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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
In this essay, two secondary sources are critically compared. The papers subject to comparison are Signe Cohen’s ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’, Culture and Cosmos: The Talking Sky, Vol. 24, No. 1 and 2 (2020) and Morag Feeney Beaton’s ‘Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth’ featured in the same issue of the journal. Both papers investigate how culture and environment can lead to different interpretations of the sky, drawing on materials from different parts of the world and eras to support their arguments. This essay will first examine the authors' backgrounds, including their area of expertise or interest, to understand what may have influenced their respective choices of subject for their papers. Secondly, their approaches to the subject matter are compared, including the research methods used, the referencing of primary and secondary sources, and the presentation of evidence. Thirdly, the structures and writing styles of the two papers are examined.
Authors and Context of the Papers
Signe Cohen
 is the Professor of Religious Studies at the University of Missouri, the United States. Her main research interests are Hinduism and South Asian Buddhism, but she notes that she has two additional subcategories in her work. Her secondary research area investigates the connection between ancient texts and modern popular culture. Her third research category, which most closely links to the theme of the paper examined in this essay, is comparative studies of mythologies in Indo-European cultures, including Iranian, Greek, Latin, Old Irish, and Old Norse. She examines common motifs in ancient Indian mythology and the mythologies of Iran, Greece, Rome, Ireland, and Scandinavia.
Morag Feeney Beaton
, on the other hand, is a graduate of the Sophia Centre at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. She graduated from the Master's programme in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology with distinction, and her paper referred to in this comparison is her dissertation. According to her bio published for an event in 2017, her research focused on the cosmology of textile creation. It was particularly directed toward what she called ‘the anthropology of the everyday', examining how ritual and symbolic elements manifest in daily life. Her background is costume and theatre, and she was in charge of the Fabric Stockroom at the Royal Opera House in London. Her latest profile is not known.
Both papers were featured in the ‘Culture and Cosmos’, a peer-reviewed academic journal in the history of astrology and cultural astronomy published by the Sophia Centre Press in partnership with the Sophia Centre for the Study of Cosmology in Culture, Institute of Education and Humanities, at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David
. This issue was published in 2020 and compiled papers presented at the conference The Talking Sky, held on 1 and 2 July 2017 in Bath, UK, by the Sophia Centre for the Study of Culture in Cosmology at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The conference theme was humanity's spiritual connection to the sky as expressed in story. Bernadette Brady
, who edited this issue, explains in her editorial that stories or myths inspired by the sky are found in all cultures. While the definition of myth varies, the conference adopted the definition that a myth is an account of the world that may not have occurred exactly as told, but that contains a core of truth about the human condition.  
The subject of study and the objectives 
In her paper, Cohen uses a 12th-century Old Norse poem, Alvíssmál, to demonstrate how perceptions of the cosmos can vary across cultures, largely shaped by one’s habitat and the nature of the individual (human or non-human). While acknowledging the academic discussions around the poem, Cohen states the objective of the paper as follows:
 ‘I hope to demonstrate that the words used here to name various parts of the cosmos have a deeper symbolic significance as well.… I argue that the various sets of non-human words for cosmic features in Alvíssmál serve a very specific literary function and hint at an underlying idea that the cosmos does not carry a fixed meaning, but can be imbued with a range of different mythical interpretations based on culture and environment
.’

Beaton’s paper, on the other hand, is centred around a Chinese legend of the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl. The timing of the legend’s creation is unknown, yet the earliest reference to it appears in the Shih Chih (The Classic of Poetry), dated between 900 and 600 BCE. The Weaver Girl depicts Vega in the constellation of Lera, and the Cowherd represents another star, Altair, that forms the Eagle in the sky, while the river that parts them represents the Milky Way. Beaton explains that ‘One of the principal objectives of this study is an assessment of the contemporary resonance of both legend and festival in present-day cultures.‘
 She focuses on two specific festivals, the Qixi Festival in China and the Tanabata Star Festival in Japan, to assess how the myth on which these festivals are based endures while evolving over time. Beaton also discusses the symbolism of weaving in various myths around the world and the astronomical factors reflected in these myths, which she understands to be the other objectives of her paper. 
Approach 

Although the two papers address somewhat overlapping concepts, their approaches differ. Cohen focuses on analysing Alvíssmál to build her argument. Her discussion is based on the different words humans and other creatures allocate to the same celestial bodies: the sky, the sun, the earth, and the moon. Non-human creatures include gods, giants, dwarfs, and the Vanir. The differences are compared in detail by citing expressions used in the literature and by presenting her interpretation of why a god/human/other being gives such a name, based on the characteristics and environment associated with them. Cohen also leverages her expertise in ancient Indo-European texts, including Old Norse, to make her case.
On the contrary, Beaton attempts to dissect the Weaver Girl and Cowherd myth from different perspectives. She references astronomical factors in the myth and how the festivals held in China and Japan based on it have been affected by the shift from the lunar to the solar calendar. Beaton
 explains that the change of calendar from lunar to solar has caused the festivals to deviate from the original myth, making the timing of the festival in Japan unfit to watch Altair and Vega (due to their positions in the sky and coinciding moon phase), as well as losing the seasonal origin of the myth to celebrate the end of the summer or the first day of autumn. Such a study from an astronomical perspective is not included in Cohen’s paper, highlighting a difference in the two authors' academic fields of interest. 
Beaton’s paper also discusses how this myth, originating in China, has been told, remembered, and incorporated into modern society as a living myth, including the results of her own research. The research aimed to examine how the myth is remembered by English-speaking Chinese and Japanese residents in the UK, providing an original body of information not available elsewhere. 
While Cohen discusses the impact culture and environment have on one’s cosmology, Beaton mainly examines how a myth is created and which elements of the myth continue to live among the people, which does not necessarily equate to cosmology per se. What their arguments share is the influence of the environment on how a particular character or group of people (and other beings) tells the story.  
Evidence and References
First, the two authors share the common challenge that the original author's intention is unknown. Therefore, they have to fill this gap in information by analysing the original literature itself or the oldest known written materials, taking into consideration the interpretations and arguments made by other scholars, past and present.  

To support her argument, Cohen links the different nature or way of life of each god/human/creature to how they perceive the sky phoneme. For example:
‘The dwarves, who dwell underground and don’t much care for the sky, refer to it as drjúpansal, “the Dripping Hall”, perhaps indicating that it rains too much for their taste out under the open sky
’. 
She tries to determine whether the words assigned to each celestial body have their origins elsewhere or are purely the author's creation. Her expert knowledge and skills were fully used in such a search, as she consulted Old Norse language and literature, as well as Indo-European ideas, as possible sources that may have inspired the author to come up with such names. One such example is the word for sky used by humans, himinn. Cohen explains that this is an ordinary Old Norse word for the sky, whereas hlýrnir, an expression used by the gods, is a word cited in another Old Norse text, Skaldskaparmál, the second part of the 13th-century Old Norse textbook Prose Edda. According to Cohen, mylinn, how the gods call the moon, could be related to the verb mylja, which means ‘to crush, to mill (flour)’ and could be related to the ancient Indo-European idea of the ‘World Mill’, where a rotating millstone moves across the still firmament, turning the cosmos and regulating the seasons
. 
Beaton, on the other hand, presents her evidence from a wide range of sources. Unlike Cohen, she used online searches to find evidence to assess the contemporary resonance of both the legend and the festivals in present-day cultures. Regarding the effectiveness of online search to find valid evidence, she comments that ‘a fruitful source of evidence’ can be found online, and such information about cultural events found online is ‘a quantifiable barometer of the legend’s place in everyday culture.’
 
Furthermore, to supplement the evidence she found online, she attended Qixi- and Tanabata-related events in London for observation. She conducted a small study of her own, collecting 36 case studies from English-speaking Chinese and Japanese residents in the UK. The methodological details of the research are not explained in the paper, and she refers to specific comments and observed tendencies among her respondents/informants to support her argument. For example, Beaton refers to a Japanese respondent who did not recall magpies in the story of the Weaver Girl and the Cowherd, as there were no magpies in the area of Japan from which she came. This is mentioned as a case where the story was altered to fit the environment, as different people in different areas retold it over time. She also points out the recognised relationship between active celebration of the festival in an area known for craftwork
 or textile industry
, which she identified as another piece of evidence from one of her case studies.
As for the literature each author cites, Cohen cites both primary and secondary sources, including those written in non-English languages, reflecting her long career and expertise as a specialist in the field. Beaton, on the other hand, refers mainly to secondary documents written, with one reference to a primary document translated into English. 
They both, however, cite cases from other myths to support their arguments. Cohen points out that the idea that gods, humans, and other beings have different words for the same things is ‘an archaic one attested in several ancient Indo-European texts from India, Iran, Ireland, Scandinavia, and Greece
’ and she gives specific examples from such areas as the evidence of her statement. Beaton also draws on sky myths from different cultures to highlight the frequent references to spinning and weaving in myth. She effectively uses a table to highlight this point and to make the comparison easier, listing ten goddesses associated with weaving, including their names, the myths in which they appear, and the roles and activities they play in those stories. 
Views of other scholars on the subject
As already mentioned, Alvíssmál has been a subject of scholarly discussion. For example, Lennart Moberg, writing in the 1970s, argued that the real object of the poem was ‘communicating learning of a mythological-lexicographical nature’
 but concluded that the distribution of words among the different supernatural groups should not be taken too seriously, as they are a product of ‘a freely creative poet, a man for whom the discovery of old and rare words and the creation of new ones were a source of pleasure and satisfaction.’ John McKinnell
 critically analyses the poem, arguing that the storyline might have been read differently by the poem’s first readers from how it is understood today, including the possibility that Alvíss was closely associated with giants and/or the dead, despite hints that he was a dwarf. He also mentioned works by Margaret Clunies Ross, Paul Acker and John Lindow as his references
, but they all seem to analyse the poem from perspectives different from Cohen’s. It should also be taken into consideration that Moberg’s paper was written roughly 35 years before Cohen, i.e. before the concept of cultural astronomy was recognised in the academic field.
 Regarding the subject of Beaton’s paper, Edward H. Schafer’s statement confirms the importance of weaving metaphor in the traditional Chinese vocabulary that relates to the cosmos: 
The traditional Chinese vocabulary of basic features of the cosmos (and also of the political and social order of this world, which derives from it) is full of images from the language of threads, textiles, weaving, cords, and nets.

David Pankenier
 points out that this legend is one of those myths that encode important astronomical information. To be specific, in the early Western Zhou period, Altair and Vega formed a straight line with Alioth, the pivotal star in the handle of the Dipper. When extended southward, it pointed directly to the sun's location at the winter solstice. Such statements by other scholars underscore the importance and relevance of the topic to her dissertation in cultural astronomy.
Structure and Style

The two authors’ differences in approach are reflected in the structure of their papers. The structure of Cohen’s paper is logical and straightforward. She starts with an introduction, makes her arguments and cites relevant content from the poem in detail, assigning a paragraph for each celestial body, before reaching her conclusion. Although she cites examples of variation in celestial bodies from other myths, her paper focuses on Alvíssmál throughout, and the order of the contents seems aimed at proving her case.
Beaton, on the other hand, expresses the objectives of her paper at the beginning, but does not express a strong argument of her own to start with. Instead, she analyses the myth, including the symbolism of weaving and the astronomical factors it involves, as well as the festivals and other modern-day examples of this myth. She walks the reader through her findings by topic before reaching her conclusion. The way she describes the paper's objectives is slightly confusing, as she writes, ‘One of the principal objectives of this study is an assessment of the contemporary resonance of both legend and festival in present-day cultures
.’ In contrast, the remaining objectives are not clearly explained in the same introductory paragraph.
It is worth noting that the paper's purpose differs between the two authors. Cohen’s paper is written as a contribution to an academic journal, while Beaton’s paper was a dissertation for her MA course. The length of the paper also differs: Cohen’s paper was 10 pages, and Beaton’s dissertation paper consists of 19 pages, including pictures. Cohen delved deeply into one particular subject, and Beaton explored it in greater breadth, covering various aspects she deemed relevant to her study.
Conclusion
In this essay, two secondary sources are critically compared, namely 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’, both published in the journal Culture and Cosmos: The Talking Sky, Vol. 24, no. 1 and 2 (2020). The two papers were presented at the same conference, ‘The Talking Sky’, held in Bath in 2017. While both papers discuss the cultural influence on the perception/interpretation of the sky, including celestial bodies, Cohen focuses heavily on the Old Norse Poem Alvíssmál to support her argument. Beaton, on the other hand, uses the Chinese legend of ‘the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl’ to discuss the symbolism of weaving in sky myths, the astronomy behind the myth, and how the festivals based on the myth were affected by the change from the lunar to the solar calendar. 
Cohen leverages her area of expertise, which allows her to interpret Old Norse words, identify possible influence from Indo-European texts, and use non-English texts as her references. Beaton uses online searches, participation in related festivals, and her own research to collect data to support her discussion of how an ancient myth has evolved and continues to live in modern society.
While Cohen centres her paper around her argument and essentially limits the scope of discussion to the analysis of words used in Alvíssmál, Beaton explores her subject more widely, sharing her findings regarding the symbolism of weaving, astronomical factors included in the myth as well as the shift from lunar to solar calendar affecting the festivals, and how the myth continues to live in the contemporary world. 

Although the two papers differ in many respects, both authors examine ancient myths from the perspective of cultural astronomy, thereby contributing new arguments to this field of study.
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