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Compare and contrast lunar sky myths from Greek and Chinese Cultures

Introduction:
The Moon is one of the luminaries in the sky, the lunar sky myth is the most significant cultural phenomenon for many ancient human cultures, Greek and Chinese myths are rich in telling about the moon’s stories, in general, the Moon is associated with motherhood, nutrition, fertility, harvest, immortality, and some other related aspects across human civilizations. This essay will emphasize studying the lunar sky myth, mainly comparing and contrasting the Moon goddess in Greek and Chinese cultures. In the beginning, this essay will focus on the definition of myth and how the sky myth is presented in the Greek and Chinese Cultures respectively. Secondly, it will discover the function of the Moon goddess myth in both Greek and Chinese Cultures. In addition, this essay will delve into the investigation of the relationship between the lunar sky myth and the Moon festivals in these two cultures.

Definition of the myth 
Myth by definition comes with different layers of meanings, its history could be traced back to pre-history times, since Plato, the word ‘mythos’ is referring to an intuitive, imaginative way of describing, or relating to the cosmos and is opposed to the reason-based worldview of ‘logos’. This theory spread commonly in both Greek and Chinese moon goddess myths and can be validated by different appearances. Though ancient Greek and China with thousands of miles apart, their myth both landed on the sky deities and the meaning or function of the moon goddess mostly have a lot in common.

In astrology, the Moon is one of the most important planets that impact human beings, and the cultural appearances of the moon most of the time are feminine characteristics. The Moon is been embodies with a protective meaning. When talking about the Moon myth, some of the myth stories are oriented from how the Moon phases are presented, in Greek lunar myth, there’re three Moon goddesses at different life phases which are aligned with the Moon phases.  And in Chinese culture, there were twelve moons in the sky, each one is on duty for one month and their appearances are different each night because of the Moon’s personality and the body’s characteristics. While for the Moon goddess in China, there’s only one Moon goddess named Chang’E.

When comes to the Greek Moon myth, from Sue Tompkins’ book The Contemporary Astrologer's Handbook: An In-depth Guide to Interpreting Your Horoscope, there exist three of the Moon goddesses are associated with the moon phases in ancient Greek times: Artemis, who is associated with the crescent or waxing Moon; Demeter, who is associated with the full Moon and Hecate, who represents the waning Moon. Each Moon goddess represents a different phase of the female body, from young to mature and wise. All these three goddesses are concrete of the whole meaning of the lunar deities. Artemis is the daughter of Zeus and Leto, she is the virgin goddess among the three and she protects the young women and wild creatures. She is the goddess of childbirth. Demeter represents the full moon goddess, “meter” in Greek means “mother”, and Demeter translated to “earth mother”, the story of Demeter looking for her daughter Persephone and forgetting about the living earth, and all the creatures began to wither and die, which brings the winter and when she found her daughter is the spring and the creature began to rebirth on earth again. The story is fully illustrated how the motherhood of Demeter. And Hecate is the wise moon goddess, she is helping people when they need assistance with advice, and her power in the underworld is to help look after the souls of the dead and make sure they made it to the underworld safely. Compared with the Chinese moon goddess, Hecate is unique in this role of protecting death and providing advice at life’s crossroads. [footnoteRef:1] In Chinese myth, the heaven and the underground are two different myth systems and the moon goddess’s scope is not in the realm of the underworld, instead, the underworld is kept by another underground god. [1:  Sue Tompkins, The Contemporary Astrologer's Handbook: An In-depth Guide to Interpreting Your Horoscope (London: Flare Publishing, 2010) P83-84] 


Compared with the three-moon goddess in Greek culture, in China, there’s only one moon goddess, her name is Chang’E, the concept or the magic of Chang’E evolves from time to time. Therefore, studying Chang’E sometime is a mirror to finding the society’s phenomenon or openness. The first book documented Chang’Er is Huai Nan Zi from Han Dynasty, in this book Chang’E is described as a selfish lady who stole the immortal pills from his husband Hou Yi, the protector of the earth to shoot nine suns. After she swallow the pills, she flew to the moon and stayed there all alone. On the moon, there’s a palace called Guang Han Gong (Grand Cold Palace), a rabbit fairy, and an Osmanthus tree. Later, the myth developed into another version in a later dynasty. People no more discuss the selfishness of the moon goddess, instead, they emphasized more humanities elements to Chang’E, to make this moon goddess more protective, feminine, Beautiful, immortal, and other good blessings.

Myth can also be a reference to stories or narratives related to mythology and an ancestral past. Take the born of the moon myth in China, for example, there’s an ancient myth book called Shan Hai Jing (Classica of Mountains and Seas), which illustrated how the moon was created. This concept of the moon is unique compared with the Greek myth. Once upon a time, there was a lady called Chang Xi, after pregnancy for twelve months, Chang Xi gave birth to twelve moons, and she bathed them often at a lake. The twelve moons looked identical and they all had pure and bright round faces. Each face reflects silver color glories that can shine the dark sky with light.

Then the twelve moon sisters came down to the earth to play and they were captured by how beautiful and marvelous the human landscape was. From that journey, they fostered an interest in the human world, and they played on earth for the entire day until their brother the Sun finished one day job and returned home, all of a sudden, the human land beauty was gone and replaced by a cold and darker night, people had to live in this black and scary world. It brought the twelve moons to think, they decided to follow their brother to bring the light to the human world during the night and to remove the panic inside humans’ hearts. Their mother Chang Xi agreed with their decision and their purity and immoral and their sacrifice to this world to help the people in the dark touch their mother. She arranged all the twelve-moon daughter on duty, each moon will take care of the night for an entire month, and twelve of them makes a whole year. Because the moon daughters were very shy, their appearances looked different in the sky each because they’re girls, each month there were certain days they cannot work on the period days, so on those days, there was no moon in the sky. All these made the moon phase different each night and makes a year with 12 months. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Xu Ke, Shan Hai Jing ( Classic of Mountains and Seas) (Beijing: Morden Press, 2016), P481-P483] 


Such sky myths about the moon validated the myth theories of some of them are true or may be not true. The myth of the twelve moons, some information from this myth is still current in contemporary days, such as we’re still using the twelve-month calendar system, and the moon phases are different in each month, from new moon, waxing, full moon, and waning. It did demonstrate that from early history age, people monitored and watched the sky closely and the moon was a very visible planet body in the universe to document and observe, myth passed down from generation to generation, some embody in books and others are in the storytelling versions. Some content of the myths is paradoxical or not that true or even with something with enchantment or fantasies features, but all of the myths are very fascinating to hear about. 

The function of the myth
The myth is equipped with different functions in the aspect of the history, anthropology, or humanity realm. In this essay, we will focus on the two functions of the myth, one is to enforcement of moral order and another is to reconcile consciousness.

Enforcement of moral order, the myth always comes with the human judgment orders of the right and wrongdoings. The content of the myth is associated with rituals, as Guy MacLean Rogers described in his book of The mysteries of Artemis of Ephesos.
The celebrations therefore were not just a mainstay of the order of the world as the Ephesians imagined it. They were the sacralized order, which the Kouretes/Ephesian governors of the polis during the Roman imperial period not only subsidized, but also played a crucial role in acting out ritually in public, thereby legitimating their own positions of power within Ephesian society,over generations. The internal economic spasms, natural disasters, and external attacks the Ephesians faced during the third century A.D. were direct challenges to that constructed order, an order in which the ancient Greeks believed the gods, especially Artemis, the “tutelary goddess” of the polis, had always been intimately and directly involved.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Rogers, Guy MacLean, The Mysteries of Artemis of Ephesos : Cult, Polis, and Change in the Graeco-Roman World (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2012) P265] 


The moon goddess Artemis and the related myths and its ceremonies are the way to enforce the moral order, and the information or the morals are enforced again and again from generation to generation. Similar to Chinese culture, the lunar myths about the Chang’E stories also by formalizing moral order, in the beginning, in Han Dynasty, the Chang’E myth is more about a story of stealing the immortal pills from her husband, that’s why some book of that time was criticized this selfish lady and the version of the myth was focus on describing her from a beautiful lady into an ugly frog after she flew to the moon, in Chinese myth, the god or goddess is always with perfectionism and are almost zero-tolerance to mistakes. As the goddess, they should be the moral models for people on the earth, that is why they’re exist. With the moral order itself and more moon elements added to the Chang’E stories, the myth removed the selfish portion of Chang’E and add more good features to her, described her as a beautiful, loving, and protective figure.  All these transits made the worship of the moon goddess more natural in Chinese culture, which will be discussed later in this essay as the festival part of the moon goddess with the festival rituals, some of the rituals come with thousands of years of history, they are forming the Chinese culture or the social orders.

In terms of consciousness of the myth, it can be easily recognized in the form of poets and other literature. The Greek moon goddess, Selene was identified with Artemis in the 5th century. The most popular story about Selene besides her silver chariot driving each night in the sky to brighten the moonlight to earth,  is the story with Endymion, Endymion is such a good-looking guy but with a mortal body, in order to keep his youth forever, Selene asked Zeus made him sleep in a cave and come down to earth to watch and protect him every night. These stories can be introduced the connection between the moon and the human. 

In the book of The Moon in the Greek and Roman Imagination, Mheallaigh mentioned that  
In the crucible of choral performance, new connections were forged between the moon and the stars in the night sky, and the chorus-leader and girls here on Earth as they celebrated a ritual of transition, most probably in their own reproductive lives. This tradition was at least as old as the songs of the Spartan poet Alcman in the seventh century BCE. Around the same time, across the sea on the island of Lesbos, the poet Sappho adapted the moon from this choral tradition and gave it sharper contours as a symbol of feminine beauty and desire.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Karen Ni’ Mheallaigh, The Moon in the Greek and Roman Imagination: Myth, Literature, Science and Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), P21-23] 


Also, Mheallaigh mentioned that in the Sappho’s hands, the moon was becoming a gendered symbol, used to evoke a world of female thought, memories and experiences. This is an expression of the moon goddess and its figures are considered as the extension of the conscious mind. And we can tell the Selene here is more with human nature desire for love and with female features.

While in Chinese culture, the consciousness of the moon goddess herself doesn’t come with the stories of such desire for love and romance. Though the moon goddess protects young women, romance, family gatherings, fertility, and motherhood. The Chinese moon goddess culture seems more to a bigger moral purpose, after Chang’E flew to the moon, there’s no romance happening to herself, while it purely carries people’s hope for a happy ending in their own romantic life after worshiping Chang’E. And the content of the worship rituals is not fixed, it evolves through generations, and at different places in China, the rituals actually differ across the nations.

The moon festivals in Greek and Chinese cultures
As Greece and China are both ancient civilizations, festivals in Greek and Chinese culture are common rituals to pass down the myth and protect the culture’s essence. Some rituals or festival forms might no longer be the same as thousands of years ago, but the journey of how they developed and transmitted from generation to generation reveal the tradition’s power.

Similarly, in these two cultures, in summer to autumn time, there exists a moon-related festival. In Greece, it is the August Full moon festival, which is held on the full moon day in August each year, in tradition, this day represented the beginning of the summer Olympic days. And on this day, people are supposed to go outside and get to know their neighbors. During ancient times, the month of August is called Metageition, which is translated to among neighbors. Nowadays, this day is more designed to extend the Olympic spirituals, preserve the Greek traditional cultures, exploration of Greek food, listen to concerts and music, and revisit the historical sites from ancient times. In the lunar sky myth, Selene and Endymion have 50 daughters, which presents the 50 months, equal to every four Olympic years. People take the chance to follow some traditional lifestyles even in the current societies, the spirituality of this festival is well recognized by the people who celebrate it or get acquainted with it.

In China, the mid-autumn festival is one of the most important traditional holidays. The importance is equivalent to the Thanksgiving days in the United States. The history of the mid-autumn festival began in pre-history and was prevalent in Han Dynasty and formalized in Tang Dynasty. The mid-autumn festival is also called the worship moon festival or the moonlight festival. The rituals associated with the mid-autumn festival are worshiping the moon, watching the moon, watching the tide, eating mooncakes, guessing the word puzzle, drinking Osmanthus wine, and so on, all these ritual activities are related to the moon goddess myths. People put their hope and best blessings to life on this day and the full moon represents perfectionism for individuals and families.

The Chinese mid-autumn festival is held on the lunar calendar, the 8th full moon day of the year. In ancient China times, agriculture is considered one of the most important economic activities across the country, people believe that the moon goddess are protecting them from the major natural disaster such as drought and floods and can promise them a prospective year of production the crop, thus, people believe if farmers worship to the moon on the mid-autumn festival’s night, the goddess will be happy to make sure the farmers have enough yield from the farmland. 

In Tang Dynasty, celebrating the mid-autumn festival was validated in many poems, the brilliant poets described the normal and royal families’ life about how to celebrate the mid-autumn festival, and people put the meaning of the moon to another level, they added missing the family members, in ancient times, the transportation methods were limited, for many people if they travel outside their hometown, it will be difficult to return home to gather with family members to celebrate this festival in a such short time. Then, instead, the poems were an outlet for those people to express their feelings about life and their families.

In Song Dynasty, people invented mooncakes, the mooncakes are made in a round shape to mimic the moon, inside the mooncakes, they taste the sweetness, which gave a cultural meaning to this food, if you eat a round mooncake, the next year, your life will come with good blessings.

In Ming and Qing Dynasty, the mid-autumn festival dinner combined the elements of mooncakes and other seasonal autumn food such as crabs, people ate crabs on the mid-autumn festival night and family members are sharing one big mooncake.
Osmanthus flowers are one of the most popular fragrances in the mid-autumn festival time, because in the Chang’Er flying to the moon sky myth, there’s an Osmanthus tree on the moon, people are using the Osmanthus tree as one of the connections to the sky myth itself, aiming to get closer or be more engaged with the lunar sky myth. Collection of the Osmanthus flowers becomes one of the rituals during the Chinese mid-autumn festival, people use the Osmanthus flowers to make mooncakes, wines, and other craftsmanship to celebrate this mid-autumn festival. 

The festival itself even only is one day of the year for both Greek and Chinese culture, but the spiritual stories meaning behind these two festivals are enormous, people find the connection of their individual and family life with these moon goddesses. The formatting of celebrating these two festivals are successful and the culture could be passed down by introducing and preserving a lot of the cultural meanings. Both cultures engaged many of rituals in between the celestials and human activities, such as watching the moon or worshiping the moon, these activities are from ancient times and with grounded civilized meanings even in current days. Though technology plays an important part in nowadays life, while preserving and extending the appreciation of the sky myth is never an easy way, individuals, families, and nations are playing an unforgettable part in this to develop the lunar sky myths. Though the sky comes with a more scientific perspective nowadays, still the enchantment of the sky myth brings another level of cultural evolution to the myth.

Conclusions
When talking about the moon, there’re enormous beautiful sky myths about this cosmos planet, it might be one of the oldest myths in many cultures. Comparing and contrasting the Greek and Chinese sky myth, revealed that both ancient cultures evolved and developed over time. The myth is not something written on a fixed stone, instead, a live fossil evolves over time to time. Though the Greek culture and Chinese Cultures with such prominent differences, in terms of the sky myth, there share many similarities in terms of the magic scope of the moon goddesses. It did demonstrate that cosmology or the sky myth has a lot of things in common, the ground of the Greek and Chinese lunar myth is all about feminine wisdom and how they are protecting the Earth and bring the moonlight to shine through the night, to let people escape from the darkness of uncertainty, meanwhile, the moon goddess protect the young women, gives them the best blessings of the romance life and ensure good fertility and even with more good beliefs in the harvest, as a nutrition motherhood figures among the myths. Though they were written in different languages and with various myth systems and goodness names in the two cultures, they hold the same good blessings for humankind. The characteristics of the moon goddess are different in the two cultures, and in spite of where the powers are obtained or generated, they were seen as a connection between the human consciousness and the celestial skies, people’s imaginations are revealed not only in these sky myths but also the related poems, songs, and other literature. The myths and rituals are two inseparable pieces in human history spam. The purpose of the myth is not to identify the true or not true, but it did provide a new perspective to understand the culture from anthropological, astronomy, and astrological perspective. The functions of the myth are well explained through the development of the myths themselves, they’re live pieces in human history.
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