]  [27:  Eagleton, Terry. The Idea of Culture. p 85-86.]  [28:  Ibid. p 22, 29.]  [29:  Elzey. Religion and Reductionism. p 84] 

Eliade’s definition of culture was Romantic. Was Elzey’s? The answer seems less clear for Elzey than Eliade. However, that Elzey devoted nearly his life’s work to pre-colonial Aztec and Mayan cultures suggests he attributed significance to these cultures. He confirms this in his conclusion, emphasizing that the myth of the Suns is significant, even if not for the same reasons as previous scholars claimed. In Religion and Reductionism, which was published 18 years after his paper on the Nahua Myth, Elzey references religious scholar Charles Long saying: the ‘differences that bring a culture … to attention’ come from the power ‘which is part of the cultural contact itself.’[footnoteRef:30] In other words, the very fact of scholarly attention to a culture is a feature of the political relations that brought this interaction about.  [30:  Ibid. p 84] 

Applying this idea to Elzey’s paper, the study of Nahua myth cannot be taken outside of the relations of colonialism that made it possible. What Charles Long’s comment points to is that scholars are positioned within a context of culture influence while also looking at culture and its influence. ‘Nahua Myth’ reflects a version of culture that, returning to Eagleton’s framework, had ‘convert[ed] other societies into legitimate objects of study’ but had not yet converted its own.[footnoteRef:31] Long’s comment does not resolve the question of whether Elzey’s paper uses a Romantic definition of culture, but it does bring into relief the broader political and cultural context, and Elzey’s position within it.  [31:  Eagleton. The Idea of Culture. p. 127.] 

Analyzing Long’s ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ in the same way, considering its scholarly influences and applying Eagleton’s definitions of culture, yields a different result. Long studied closely with folklorist D.K. Wilgus. In her obituary to him, she writes that his work was dedicated to English-language folk songs, and ‘inculcating his students a love and respect for their traditional heritage.’[footnoteRef:32] Though ‘love and respect’ for culture might sound Romantic, the culture of study in this case is students’ own traditional heritage.  Unlike the Elzey’s approach, Long’s primary scholarly influence, and indeed her body of scholarly work itself, was oriented toward Western culture, specifically European and Anglo-American cultures. This feature of her work does not follow the pattern of cultural Romanticism. Nor does not align with Eagleton’s dual definitions: culture as civilization, or culture as an energetic life source with which people resist civilization.[footnoteRef:33] Since Long studied folklore from Western cultural contexts and traditions proximal to her own, perhaps the Eagleton’s description of identity culture is applicable: a traditional way of life that ‘makes a person feel rooted or at home.’[footnoteRef:34]  [32:  Long, Eleanor. D.K. Wilgus 1918-1989. Folk Music Journal. Vol. 6, No. 1 (1990). p 126.]  [33:  Eagleton. The Idea of Culture. ]  [34:  Eagleton. The Idea of Culture. p 26.] 

Long selected a colloquial and culturally prevalent term, the ‘Dog Days,’ commonly used in the region of North Carolina where she lived. She traces the folkloric and etymological history of the dog star through a range of cultures - Egyptian, Persian, Greek, Babylonian, Danish, Indo-European, Chinese, and Hindu - and over 4,500 years. Long recognized the many cultural encounters and shared influences in the star’s cosmological lore. In 400 B.C.E. the various names of this ‘Dog Star’ carried similar meanings in Egypt, China, and Babylon, which ‘attests to the extent of the dissemination of astronomical lore’ at this time. 
Long treated cultures in their locality and noted cultural connections, but did not make universalizing claims. This aspect of Long’s paper seems consistent with Eagleton’s postmodern definition of culture, wherein ‘what is valuable…is more the formal fact of plurality of these cultures than their intrinsic content’.[footnoteRef:35] Long did not attempt to judge one tradition of lore more valid than another, but rather emphasized the multiplicity and plurality of meanings. It was exactly the fact of such multiple and distinct cultural meanings that caused Long’s original skepticism about Sirius’s relationship to weather. The star carried the name ‘dog star’ only in Hindu and Western European traditions, and in Hindu lore it was ‘associated not with the midsummer heat but with the blessing of water.’[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  Ibid. p 21.]  [36:  Long, Eleanor. ‘How the Dog Got Its Days.’ p 260.] 

Like with Elzey, there is not a single definition from Eagleton’s versions of culture that exactly describes Long’s approach. Both authors have written with aspects of different versions of culture. However, it is clear that both Long and Elzey’s studies of cosmology implicitly involve definitions of culture. And these definitions, in turn, influence how the authors perceived and expressed the myths and lore. Each publication is both embedded in culture and contributed to its shaping.

Conclusion
Long and Elzey’s papers have much in common. Both papers are published in the U.S. within ten years of each other, and offer reinterpretations of cosmological myth and folklore. Given these similarities, their differences are revealing. Contrasting ‘How the Dog Got Its Days’ and ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns’ shows how within the study of cosmological Folklore and Myth coexist different methodologies and understandings of culture. The differences reflect tensions, shifts, and also enduring patterns in the definitions of culture, which cosmology is formed within and with. Scholars write within culture, and through their study, attention, and publication, contribute to the ways cultural patterns both endure and are being recreated. 
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