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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.
INTRODUCTION 
The moon, across all cultures, is one of the most worshipped items in the night sky, and its movement, and phases constitute the basis of many stories, poems, and songs. 
   Mythology helps to explain the world around us and provides a model for the relationship between the created world and its inhabitants, as participants in myth include both humans and divine characters.[footnoteRef:1] As the brightest light in the night sky it is perhaps no surprise that the moon due to its mysterious nature has become such a model. Across ancient, and modern culture the moon acts as a muse for the mysterious nature of night-time. It is a symbol upon which our projections are placed, and its mythic imagery has the power to liberate and reawaken parts of ourselves.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Luce, Judith De, Roman Myth, (The Johns Hopkins University Press on behalf of the Classical Association of the Atlantic States, 2005),
 p. 202.]  [2:  Olds, Linda E, THE NEGLECTED FEMININE: Promises and Perils, (Penn State University Press, 1986), p. 229.
] 

ACADEMIC RATIONALE 
    For the purposes of this assignment, comparisons, and contrasts shall be made between two cultural representations of the lunar goddess known and understood through myth. This essay cross examines how each culture personifies and worships the deity, and if the stories shared in association with the moon serve a moral function as well as their role in the seasonal calendar. 
   In traditional Chinese culture the moon is known as the carrier of human emotions and is celebrated through the story ‘The Lady on the Moon,’ known as Chang’e or Ch-ang’O who is the Chinese Goddess of the Moon. The myth of Chang’e is the origin for the Mid-Autumn Moon Festival which is celebrated on the fifteenth day on the Eighth moon. The festival centres upon a myth of hunter Hon Yi who shot down nine suns, and through his actions saved the earth from overheating, and was gifted the elixir of immortality for his service. Hon Yi gave the elixir to his wife Chang’e who depending on the narrator either drank it as a form of sacrifice (to prevent it from being stolen) or in an act of selfishness. Regardless the consequence of her actions led to her landing on the moon, and since hearing the story Chinese people have been inspired to burn incense, create altars and worship Chang’e through prayer to the full moon.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Lemei, Yang, China's Mid-Autumn Day, (Indiana University Press, 2006), p. 264. ] 

    In Greek and Roman culture, the moon is linked with female deities such as Artemis, Juno, Diana, Hekate, yet only Selene was known to be the incarnation of the moon itself, alongside her Roman counterpart Luna. Therefore, throughout this assignment the narratives surrounding Selene and Luna as depicted upon ancient artifacts such as the Argive Voltive Relief of Selene, Kylix at Berlin, and Krater at Athens will be used for comparison and contrast. Unfortunately, no complete retelling of Selene and Endymion's tale survives in classical literature, and textual references vary in their data. However, images imposed upon various Roman sarcophagus relate to consistent versions of the myth and this will also be used as part of this essay.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Sorabella, Jean, A Roman Sarcophagus and Its Patron, (The University of Chicago Press on behalf of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001), p. 70.] 

 MYTH
   Taken from the Greek word aetion, meaning explain or reason this essay will take one of its definitions of myth from the aetiological perspective. Aetiological myths explain the reason why something is the way it is today in the natural world; they give account for the unknown. There are two vital components to aetiological narrative, the story itself as a series of events, and the causal implication of the events for some persistent feature of the world. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Hansen, William, Poverty of Cause in Mythological Narrative, (Taylor & Francis, Ltd. on behalf of Folklore Enterprises, Ltd, 2009), p. 246.
] 

    The myth of Selene conforms to such a notion for the moon certainly qualifies as being a persistent feature in the natural world, and in ancient societies due to its key role in agriculture the need to gain an understanding of its movements across the sky.
  To understand psychology of classical Greek culture, and origins of sky myths such as Selene is to look to the prominent poets of that era, Hesiod, and Homer. In ancient Greek culture, and through the Homeric Hymns Selene was revered for being the literal embodiment of the moon itself, ‘Her great orbit full, as she waxes, the rays from heaven grow brightest. Then she is a wonder and a sign for mortals.’[footnoteRef:6] It is clear through distinction between Selene and ‘mortals,’ that she was a Goddess, and thus her myth also complies with the theory of Theogony. Theogonic narratives also included the involvement between Gods and mortals, and through her relationship with her human lover Endymion the story of Selene is reinforced as fitting within the theory of theogony.  [6:  Homer, The Homeric Hymns, HYMN TO SELENE, (University of California Press), p. 102. ] 

    Both theogonic and aetiological myths deal with heroes, god’s and monsters who performed a certain deed in the past, the result of which has shaped a particular aspect of the present world, and its people.[footnoteRef:7] The Chinese Moon Goddess Chang’e is an example of such phenomenon, for her story is celebrated as part of the Chinese Calendar and thus enables the ‘process of binding the volatile present to the traditionally and divinely sanctioned regularity of the past.’ The myth of Chang’e has established itself into the sphere of Chinese culture offering an otherworldly origin to their current customs, and rituals.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Koning, Hugo, Inventing Origins? Aetiological Thinking in Greek and Roman Antiquity, (Brill, 2021), p.164.]  [8:  Ibid. p.165.] 

   Religious aetiological myths explain the origin of religious rituals, and the Mid-Autumn Moon Festival conforms to such as notion for it is ‘a traditional festival handed down for thousands of years.’ The celebration of the festival has a strong unifying force for Chinese society and communities and therefore reference to its customs will be used in conjunction with the story of Chang’e in this assignment.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Lemei, Yang, China's Mid-Autumn Day, (Indiana University Press, 2006), p. 270.
] 

CULTURE 
   Myths are an important function for human psychology, serving as ‘culturally important stories,’ and ‘sacred narratives,’ and still serve an important function in present traditions.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Gentile, J.S, Defining Myth: An Introduction to the Special Issue on Storytelling and Myth,(Wayne State University Press, 2011), p. 85.] 

   Perhaps the first, and most notable difference in comparing the two lunar deities Selene and Chang’e are their relevancy to their culture of origin. Despite being operational throughout 12th -9th Century BCE the sky myth of Selene no longer has a practical function in the lives of modern Greeks. Through the advance of Christianity, the need for theogony has become superfluous in the 21st Century as western culture no longer looks to individual Gods and Goddesses for understanding theories of origin and creation. It is evident through Homer, Selene was deified, as he wrote about her 'immortal head in heaven,’ of her ‘golden crown,’ who had ‘infinite radiance,’ clearly demonstrating her status in the line ‘Hail gracious Queen.’ [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Homer, Homeric Hymns, p. 102] 

  Indologist Wendy Donigher O’Flaherty put forward a notion that ‘a myth is a story that is sacred to and shared by a group of people who find their most important meanings in it.’[footnoteRef:12]  O’Flaherty’s definition of myth underpins why the cultural importance of the moon festival is still significant in modern day China for the ritual conforms to her three variables of myth telling. The Mid-Autumn Festival shows a deep reverence for the ancient story of the Moon Goddess Chang’e, whose narrative is still relevant as it reinforces both intimate familial relations and wider Chinese cultural traditions. The festival and its associated mythology achieve this through ‘a celebration of traditional customs and practices, and, conversely, a broader trend whereby the myth acts as a catalyst for a range of tangential creative expressions and public festivals.’[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Ibid, p. 86.]  [13:  Beaton, Morag Feeney, ‘Altair and Vega, The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl: An analysis of a living sky myth,’ Culture and Cosmos The Talking Sky, Volume 24 No. 1 & 2 (2020), 55-73 (p72).] 

PERSONFICATION OF THE MOON
  As with all important symbols, the representations of the goddess carry ambivalent power and need to be confronted within the context of the traditions from which they derive.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Olds, Linda E, THE NEGLECTED FEMININE: Promises and Perils, (Penn State University Press, 1986), p. 230. ] 

  Depictions of the myth of Selene can be found on various ancient artefacts such as a Bell Krater found in Boeotia, dating fifth century, and housed in the Central Museum at Athens. The artwork features Selene alongside a dolphin, both of whom rise from the sea. To understand the significance of water in this representation of Selene is to view the vase through the context of a civilisation who lived upon Islands and would witness the moon appear from the sea.[footnoteRef:15] Her aetiological association with sea is exemplified again in the Homeric Hymns as ‘The dusky air glows from her golden crown, moonbeams linger, when shining Selene bathes her lovely skin in Ocean,’ the idea of moons lovely skin helps to bridge the gap between the celestial mystery of the moon and human life for mortals upon earth.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Savignoni, L, On Representations of Helios and of Selene, (The Society for the Promotion of Hellenic Studies 1899), p. 270. 
]  [16:  Homer, The Homeric Hymns, HYMN TO SELENE, (University of California Press), p. 102.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk124171861]   In Joseph Baumgartner work on the concept of myth he notes ‘the difference between the behaviour of the gods and that of man is only a difference in degree, not of principle. As a result, mythical thinking tends to see the divine and human spheres closely linked to one another. ‘[footnoteRef:17] Such a notion can be seen through the representation of Selene driving a chariot upon the Bell Krater in Athens. In the fifth century chariots were a favourite form of transportation for the Greeks and evidence suggests that this portrayal may be an attempt to make her relatable, despite her divinity.[footnoteRef:18] The inclusion of Hermes, the God of Sleep and Dreams who accompanies and guides her chariot also fits with the theory of theogony as through the inclusion of his image Selene’s Goddess status is magnified, and reinforced.  [17:  Baumgartner, Joseph, G. Lanczowski, J. B. and H. Fries, Myth and Mythology, (University of  San Carlos Publications, 1974), p. 195. ]  [18:  Savignoni, L, On Representations of Helios and of Selene, (The Society for the Promotion of Hellenic Studies 1899), p. 271. ] 

     Furthermore the narrative upon the Bell Krater vase has strong aetiological function for not only does it show the physical journey the moon takes across the night sky, ‘in a chariot drawn by two winged fiery steeds, and starts on her rapid journey across the starry sky,’ it also explains the natural phenomena and mysteries of the dreamtime.[footnoteRef:19] Evidence suggests that through the myth of Selene ancient cultures would have found explanation, and reason in the unknown territory that was sleep.  [19:  Ibid. p.270.] 

   The notion of flight is also used in conjunction with the story of the Chinese Goddess of the Moon Chang’e who flies elegantly through the sky. Although, unlike the myth of Selene whose flight served a practical function the reason for Chang’e celestial flight is simply causational for it the result, and consequence of her actions. Instead Chang’e flight has a moral imperative for her association with the moon is the result of her drinking the elixir of immortality as ‘all at once she became light like a white cloud, and she flew away from the ground into the sky.’[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Yang, L, China’s, p264.] 

   Through a second physical depiction of Selene, we see another vast difference between the portrayal of a lunar deity in the Classical Greek world and the story of Chang’e for the Chinese. Whilst both are personified as beautiful maidens, it is only Selene who wears the symbol of the moon itself depicted upon the Argive Votive Relief as a lunar tiara, alongside seven large stars.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Patterson, Stephen J, A Note on an Argive Votive Relief of Selene, (Cambridge University Press on behalf of the Harvard Divinity School, 1985), p. 439. ] 

   One of the definitive differences in the portrayal of Chang’e in comparison to Selene is how both Goddesses are worshipped. Unlike Selene, Chang’e is not revered to be the literal embodiment of the moon instead it is instead a place in which her body inhabits, it is her home. One of the most popular kinds of aetiological narrative are those that give an account of why a particular kind of animal possesses a particular physical or behavioural trait.[footnoteRef:22] This can be understood through Hou Yi’s association of his wife Chang’e and the beautiful full moon, ‘then suddenly he was surprised to notice the moon of the day was extraordinarily round and bright. On it there was the figure of a women just like Chang’e moving about.’[footnoteRef:23] The story of ‘the Lady on the Moon,’ also serves as a powerful reminder to be with our loved ones, and this is depicted through the physical estrangement of husband and wife, ’Chang’e was concerned about her husband, so she landed on the moon, the planet nearest to our earth.’ [footnoteRef:24] In this instance the narrative of Chang’e symbolises devotion, duty, and loyalty.  [22:  Hansen, William, Poverty of Cause in Mythological Narrative, (Taylor & Francis, Ltd. on behalf of Folklore Enterprises, Ltd, 2009), p. 246.
]  [23:  Lemei, Yang, China's Mid-Autumn Day, (Indiana University Press, 2006), p. 263. ]  [24:  Ibid. p. 264. ] 

SOCIAL AND MORAL FUNCTION
   Scott Leonard and Michael McClure explain how myths attempt to answer age old human questions such as: What are our roles as we relate to one another and to the world? How should we behave, and what are our values?[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Gentile, J.S, Defining Myth: An Introduction to the Special Issue on Storytelling and Myth,(Wayne State University Press, 2011), p. 87. ] 

    Similar to ‘The Lady in the Moon,’ in Chinese culture, universal themes of love, duty, and separation, also play out through the theogonic narrative of the mortal Endymion and Goddess Selene. However, what is central to both plots is the theme of immortality, and just like Chang’e the myth of Endymion and Selene has two conclusions.[footnoteRef:26] Firstly, that Endymion was put to sleep against his will by Zeus as punishment, whilst in another version Selene intercedes and Zeus grants him one wish, Endymion he chooses immortality, and guarantee’s his youthful looks through eternal sleep.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Colton, Judith, The Endymion Myth and Poussin's Detroit Painting, (The Warburg Institute, 1967), p. 427.]  [27:  Ibid. p426. ] 

  Through Homer and later depicted by Hesiod the analogy between sleep and death (through the actions of Selene) hold a deeply aetiological function. Aetiology is the ‘rainbow bridge’ which connects the now and then, man and god, question and answer and it’s function is to create continuity between categorically different entities.[footnoteRef:28]The concept of life and death as portrayed in the case of Selene and Endymion certainly conform to the notion of being ‘categorically different entities.’  [28:  Koning, Hugo, Inventing Origins? Aetiological Thinking in Greek and Roman Antiquity, (Brill, 2021), p. 164.] 

  Franz Cumont connected the myth of Endymion in Roman sepulchral art with Stoic and Pythagorean ideas about the moon (personified as Selene) as the physical resting place for the dead.[footnoteRef:29] To compare the dead with fitting mythological figures seems to have been common practice at Roman funerals and in both Latin and Greek, ‘to sleep Endymion's sleep’ was an idiom meaning to sleep long and well.[footnoteRef:30] Yet, despite its association with death the myth surrounding Endymion’s eternal sleep through the presence of the moon goddess Selene was actually source of hope for the Romans for it represented the sign life to come.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  Sorabella, Jean, A Roman Sarcophagus and Its Patron, (The University of Chicago Press on behalf of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2001), p. 70. ]  [30:  Ibid. p. 71. ]  [31:  Colton, Judith, The Endymion Myth and Poussin's Detroit Painting, (The Warburg Institute, 1967), p. 427. ] 

   In Elizabeth Bedford’s work she draws a comparison between ‘The Lady on the Moon,’ and the moral function of Taoist teachings. Dated 2170 B.C, this version of the myth saw Chang’e (wife of the sun shooter) banished to live a lonely life on the moon due to her selfishness for in this interpretation of the myth she steals and consumes the elixir of immortality. Bedford states, the myth showcases the importance of balance as part of the natural order and is therefore aetiological in nature, for it ‘focuses on the concept of yin and yang, yin the dark side supposedly relating to women and the moon, yang the light side referring to men and the sun.’ [footnoteRef:32]   xxxx culture and cosmos  [32:  Bedford, Elizabeth, MOON CAKES AND THE CHINESE MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL: A MATTER OF HABITUS, (Amsterdam University Press), 
p. 28. ] 

   CALENDER FUNCTION 
   The narrative of Chang’e makes her a symbol of morality in Chinese culture and through her association with the moon her myth is still relevant in the Asian calendar. The story of ‘The Lady on the Moon,’ and associated celebrations, is aetiological as it accounts for ancient origin of the Mid-Autumn festival and through grounding modern events in primordial divine acts, and through ritual re-enactment establishes them anew.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Baumgartner, Joseph, G. Lanczowski, J. B. and H. Fries, Myth and Mythology, (University of  San Carlos Publications, 1974), p. 196. ] 

     Viewing the circular, bright, full moon on Mid-Autumn Day acts as an important symbol, and through its relation to the origin of all things some of man's questions about the "what" and the "how" of the universe are answered. In this instance, the circular moon is a reminder for families to reunite, to remember what is important to them, and how they came into being. The significance of reunion is typified through the gifting of celebratory moon cakes, a material metaphor for unity, and the sharing of such gesture reinforces generational ties.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Bedford, Elizabeth, MOON CAKES AND THE CHINESE MID-AUTUMN FESTIVAL: A MATTER OF HABITUS, (Amsterdam University Press),
 p. 25.] 

   The sharing of the story of Chang’e as part of this ritual has an aetiological function as the inclusion of the image of the goddess upon mooncakes provides an explanation to children on celestial phenomena. Sharing the myth as part of annual ritualised event, connects people, validates the past, and bestows upon younger generations the cultural capital needed to talk, think, and act in relation to social orthodoxies, which in still’s a sense of belonging.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Ibid. p. 24. ] 

    Whilst the focus of the moon is important part of an annual festival in modern Chinese culture, for ancient civilisations the moon was central place of daily worship in the Roman religious world.[footnoteRef:36] The myth of Luna was a potent due to her role in agricultural cycles which was regarded by the Romans to be the best of human pursuits.[footnoteRef:37] The reverence for Luna, supersedes Chang’e as her importance moved beyond her affiliation with the moon. Luna, referred to as ‘Agricultural Great Mother,’ became ‘The Archetype’ for other goddesses who came after her, who ‘incorporated within herself the entire morphology of the sacred.’[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Patterson, Stephen J, A Note on an Argive Votive Relief of Selene, (Cambridge University Press on behalf of the Harvard Divinity School, 1985), p. 534. ]  [37:  Ibid. p. 535.]  [38:  Ibid. p. 543.] 

    In aetiological narratives stories also focus upon the causality behind the immediate situation or event, and through the myth of Endymion and Selene the ancient Greek’s were able to find reason behind the phenomena of the new moon.[footnoteRef:39] In the myth Selene leaves her responsibilities in the sky to be with the hunter Endymion, and through her love makes him immortal.[footnoteRef:40] However, as Selene was the personification of the moon leaving the sky to come to earth meant that the world became moonless. Evidence suggests that story of Endymion and Selene was in part an attempt to find a cause and or reason behind the moon’s disappearance as part of its 29.5-day lunar phase or potentially the reason for its disappearance on a cloudy night.  [39:  Hansen, William, Poverty of Cause in Mythological Narrative, (Taylor & Francis, Ltd. on behalf of Folklore Enterprises, Ltd, 2009), p. 246. ]  [40:  Matz, Friedrich, An Endymion Sarcophagus Rediscovered, (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1957), p. 123. ] 

   CONCLUSION     
   In his work on aetiological thinking in Greek and Roman Antiquity, Hugo Koning states the purpose of aetiology is to not only explain but to also validate, rejuvenate and identify. In the case of the annual Mid Autumn Day festival, it is clear how the ancient story of Chang’e ‘makes the wondrous, desired past manifest itself in some way in the present.’ Koning states, how a man-made bridge is constructed by images and words, and requires a willingness to believe, a leap of faith.[footnoteRef:41] This willingness can be observed through the dedication of families across Asia to reunite ever year under the fifteenth moon of the eighth month, and in doing so manifest the tales of old into a meaningful present.  [41:  Koning, Hugo, Inventing Origins? Aetiological Thinking in Greek and Roman Antiquity, (Brill, 2021), p. 180. ] 

   The current celebrations of the moon in Chinese culture serve as a collective effort to keep what is an otherworldly, somewhat fanciful story still relevant in the 21st Century. Yet as the story encompasses universal themes of freedom and peace, all of which can be found in the heavens, far away from the turmoil of the world, it still carries meaning in modern culture. [footnoteRef:42] [42:  Lemei, Yang, China’s, p. 265.] 

   Unfortunately, the sky myth surrounding Selene has not evolved to meet the needs of her culture of origin, and this is largely due to the spread of Christianity which has made her theogonic narrative superfluous. 
   In Classical Greece Selene served a practical function as her representation denoted the physical movements of the moon across the night sky, all of which enabled ancient civilisations to make sense of natural phenomena. However, due to the dominance of Christianity as well as the progression of science her purpose is now obsolete. Evidence suggests, due to the advancements of science the aetiological function of the myth of Selene became redundant when Greeks no longer needed to personify celestial phenomena as a means of placating their uncertainty about events in the natural world. This is the distinct difference between Selene and the Chinese Goddess of the Moon, Chang’e has evolved with the needs of her culture of origin. 
   Koning explains how ‘aetiological myths explain a particular aspect of the contemporaneous world, be it a quality of the landscape, a custom, the shape or colour of an animal, the human condition, anything.’[footnoteRef:43] Due to the attachment of the myth of Chang’e to the biggest brightest moon of the year her story lives on through the eternal symbol of the moon. This, combined with her association with an annual festival means her myth has transcended that of the sky and instead become a ritualised, and timeless symbol for family unity and harmony.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Ibid. p. 166. ]  [44:  Lemei, Yang, China's Mid-Autumn Day, (Indiana University Press, 2006), p. 265. ] 

     Perhaps another reason Chang’e is still significant and functional in modern Chinese culture is how her story underpins simple, moral truths. Through the estrangement of Hon Yi and his beloved wife, we are reminded of the merits of sacrifice, and selflessness (glory and worship) or the consequences of greed and selfishness (banishment and loneliness).
  The notion of the moon as a source of immortality was summarised through the words of Chinese Poet Li Bai (701-762) who saw it as celestial eyewitness or relic; 
‘Man of today does not see the moon of old, Yet the moon of today 
did shine on the men of old. People of past and present are like 
flowing streams, Yet they look at the moon all the same.’ [footnoteRef:45] [45:  Wang, Eugune Y, Mirror, Moon, and Memory in Eighth-Century China: From Dragon Pond to Lunar Palace, (Cleveland Museum of Art, 2005), p. 55.] 


  Perhaps through the words of Li Bai, therein lies a timeless transcendental truth, and eludes to the reason why both myths address themes of immortality as central to their plot, for the moon itself embodies a yearning for what lies beyond human reach.[footnoteRef:46] Evidence suggests that through its eternal presence in the cosmos the moon still holds an important aetiological function for it acts as an constant, consistent place for human beings to press upon their deepest fears, yearnings and hopes.  [46:  Ibid. p. 55.] 
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