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Compare and Contrast Two Sky Myths from Two Different Cultures
Cloud Myths in the Ancient World: 
The Cloud Pillars in Exodus and Nephele and the Hellespont 

Murray Eiland
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Introduction

For most people in the ancient world, myths (Ancient Greek mȳthos) were held to be true. Myths––including everything from folklore to theology––explained the cosmos, usually in reference to deities, humans, and the natural world. Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) notes that myths are closely linked to religion and spirituality, and they were usually accepted or approved by the authorities of the era.[footnoteRef:1] As Geoffrey Kirk points out, the important distinction is that a text itself may or may not be viewed as sacred; however, that term sacred is hard to define. Myths might be viewed as sacred because they were connected with a sacred social structure.[footnoteRef:2] Through his retellings of myths, Fabius Planciades Fulgentius (fl. late 5th–early 6th century) expanded the ways in which mythology could be understood. Gregory Hays argues Fulgentius expanded how allegory was used to explain texts. Fulgentius' writings emphasised Christian-based moral precepts and were largely stripped of smaller details.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  See Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (Long Grove: Waveland Press, 1998), pp. 4–5.]  [2:  See Geoffrey S. Kirk, 'Greek Mythology: Some New Perspectives', in The Journal of Hellenic Studies, 92 (1972), 74–85, p. 74.]  [3:  See Gregory Hays, 'The Date and Identity of the Mythographer Fulgentius', in Journal of Medieval Latin, 13 (2003), 163–252, pp. 163–165.] 

This paper will consider cloud myths from two different cultures: ancient Greece and ancient Judea. This paper considers the myth of the pillars of fire and cloud, as found in the Hebrew book of Exodus (c. 9th–5th centuries BCE) and the Greek myth of the cloud nymph Nephele and the creation of the Hellespont, the best account of which is by Apollodorus of Athens (c. 180–120 BCE). 
Since this essay utilises a comparative method, there are several pitfalls to avoid. As Sarah Johnson argues, drawing parallels is easy but there may be no underlying validity in these observations. This is particularly true for common natural phenomena. It is also easy to suggest that one myth or culture represents a more 'advanced' understanding, especially when considering archetypes, or what Eliade calls 'universally and transhistorically meaningful mythic models'.[footnoteRef:4] In both of the cultures examined, clouds emerge as important elements that carry with them many connotations. As Alan Dundes argues, while dividing myths into tales and motifs can be useful, more often than not, motifs relate to one another in a given tale type.[footnoteRef:5] In this paper, special attention will be paid to elucidating how clouds relate to other motifs.  [4:  See Sarah Illes Johnson, 'The Comparative Apprach', in A Handbook to the Reception of Classical Mythology, ed. by V. Zajko and H. Hoyle (John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2017), pp. 139-15, p. 145.]  [5:  See Alan Dundes, 'The Motif-Index and the Tale Type Index: A Critique', in Journal of Folklore Research, 34.3 (1997), 195–202, p. 196.] 


Cloud Mythology in the Eastern Mediterranean 

     In the third millennium BCE, literate civilisations began appearing across Eurasia, from the Egyptian culture of the Nile Valley to the Sumerians in Mesopotamia. According to Daniel Schwemer, the idea that clouds were vehicles that could transport gods became central in many traditions. Clouds bring rain, which fertilises the soil and fills rivers, creating fertile river valleys. In early agricultural societies, this cycle was highly important. Eventually, more complex versions of the myths surrounding clouds and the sky emerged, often with animals such as lions and other fierce beasts pulling sky gods like the Sumerian Iskur (the god of rain and thunderstorms, equivalent to the Akkadian Adad) through the skies on chariots which are effectively euphemisms for the clouds. Iskur sometimes appeared as a great bull.[footnoteRef:6] Omega Starr argues this correlation between animals and clouds continued for millennia.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  See Daniel Schwemer, 'The Storm-Gods of the Ancient Near East: Summary, Synthesis, Recent Studies Part I', in Journal of Ancient Near Eastern Religions, 7.2 (2007), 121–168, pp. 121–132.]  [7:  See Omega Means Starr, 'A Search for the Identity of Yamm "Prince Sea", of the Canaanite Baal and Anath Cycle', in Folklore, 84:3 (1973), 224–237, pp. 224–225.] 

In the second half of the third millennium BCE, the Akkadians and other Semitic groups in Mesopotamia worshipped Ba’al. As Moshe Weinfeld notes, Ba’al is generally described as a cloud god. More specifically in Ugaritic (site abandoned c. 1185 BCE) mythology, he is depicted as a ‘rider of the clouds’. This influenced the early Israelites.[footnoteRef:8] Well over a millennium later, the Phoenicians of Syria and the Levant still worshipped Ba’al. Some Christian-based scholars like Jordan Jones suggest that the Hebrew Bible uses phrases that would be understood by surrounding cultures, and suggests that parallel texts do not suggest deep connections between cultures.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  See Moshe Weinfeld, '"Rider of the Clouds" and "Gatherer of the Clouds"', in Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society, 5.1 (1973), 421–423, pp. 421-423.]  [9:  See Jordan Wesley Jones, 'Who Maketh the Clouds His Chariot: The Comparative Method and the Mythopoetical Motif of Cloud-Riding in Psalm 104 and the Epic of Baal' (unpublished master’s dissertation, Liberty University, 2010) <https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1129&context=masters> [accessed 26 December 2023], pp. 78-79.] 


Cloud and Sky Myths in Judaism 

According to many sources, Judaism largely repudiates forms of divination or fortune-telling (for example, Deuteronomy 18:10–13), which could include the reading of the sky and the clouds to determine the future. However, as Rodríguez-Arribas suggests, the fact that these practices are repeatedly mentioned in the Hebrew Bible across centuries shows how durable divination was.[footnoteRef:10] Nonetheless, the earlier sections of the Torah do not use the word ‘cloud’ in the creation myth presented in Genesis, nor are clouds mentioned in the story of Noah. Other books do contain some references. For instance, in the book of Samuel (2 Samuel 22:11) the god of the Israelites 'rode upon a cherub', which is likely a euphemism for riding the clouds. There are separate references to God 'riding on a cloud' in other books as well, including Isiah (19:1) and Psalms (104:3). As argued by Michael Klein, these references continue in the New Testament (NT; Mark 13:26 is a good example).[footnoteRef:11] As Jaqueline Basker notes, clouds have a number of different connotations in the NT, both positive and negative.[footnoteRef:12] In the book of Exodus, there is an unequivocal statement about clouds being intrinsically connected to the heavens in the mention of 'the pillar of clouds' and 'the pillar of fire'. [10:  See Josefina Rodríguez-Arribas, 'Introductory Essay: Divination in Jewish Cultures—Some Reflections on the Subject of This Book', in Unveiling the Hidden—Anticipating the Future, ed. by Josefina Rodríguez-Arribas and Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum (Leiden: Brill, 2021), pp. 1–20, pp. 1-3.]  [11:  See Michael L. Klein, 'The Messiah “That Leadeth Upon a Cloud”, in the Fragment-Targum to the Pentateuch?', The Journal of Theological Studies, New Series, 29.1 (1978), 137–139, pp. 137–139.]  [12:  See Jacqueline Taylor Basker, 'The Cloud as Symbol: Destruction or Dialogue', in CrossCurrents, 56.1 (2006), 110–115, pp. 110–115.] 


The Pillar of Clouds

While many scholars think it has earlier roots, Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman argue that the latest revision of the book of Exodus dates to the 5th–6th century BCE.[footnoteRef:13]  Moses and the Jewish people headed eastwards from the River Nile towards the promised land (Canaan). Benjamin Noonan suggests this was the Late Bronze Age, specifically the reign of Pharaoh Ramesses II (c. 1303–1213 BCE).[footnoteRef:14] The physical manifestation of God during this sequence are pillars of fire and cloud.  [13:  See Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman, The Bible Unearthed (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002), p. 68.]  [14:  See Benjamin J. Noonan, 'Egyptian Loanwords as Evidence for the Authenticity of the Exodus and Wilderness Traditions', in "Did I Not Bring Israel Out of Egypt?": Biblical, Archaeological, and Egyptological Perspectives on the Exodus Narratives, ed. by James K. Hoffmeier, Alan R. Millard, and Gary A. Rendsburg  (Penn. State Press, 2016), pp. 49–67, p. 68. ] 


And the Lord went before them by day in a pillar of a cloud, to lead them the way; and by night in a pillar of fire, to give them light; to go by day and night: He took not away the pillar of the cloud by day, nor the pillar of fire by night, from before the people.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  See The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments Authorized King James Version (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), Exodus 13. 21–22.] 


     The next major section of Exodus explains how the pillar of cloud and fire appeared between the camp of Israel and the pursuing Egyptians. It appeared as dark to the Egyptians, while it gave light by night to the Israelites. The cloud separated the two factions, 'so that the one came not near the other all the night'.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Compare Exodus, 14. 20.] 

It is hard to escape the idea that this demonstrates the residual influence of earlier Semitic deities. This is particularly visible later in the narrative, such as in the quote,  'And it came to pass, that in the morning watch the Lord looked unto the host of the Egyptians through the pillar of fire and of the cloud, and troubled the host of the Egyptians'.[footnoteRef:17] In this part of Exodus, clouds are not are they used for transport. They hinder the Egyptians and help the fleeing Israelites. They are - as Thomas Mann argues - a physical manifestation of god’s power.[footnoteRef:18] As John Vickrey argues, this mirrors the Greek myths involving clouds which carried intrinsic power.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Compare Exodus, 14. 24.]  [18:  See Thomas W. Mann, 'The Pillar of Cloud in the Reed Sea Narrative', in Journal of Biblical Literature, 90:1 (1971), 15–30, pp.  16-22.]  [19:  See John F. Vickrey, 'Exodus and the Battle in the Sea', in Traditio, 28 (1972), 119–140, pp. 119-124.] 


Cloud and Sky in Greek Mythology  

Zeus and the twelve traditional Olympian gods reside above clouds high up on Mount Olympus (2,917 m). The sky is traditionally associated with divinity. In the Odyssey, Telemachus wishes that his father Odysseus might be delivered from the clouds, 

First by far to see her was Prince Telemachus, sitting among the suitors, heart obsessed with grief. He could almost see his magnificent father, here…in the mind’s eye – if only he might drop from the clouds and drive these suitors all in a rout throughout the halls and regain his pride of place and rule his own domains![footnoteRef:20] [20:  See Homer, The Odyssey, ed. by Peter Jones and E. V. Rieu (London: Penguin Classics, 2003), I.132–137.] 


Many other examples could be cited (the text varies between sources).[footnoteRef:21] As argued by Jonathan Fenno, the mist (clearly related to clouds) that surrounds Patroclus in the Iliad 17 is a signal or symbol of divine favour as well as a meteorological phenomenon. Zeus also intends to glorify the actions of heroes.[footnoteRef:22] It is not surprising that clouds were used as a literary device by the time Aristophanes wrote his comedy The Clouds in 423 BCE. [21:  See Homer, Odyssey, trans. by A. T. Murray, revised by George E. Dimock, Loeb Classical Library 120 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1919), I.132–137, p. 22-23.]  [22:  See Jonathan Fenno, 'The Mist Shed by Zeus in Iliad XVII', in The Classical Journal, 104 (2008), 1–9, p. 1.] 


Queen of the Air?

In 1869, John Ruskin (1819–1900) put forth the interesting but, according to Clement Saha, somewhat 'chaotic and obscure' theory that Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom, war, and handicraft, was also ‘Queen of the Air’.[footnoteRef:23] Perhaps recreating Greek mythology to suit his imagination, Ruskin claims that Athena was in control of generating air through the clouds and sky which in turn enabled ships to traverse the Mediterranean.[footnoteRef:24] Hermes is described as the ‘lord of the clouds’, as he ranges across the heavens as the messenger of the gods. Ruskin suggests a link with the more ancient gods of Egypt, since contends Hermes was derived from an earlier Egyptian deity that used the clouds as vessels for transport across the heavens.[footnoteRef:25] Ruskin further notes the importance of Aeolus, the divine guardian of the winds and the king of the mythical floating island of Aiolia. Ruskin explores the psychological aspect of Boreas, the god of the cold North Wind.[footnoteRef:26] While Ruskin's style does not conform to a scholarly standard, his observations are an attempt to break down myths into three parts that develop over time, namely the 'root' of a physical phenomenon, the personal deity, and moral principles.[footnoteRef:27] [23:  See Clarence Clement Saha, 'John Ruskin's The Queen of the Air A Critical Analysis' (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Houston, 1971) 
<https://uh-ir.tdl.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/db82bc51-33f5-4b81-aab2-4ade5dbd921d/content> [accessed 26 December 2023], pp. 1–3.]  [24:  See John Ruskin, The Queen of the Air, being a study of the Greek myths of Cloud and Storm (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1869), p. 15.]  [25:  Compare Ruskin, p. 32.]  [26:  Compare Ruskin, pp. 22–25.]  [27:  Compare Ruskin, p. 8.] 


Nephele and the Making of the Hellespont  

Perhaps the most significant of all cloud myths in the Greek system was that of the cloud nymph Nephele. As noted by Robert Fowler, the name Nephele means 'cloud'.[footnoteRef:28] According to some accounts, as explored by Harvey Nash, Zeus created a cloud in the image of Hera to trick Ixion, the king of the Lapiths.[footnoteRef:29] Later, the cloud, Nephele, married Athamas, king of Boeotia. This union produced twins, Phrixus and Helle. Later, the twins’ stepmother Ino conspires to induce a famine. Since clouds cause rain, this is an interesting threat. Nephele provides aid to her children in the shape of a flying golden ram, which is generally understood to be a literary device enabling her to transport her twins on the clouds (reflecting her position as a cloud nymph). Similarly to Orpheus and Eurydice, Phrixus and Helle are instructed not to look down when they are crossing the world’s oceans on the ram. However, Helle does look down and falls, creating the Hellespont. Literally ‘the sea of Helle’, the Hellespont is the narrow strip of water between Asia Minor and the Balkans. The most detailed account of this tale, quoted below, comes from Apollodorus’s Bibliotheke or Library of Greek mythology, thought by Aubrey Diller to have been compiled around the late first or second century CE.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  See Robert L. Fowler, 'The Myth of Kephalos as an Aition of Rain-Magic (Pherekydes FGrHist 3 F 34)', in Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 97 (1993), 29–42, p. 29.]  [29:  See Harvey Nash, 'The Centaur’s Origin: A Psychological Perspective, in The Classical World, 77.5 (1984), 273–291, p. 274.]  [30:  See Aubrey Diller, 'The Text History of the Bibliotheca of Pseudo-Apollodorus', in Studies in Greek Manuscript Tradition, ed. by A. Diller (Amsterdam: A. M. Hakkert, 1983), pp. 199–216, pp. 200–202.] 


Of the sons of Aeolus, Athamas ruled over Boeotia and begat a son Phrixus and a daughter Helle by Nephele. And he married a second wife, Ino, by whom he had Learchus and Melicertes. But Ino plotted against the children of Nephele and persuaded the women to parch the wheat; and having got the wheat they did so without the knowledge of the men. But the earth, being sown with parched wheat, did not yield its annual crops; so Athamas sent to Delphi to inquire how he might be delivered from the dearth. Now Ino persuaded the messengers to say it was foretold that the infertility would cease if Phrixus were sacrificed to Zeus. When Athamas heard that, he was forced by the inhabitants of the land to bring Phrixus to the altar. But Nephele caught him and her daughter up and gave them a ram with a golden fleece, which she had received from Hermes, and borne through the sky by the ram they crossed land and sea. But when they were over the sea which lies betwixt Sigeum and the Chersonese, Helle slipped into the deep and was drowned, and the sea was called Hellespont after her. But Phrixus came to the Colchians, whose king was Aeetes, son of the Sun and of Perseis, and brother of Circe and Pasiphae, whom Minos married. He received Phrixus and gave him one of his daughters, Chalciope. And Phrixus sacrificed the ram with the golden fleece to Zeus the god of Escape, and the fleece he gave to Aeetes, who nailed it to an oak in a grove of Ares. And Phrixus had children by Chalciope, to wit, Argus, Melas, Phrontis, and Cytisorus.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  See Apollodorus. The Library, Volume I: Books 1-3.9. Translated by James G. Frazer. Loeb Classical Library 121. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1921. I.9.1] 


There were many earlier references to this myth, notably by the poet Pindar (c. 518–c. 438 BCE) and the dramatists Aeschylus (c. 525–c. 456 BCE) and Euripides (c. 480–c. 406 BCE). The golden fleece would also feature as the prize that draws Aeneas to Colchis in The Aeneid. Aeschylus’s The Persians is particularly relevant. Nicholas Hammond argues that the focus on this myth and the Hellespont was due to the pontoon bridges constructed by Xerxes’s armies at the time of the Second Persian War (481–479 BCE).[footnoteRef:32] There are major similarities between the depiction of clouds in this myth and the cloud/fire pillars in  Exodus. Both myths present clouds as metaphorical representations of deities intervening in tangible ways, either by guiding the Israelites out of Egypt and protecting them from the Pharaoh’s armies or by creating the Hellespont, one of the most important waterways in the Greek world and a crucial barrier against invading Persians.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  See Nicholas G. L. Hammond, 'The construction of Xerxes' bridge over the Hellespont', in The Journal of Hellenic Studies, 88–107, pp. 89–93.]  [33:  Sere Leonidas Papadopolous, 'Sea Journeys in Ancient Greek Tragedy' (unpublished doctoral thesis, King’s College London, 2015) <https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/studentTheses/sea-journeys-in-ancient-greek-tragedy> [accessed 26 December 2023], ch. 1. ] 


Greek Science & Clouds

According to Alexander Mourelatos, the ancient Greeks had clear ideas about the science of clouds and weather. Xenophanes of Colophon (c. 570–c. 478 BCE) wrote about how clouds are formed by the vapours of the Sun and accurately identified how clouds are formed out of moisture collected in the sky originating from the seas.[footnoteRef:34] These ideas were either picked up or replicated by numerous later thinkers.[footnoteRef:35] According to C.C.W. Taylor, Anaxagoras of Miletus (c. 500–c. 428 BCE) described a version of the hydrological cycle.[footnoteRef:36] Finally, Aristotle’s Meteorology, composed around 340 BCE, describes how he thought clouds are formed. As discussed by Howard Frisinger, Chapters 3 and 9 of Book I of Meteorology focus on the formation of clouds. Some of the observations are valid, although the mechanics of formation were incorrect.[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  See Alexander Mourelatos, 'The Cloud––Astrophysics of Xenophanes and Ionian Material Monism', in The Oxford Handbook of Presocratic Philosophy, ed. by Patricia Curd and Daniel W. Graham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 134–168, pp. 134–136.]  [35:  See Eugene S. McCartney, 'Greek and Roman Weather Lore of the Sun and the Moon', in The Classical Weekly, 22.4 (1928), 25–31, pp. 25–31.]  [36:  C.C.W. Taylor, 'Anaxagoras and the Atomists', in From the Beginning to Plato: Routledge History of Philosophy, ed. by C.C.W. Taylor (New York, NY: Routledge, 1997), pp. 208–243, pp. 208–212.]  [37:  H. Howard Frisinger, 'Aristotle and his 'Meteorologica'', in Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society, 53.7 (1972), 634–638, pp. 634–638.] 

This creates a curious paradox. The Greeks were deeply concerned with the clouds as elements of their cosmology, and clouds could be mythological or symbolic. At the same time, however, a more scientific understanding was emerging of how clouds were formed and why it rained. As noted by Ralph Abercromby, clouds are a good example of the slow but steady drift from the world of mythos to the world of rationality and science or logos, which characterised the Greek world from the sixth century BCE.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Ralph Abercromby, 'Cloud-Land in Folk-Lore and in Science', in The Folk-Lore Journal, 6.2 (1888), 94–115, pp. 94-98. ] 


Conclusion

The association of gods and goddesses with the sky in general and clouds in particular are features of polytheistic (like ancient Greece) and monotheistic (like ancient Israel) belief systems. Their initial position was as harbingers of rain and life, quickly gave rise to an understanding of clouds as vessels to envelop the gods (as in Exodus) and transport them (as the flying ram) around the heavens. These myths from ancient Israel and Greece are both clearly sacral in their character, can be interpreted in an allegorical way, and also have a geographical element. Israelites fleeing Egypt were guided and obscured by clouds in the desert, and the golden ram was a symbol of clouds across the Hellespont. As noted by Mircea Eliade, both sets of myths are of sacral character, and as Geoffrey Kirk might note, the sacred social structure they support is a shared sense of community. While some myths might specifically relate to calendars and or rituals, clouds might be seen as something that act as an intermediary between the earth and the sky, perhaps gaining particular resonance in sacred landscapes such as the desert where early Israelites wandered, or the Hellespont from Asia into Europe. 

_____________________________________________
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C. Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.
This essay requires consideration of the theory and definition of myth and the use of myths related to the
sky. You need to take two different cultures and critically compare and contrast one sky myth from each.
You will need to consider definitions of myth and make it clear which definition, or definitions, you are
using. In a 3,500 word essay your scope is limited, so it is enough to take one sky myth from one culture
and one from another. You may refer to other myths, however, if it is appropriate, as supportive evidence.
You should explore the different narratives of each myth and consider how they conform to definitions of
myth. You may also look at function of these the sky myths, or if they have any relationship to calendar and
calendar rituals, if relevant. What conclusions can you draw about the nature of sky myths?
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