Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.

Introduction

This assignment is a critical analysis of the Egyptian myth of the Book of the Heavenly Cow translated by Edward Frank Wente, a Professor of Egyptology at the University of Chicago, and published in The Literature of Ancient Egypt in 2003.[footnoteRef:1] I will compare and contrast this myth with the Greek story of Phaëthon translated by classics scholar and Dean at University of Chicago, Frank Justus Miller, in 1916 and found in volume one of  Ovid’s Metamorphoses.[footnoteRef:2] This paper will discuss the definition and function of myths within their cultural context, compare interpretations of solar myths, and, finally, consider possible links between the emergence of the astrological significance of the sun and the role of the sun god’s, Helios and Re, in the chosen myths.  [1: William Kelly Simpson, The Literature of Ancient Egypt, 3rd edn. (Yale University Press, 2003) p. 289-298.]  [2:  Frank Justus Miller. Ovid’s Metamorphoses Vol. I, (Harvard University Press, 1916.) p. 61-89.] 


Definition

In his book on modern theories of myth, religious studies scholar Robert Segal speculates that humans may have been theorizing on myths for as long as we have been creating them, however, the concept that these hypotheses are scientific, and can be proven with evidence, only first arose in the late nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:3] Theorists such as Segal refer to those modern scholars as natural mythologists because of their literal interpretation of myths, nearly exclusively purporting ‘myth to be about the physical world rather than about the human mind…’ and that the function of a myth was simply to explain external world phenomena such as vegetation and lunar cycles or weather patterns.[footnoteRef:4] Natural mythologist’s James Frazer and Edward Taylor appeared to define myth as stories which only served to teach and explain the workings of the natural world, such as why and how it rains, and they seemingly define myth as not only unscientific but false as opposed to, in their view, the ultimate truth that is natural science.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Robert Segal. ‘Jung's Very Twentieth-Century View of Myth’, The Journal Of Analytical Psychology, 48.5, (2003), (p. 593) <DOI: 10.1111/1465-5922.00422>.]  [4:  Segal. ‘Jung's Very Twentieth-Century’, p. 608.]  [5:  Segal. ‘Jung's Very Twentieth-Century’, p. 598.] 

Natural mythologists and contemporary theorists have not been able to unite on a single conclusive statement as to what exactly defines a myth. It seems that, just as each person is the holder of their own individual perspective, there appear to be equally innumerable definitions of myth, thus making it nearly impossible to achieve one standard understanding. However, the twentieth century brought a new outlook on the theory of myth. Segal noticed that psychologists at the time, such as Carl Jung, were aware that the twentieth century differentiated itself from the past through a ‘distinct clear-cut separation of the psychological from the physical and the metaphysical- the separation of the inner from the outer’.[footnoteRef:6] To Jung, psychologizing the world meant that western society had removed their unconscious projections, which took the form of mythic personalities such as the gods and goddesses, from the external natural world and allowed for new theories on the ultimate origins and function of myth to arise.[footnoteRef:7] For example, Jungian analyst Marie Louise Von Franz followed in Jung’s footsteps by defining myth and legends as stories that ‘get at the basic patterns of the human psyche through an overlay of cultural material’.[footnoteRef:8] Von Franz later considers how archetypal stories, such as myths, legends, and fairy tales, originate: [6:  Segal. ‘Jung's Very Twentieth-Century’, p. 593.]  [7:  Segal. ‘Jung's Very Twentieth-Century’, p. 595.]  [8:  Marie-Louise Von Franz, ‘The Interpretation of Fairy Tales’, 1st ed, (Shambhala Publications, 1996), p. 1.] 


‘I think it likely that the most frequent way in which archetypal stories originate is through individual experiences of an invasion by some unconscious content, either in a dream or in a waking hallucination – some event or some mass hallucination whereby an archetypal content breaks into an individual life.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Von Franz, ‘The Interpretation of Fairy Tales’ p. 24.] 


One could argue Von Franz’s statements as unscientific due to their inability to be proven in a way that would satisfy a natural mythologist, however, Segal himself, offers a concise, contemporary definition of myth. Segal explains myth to be a story with main characters which are personalities (be they mortal or divine, human or animal); and additionally, the story is about something significant and holds some level of conviction in its upholders, true or otherwise.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Robert Alan Segal, ‘Myth: A Very Short Introduction’, (Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 4-6.] 


Content and Context

Portions of the Book of the Heavenly Cow are found inscribed inside the golden shrines of Tutankhamen, and within the royal tombs of Sety I, Ramesses II, Ramesses III, and Ramesses VI with the most complete version being in Sety I’s.[footnoteRef:11] Professor of Egyptology and translator Edward Frank Wente notes that, while commonly attributed to the New Kingdom, portions of this myth are alluded to in the Middle Kingdom text The Teaching for Merikare, and informs that the Book of the Heavenly Cow is ‘possibly the oldest extended mythical narrative from ancient Egypt’.[footnoteRef:12] The myth begins with humans plotting against the ageing sun king, Re. Re consults with the other ancestral gods to consider what to do about this rebellion against him, after several conflicts and fantastical scenes, Re is put upon the back of Nut, the goddess of the sky, who has been transformed into a cow. Re then provides the Milky way to assist Nut in lifting him higher into the sky and subsequently creates the planets, stars, the two skies (day and night), and honours Thoth, the moon, which reflects the sun’s light, as his vicar. Finally, as Re falls into Nun in the west, he proclaims to the rising gods in the east that he alone has arranged the cosmos, and all of this was in order to assign each god their ba, which Professor of Cultural Astronomy, Nicholas Campion, describes as ‘the soul’.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Nadine Guilhou, ‘Myth of the Heavenly Cow’, UCLA Encyclopedia Of Egyptology, (2010), p. 1-2, <https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2vh551hn>. [3 December 2025]]  [12:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 289.]  [13:  Nicholas Campion, ‘Astrology And Cosmology In The World’s Religions’, (New York University Press, 2012), p. 91.] 

With Segal’s definition in mind, The Book of the Heavenly Cow can clearly be considered a myth. This is shown by the ancient story being laboriously carved into sacred spaces, suggesting that it was considered highly significant to ancient Egyptians. The text includes ritual instructions for nonroyals which is important because, as Wente states, these sections allowed ancient Egyptian citizens to learn, through magic, how they ‘could participate, especially after death, in the sun god’s process of renewal’, which indicates that the residents were sure of the truth of this myth.[footnoteRef:14] Finally, this story aligns with Segal’s definition of myth because it included several characters, Re being the primary personality, who the story illustrates as a compassionate noble, aligns with the idea of a ‘good king’. [14:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 290.] 

Frank Justus Miller introduces volume one of Metamorphoses with a brief introduction to the author, Ovid, a Roman who lived in 43 B.C.[footnoteRef:15] Miller reveals that Metamorphoses was completed in 7 A.D. and is considered Ovid’s greatest work of art because [15:  Miller, ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, p. vii.] 


‘…Ovid attempts no less a task than the linking together into one artistically harmonious whole all the stories of mythology. … Every important myth is at least touched upon, and though the stories differ widely in place and time, there is no break in the sequence of narration. The poet has seized upon every possible thread of [connection] as he passes on from cycle to cycle of story; and where this [connection] is lacking, by various ingenious and artistic devices a connecting-link is found.’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Miller, ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, p. ix-x.] 


Phaëthon, the myth, begins at the luxurious palace of the sun where a young man, Phaëthon, has come for confirmation that Helios, the sun, is his father. Before the sun, Phaëthon asks that he ‘grant me proof, my father, by which all may know me for thy true son’ and Helios generously swears to permit him any wish, yet later regrets this vow as Phaëthon only desires to drive his chariot for a day.[footnoteRef:17] Bound by his word, Helios offers his son guidance for his journey, yet ultimately Phaëthon is unable to wield the power of Helios’s four horses and loses control, allowing the horses to run wild and scorching the earth below. Gaia, the earth, pleads that Zeus, the king of the gods, intervein which results in Phaëthon being struck by a lightning bolt. The tale ends with grieving Helios refusing his position for a day until all the gods beg him to return; as he travels through the sky, he repairs the damaged rivers and forest of the earth.  [17:  Miller, ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, p. 63.] 

Just as before, the story of Phaëthon can be proven to be a myth under Segal’s definition. As Miller stated, this ancient story is important because it was ‘obtained from the sources Ovid himself drew them [from]- from Homer, Hesiod, the Greek tragedians, the Alexandrine poets, and many others’, and this oral tradition can indicate the narratives cultural significance.[footnoteRef:18] The poem aligns with Segal’s definition of myth by illustrating Phaëthon and his father as primary characters with distinct personalities and even includes an explanation for the Libyan desert, stating that it was formed due to Phaëthon’s fiery fall, which suggests that the audience may have held conviction in this tale.  [18:  Miller, ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, p.  x.] 


Interpretation

In a brief analysis of the Book of the Heavenly Cow, Egyptologist Guilhou is assured this is an ‘etiological myth examining the origins of certain natural phenomena and religious festivals as well as legitimizing the institution of Egyptian kingship’.[footnoteRef:19] Wente also took on this objective interpretation of the myth, implying it is a creation story of the sky detailing how the planets, stars, and Milky Way originated.[footnoteRef:20] This external perspective is valid, however, mythologist and astrologer Demetra George explores an alternative function of mythology in her literature on the dark moon where she states that: [19:  Guilhou, ‘Myth of the Heavenly Cow’, p. 1. ]  [20:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 289. ] 


‘To the ancients, the myths were the repositories of their traditions and wisdom. On an outer level the myths were oral legends that conveyed the stories of their creation and the history of humanity…[Yet,] on an inner level the myths depicted the psychology of the human condition. The stories of the gods and goddesses represented the basic archetypal scripts and characters that were available to individuals, and through which they could live out the meaning of their lives.’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Demetra George, ‘Mysteries Of The Dark Moon’, 1st ed, (Harper Collins, 1992), p.111. ] 


Taking a psychological position on a facet of Re’s myth releases it from the restriction of being merely an explanation of celestial phenomena and expands it into a message of cooperation between consciousness and unconsciousness. 
Re can be identified as a symbol of consciousness, a quality of awareness, in the first line, where we learn that he is ‘the self-generated god’ who appears to have sprang up out of Nun.[footnoteRef:22] This association is confirmed again in considering his role as king, where he alone holds the deciding factor in the face of conflict. In discussing the ancient cosmology of Egypt, Campion illuminates that one of many beliefs was that ‘the original existence was Nun, the Primeval Waters or Primordial Ocean, dark, deep, endless, and infinite.’[footnoteRef:23] Campion’s description of Nun as the primordial waters, perhaps that same darkness that ‘was upon the face of the deep’ in Genesis, from which the creator manifested aligns with Jungian Analyst’s Marchiano, Stewart, and Lee’s definition of the collective unconscious.[footnoteRef:24] They inform that the unconscious is that which ‘connects us all …[and] runs beneath our feet like an underground river, from which we all draw water.’[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 290.]  [23:  Campion, ‘Astrology And Cosmology’, p.85.]  [24:  Holy Bible: King James Version, (Barnes & Noble, 2018), Genesis 1:2]  [25:  Lisa Marchiano and Deborah Stewart with Joseph Lee, Dreamwise, (Boulder, CO, Sounds True, 2024) p. 16. ] 

In his work on the effects of the unconscious, Jung recounts an uncertain time when he suggested that he and his patient ‘keep an eye open for any movements coming from a sphere of the psyche uncontaminated by [their] superior wisdom...’.[footnoteRef:26] The satirical remark of the supposed sovereignty of consciousness counsels that, ideally, consciousness, although operating as the psychological authority, should value the input of the unconsciousness for its ability to expand one’s self understanding. The myth reflects this point, beginning with an uncertain Re considering how to resolve the rebellion of humankind, he calls upon the wisdom of several gods, yet, in this court of ancestors, he directs his query first to Nun and glorifies him as the ‘eldest god in whom I originated…’.[footnoteRef:27] Nun then returns this honour addressing Re as, ‘O my son Re, the god mightier than the one who produced you and greater than those who created you…’[footnoteRef:28] And once again, Re’s depth of respect for Nun is witnessed at the end of the tale as Re returns to the primal waters, Nun, yet before revealing his divine plan, to establish the ba’s, orders the gods to ‘Give praise to the eldest god, in whom I originated!’[footnoteRef:29] These passages have been isolated to illustrate the mutual love and respect between Re and Nun, just as Jung has advised. This myth, through an interior lens, shows how consciousness (Re) solves an existential crisis in the cosmos and restores harmony between the gods and humankind with the sagacious aid of the unconscious (Nun).  [26:  C.G. Jung, Two Essays In Analytical Psychology, 2nd ed., (Princeton University Press, 1966) ebook, p. 105.]  [27:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 290.]  [28:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 290.]  [29:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p.296.] 

The story of Helios and Phaëthon can also be examined from a psychological perspective by first identifying Phaëthon as a symbol of the ego. Marchiano, Stewart, and Lee define ego as the aspect of personality which ‘allows us to adapt to changing circumstances and exercise choice and autonomy’, and they connect ego to the determination to attain ones desires.[footnoteRef:30] The myth depicts ego’s unfortunate capacity to fall into obstinance, witnessed when Helios describes the dangers ahead and pleads Phaëthon to reconsider driving his mighty chariot, yet his mind remains unchanged. The text makes this clear when it states ‘The Father’s warning ended; yet [Phaëthon] fought against the words, and urged his first request, burning with desire to drive the chariot.’[footnoteRef:31]  [30:  Marchiano and Stewart with Lee, Dreamwise, p. 14.]  [31:  Frank Justus Miller. ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ p. 67. ] 

Next, from an interior view, Helios can be categorized as an archetypal heavenly father; in fact, many cultures have expressed a paternal relationship with the sun. An example of this is provided in Jung’s memoir, where he recalls sitting with Taos chief, Ochwiay Biano, in New Mexico and writes:

…[With] the blazing sun rising higher and higher, [Biano] said, pointing to the sun, “Is not he who moves there our father? How can anyone say differently? How can there be another God? Nothing can be without the Sun.”[footnoteRef:32] [32:  C.G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Rev. edn., (Vintage Books Edition, 1989), p. 250.] 


However, the literature further paints father Helios, or as he is called in this work, Phoebus (meaning ‘bright one’), as magnificent and awe inspiring in his palace atop ‘high and lofty columns, bright with glittering gold and bronze that shone like fire.’[footnoteRef:33] Helios is positioned at the centre and ‘Clad in a purple robe, …[sitting] on his throne gleaming with brilliant emeralds.’[footnoteRef:34] With this depiction in mind, the mythic sun moves beyond the father role and becomes resonant with an image of the Self. This is evident in Marchiano, Stewart, and Lee’s explanation that [33:  Frank Justus Miller. ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ p.61.]  [34:  Frank Justus Miller. ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’ p. 61-62.] 


‘Encounters with the Self can be marked by numinous images and a sense of awe and otherness. The mysterious and central source of life energy, the Self, is often represented by religious symbols and figures.’[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Marchiano and Stewart with Lee, Dreamwise, p. 17.] 


The state of awe these authors referenced also runs throughout the story, for instance, as Phaëthon approaches the sun, he ‘halted some little space away, for he could not bear the radiance at a nearer view.’[footnoteRef:36] Here Helios, as sun, resembles God in a passage where Moses requests to see his glory; Yahweh responds: [36:  Frank Justus Miller. ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, p. 61.] 


‘I will make all my goodness pass before thee, and I will proclaim the name of the LORD before thee…[However] Thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see me, and live.’[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Holy Bible: King James Version, (Barnes & Noble, 2018), Exodus 33:19-20] 


This points to the myth potentially portraying Phaëthon’s inability to resist his desire as a warning of ego inflation which counsellor Christopher Kam defines as ‘an unconscious expansion of one's personality beyond its proper limits’.[footnoteRef:38] Phaëthon imagines that, because he is the son of the sun, he can stay the luminaries’ fiery horses, thus triggering a catastrophe leading to not only the death of the ego, but threatening psychic elements represented by the charred earth and dry river beds. Resisting exclusionary external interpretations of these myths suggests an ancient understanding of the ideal, corporative, and respectful relationship between consciousness and unconsciousness and a forewarning of delusions of grandeur that lead to destruction and bereavement. Reflecting deeply on these lessons, each myth holds a capacity to, as George claimed, offer meaning to one’s life.  [38:  Christopher Kam, ‘Psychoanalytic contributions in distinguishing willful ignorance and rational knowledge avoidance’, Frontiers in psychology, vol. 14, (2023) (p. 02.) <DOI: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1025507>.] 


Astrological Association

To understand the astrological association of the Sun, one can examine how astrologers of antiquity stressed its location. Ancient astrologers developed a classification system called sect, which indicates the significance they placed on the timing of birth and was an immediate consideration when delineating a chart.[footnoteRef:39] Determining sect was simple, one born in the day (with the sun above the horizon) was to be classified as diurnal, with the sun reigning as ‘sect leader’, while a night birth would be categorized as nocturnal and the moon operating as sect leader. Concerning sect, George informs that, unfortunately, ancient texts do not provide a direct interpretation of the character of diurnal or nocturnal natives; however, [39:  Demetra George, ‘Ancient Astrology In Theory And Practice’,(Vol. 1),(Auckland: Rubedo Press, 2019), p. 73.] 


‘From a modern perspective one could propose that diurnal individuals belong to the solar sect school of thought, where the Sun represents the mind and soul, the light of consciousness, an objective state of awareness, the use of reason, and an inclination to bring things to light and illuminate them.’[footnoteRef:40] [40:  George, ‘Ancient Astrology’, p. 76.] 


George’s emphasis on the diurnal ability to illuminate recalls Helios’s display of omniscience when he appears to know Phaëthon’s name and parentage without being previously advised, and later being glorified as possessing ‘eyes which behold all things’, a quality further portrayed in his role as witness of Persephone’s abduction.[footnoteRef:41] The sun’s mythical awareness and foresight relates to George’s sect interpretation where the sun represents the faculty of reason as opposed to being swept away by unseen forces and motivations as evidenced by Phaëthon’s inability to control the wild steeds.  [41:  Miller, ‘Ovid’s Metamorphoses’, p. 62.] 

From another viewpoint, in order to explain the role and function of the astrological sun, Jungian analyst and astrologer Liz Greene first begins her discussion through a description of the sun’s symbolic character.[footnoteRef:42] Throughout various myths, such as that of Phaëthon and The Heavenly Cow, it becomes obvious that the primary association of the sun is its role as the king. Greene immediately identifies the sun’s symbolic kingship as:  [42:  Liz Greene and Howard Sasportas, ‘The Luminaries’, (Samuel Weisner Inc.,1992) p. 110. ] 


‘…one of the oldest and most profound mythic representations of the Sun…[And] Until the beginning of the present century, kingship was perceived as the earthly embodiment of the godhead, the moral vessel through which the will of the divine made itself known in the world.’[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Greene and Sasportas, ‘The Luminaries’, p. 81.] 


Greene’s interpretation of the symbol of kingship is strengthened when examining the history of monarchs across cultures claiming divine lineage from the sun as well as literally identifying themselves with the central star.[footnoteRef:44] In their work on mythic gods and goddesses and their astrological significance, astrologer’s Guttman and Johnson, state that ‘the Sun has always been symbolic of [ones] directed will…’ which reverberates the essence of the earthly king, he who holds the power and authority to dictate his will unanimously throughout the kingdom.[footnoteRef:45] This point on the sun’s association with decisions and the power to act goes deeper still, as Greene later notes that in ancient times, perhaps through his solar heritage, the king’s position also included that of ‘pontifex, the bridge-builder who mediated between heaven and earth’; and this statement touches the heart of one meaning of the sun in astrology.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  Campion, ‘Astrology And Cosmology’, p. 88.]  [45:  Arielle Guttman and Kenneth Johnson, ‘Mythic Astrology’, (Vermont: Echo Point Books & Media, 1993) p. 23.]  [46:  Greene and Sasportas, ‘The Luminaries’, p. 81.] 

From an earthly perspective, it is established that one must obey the commands of the king as he is seen as being ordained by the heavens, yet just as Phaëthon is the son of Helios, near the opening of the Egyptian myth, Re directs the other gods to ‘see, mankind, who originated from my Eye’, which Wente interprets as mankind’s emergence from the tears of Re.[footnoteRef:47] This suggests that, from the Egyptian mythic view, each person is a type of descendant, or child, of the sun god and thus they must partake in a portion of his divinity. With this in mind, the astrological sun can be seen as a bridge between the divine and the earthly; the sun, carrying symbolic authority, can be considered to represent a unique set of laws that the native must be true to, which come down from and connect one to the cosmic centre, the heavenly father, or the mythical sun king.  [47:  Simpson, ‘The Literature of Ancient Egypt’, p. 290.] 


Conclusion

	This paper has looked at several understandings of myth, including nineteenth-century mythologists who believed myths to, on the surface, only serve as an explanation of natural phenomena, yet from a twentieth-century view, myths began to appear to speak to some underlying primary patterns latent in the psyche. Of the definitions explored, this essay adhered to Segal’s understanding of myth as simply a story including central characters, whose storyline felt important and was regarded as true (factually or not) in the original culture. In observing the cultural context surrounding both the Egyptian Book of the Heavenly Cow and Ovid’s Phaëthon, this essay has determined that each fall within Segal’s parameters and are thus considered to be myths. The essay then surveyed two mythologists’ objective assumption of interpretation and proceeded to examine the validity of psychological interpretation which found that these narratives can also function to identify universal inner world predicaments, such as the ego’s potential to suffer from grandiose delusions and subtly portraying the value of the unconscious to consciousness, while providing a sense of understanding and meaning to the reader or listener. Finally, the paper ended with a consideration of the correlation between solar legend and the astrological meaning of the sun. It was discovered that the mythical role of divine kingship was of primary importance, which led to the astrological sun relating to certain values (or “laws”) that rule over the native’s life. Ultimately, the role of the sun in myth is so utterly vast that this essay could only briefly examine a few minor facets of its rich symbolism, which further illuminates the power the sun holds to enchant and engage the human mind so inexhaustibly for ages. 

