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Compare and Contrast Two Sky Myths from Two Different Cultures
Word Count 3373

	This essay will endeavour to look at two separate sky myths from different European cultures that are both related to how they pertain to the Milky Way and its creation story in each culture. The first myth will be from the Norse mythology of the Viking age and will look at the Milky Way as a physical representation of “Bifrost” the bridge between worlds. In Norse culture, the Bifrost separates Asgardr, the realm of the gods, and Midgardr, Middle Earth, or the world of men. One of the traditional interpretations of how the Norse people possibly viewed the Milky Way was as an entry to the realm of Hel, the dually named goddess of the dead the afterlife of those who had not died a warrior’s death in battle. The second Milky Way sky myth will be one from Greco-Roman Classical culture, particularly from Ancient Greece. The importance of the Milky Way’s mythos in relation to the people of Northwestern and Mediterranean Europe will be explored as well as influences from other cultures that interlapped or influenced both peoples, such as Germanic and Ancient Egyptian societies.

	It is not unusual to have myths in early civilisations that are related to the sky or sky phenomena such as visible celestial bodies, and in societies that are void of modern light pollution and industrial smog, these phenomena are often integral to communities as seasonal calendars for the purpose of hunting, farming or navigation and travelling. Alternatively, many cultures look to sky myths and progression as a spiritual measure that is symbolic on key dates such as solstices or equinoxes. Jonas Perrson[footnoteRef:1] suggested that the Norse, especially the Icelandic Norse, were able astronomers who used Latin phrases because the knowledge of their traditional Germanic names for constellations and stars had been lost. Apart from the individual spiritual deities that are represented in different sky myths, many societies did specify the patterns of the Milky Way in their mythology. In the southern hemisphere, the Milky Way was known among the Inca as the symbolic embodiment of the animal constellations [and] were responsible for the procreation and augmentation of their counterparts on the earth[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Jonas Persson, Norse Constellations Digitalis Education Resources, (2017) online]  [2:  The Great Inca Road, Milky Way: The Road in the Sky, online] 


	Hawaiian Polynesian mythology identified a large, blue shark in the Milky Way that devoured the stars and clouds behind him, while Māori Polynesians also identified the Milky Way as a sacred shark deity Te Mangaroa, that is placed in the sky by the god Maui.

	"The king shark of Kane and Kanaloa in Lewa-lani, called Ku-kama-ulu-nui-	akea or Kalake‘e-nui-a-Kane, whom Ka-ulu slays in this legend and whose spirit flies 	up to the Milky Way, has its prototype in the South Seas. In the Tuamotus the Milky 	Way is the sacred ocean of Kiho-tumu; the dark rift in the Milky Way is his sacred 	ship, called The-Long-Shark". In New Zealand the Milky Way (Te Mangaroa) is 	called The-fish-of-Maui (Te-ika-Maui).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Martha Warren Beckwith, Hawaiian Mythology, University of Hawaii Press, p. 439] 


	In the above quote, Beckwith demonstrates how the Polynesian diaspora adapted and changed their mythos, while keeping to a similar theme of a shark deity, or shapeshifter into a shark form deity being integral to the creation of the Milky Way. As it was with Polynesian cultures, there is a similar crossover and transcultural exchange between Germanic and Norse communities and Greco-Roman societies.

	According to Rudolf Simek[footnoteRef:4] an interpretation of the Bifrost is as a colourful, “rainbow” bridge, whereas other scholars have identified Bifrost as the Milky Way. Alternatively, as opposed to both theories that Bifrost is a rainbow or the Milky Way, there is some apocryphal evidence that the Bifrost was how the Norse viewed the Northern Lights. A Sami myth of the people from the northernmost Scandinavia, recounts a man being kidnapped and traversed to the realm of the dead by the Aurora, presumably as a personification of the aurorae. However, Neil Davis[footnoteRef:5] examined the visibility of the Northern Lights during the Viking age and concluded that there would have been poor displays during this period. In the Poetic Edda, Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241) writes in the Grímnismál and Fáfnismál that the “Bilröst”, an alternate spelling and name for the Bifrost, was ‘heaven’s bridge [that] burns all in flames’[footnoteRef:6]. The background to this line is that the god Odin, the main deity of the Norse pantheon, in the form of a man named Grimnir, is imparting knowledge about the universe and mankind’s part in it to the mortal Agnarr as a reward to for helping him [Odin] to escape from Agnarr’s father, King Gerriod.  [4:  Rudolf Simek A Dictionary of Northern Mythology Angela Hall (trans.) (2007) pp. 36-7]  [5:  Davis, Neil the Aurora Watcher Handbook, (1992) p. 62  ]  [6:  Henry Bellows the Poetic Edda (1923)] 


	The Bifrost bridge as a rainbow as opposed to the Milky Way can also be discredited by the etymology of the Old Norse [ON] word for rainbow, regnbogi, which came out of the Proto-Germanic root word regnabugô, regnɋ (meaning rain) and bugô (meaning bow). Whereas Bifrost comes from bif/bifask [ON], which translates to mean shimmering and trembling or shaking along with rost the Old Norse word for road. If the Bifrost was supposed to be a rainbow road or bridge it would presumably be implied in the name and instead would have been called Regnbogi-rost. Although, Germanic people undoubtedly would have been aware of the aurora there has been no written evidence regarding it discovered yet relating it to the Bifrost or otherwise.

	Conversely, it can be argued that the Yggdrasil, the “World Tree” is an allegory for the Milky Way. Yggdrasil’s branches stretch between the nine realms of Norse mythology and link the worlds with each other which can be interpreted as a symbolic representation of celestial and planetary bodies moving throughout the solar system. Customarily though, Yggdrasil is usually perceived as a spiritual and physical link between realms in the universe as opposed to being a stand in for cosmological bodies. Peter Krüger[footnoteRef:7] expands on the idea of Yggdrasil representing the Milky Way by interpreting a stanza from the Grímnismál as stating that the three roots of the tree connect to the realms of Hel, the Frost Giants (Jotunheim or alternatively Utgard) and Midgard.  [7:  Peter Kruger Three Roots on Three Ways: Yggdrasil and the Milky Way Germanic Astronomy (online) (2013)] 


	Þríar rœtr 
	standa á þría vega
	undan aski Yggdrasils;
	Hęl býr und ęinni,
	annarri hrímþursar,
	þriðju męnskir męnn.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Finnur Jónsson translation in Carolynne Larrington, Introduction and Notes. The Poetic Edda verse 31, 1996] 


	31. The roots spread in three directions
	Under the ash Yggdrasil;
	Under one Hel dwells, the second frost-ogres,
	The third the human race.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Andy Orchard, The Elder Edda: A Book of Viking Lore ‘The Lay of Grimnir’ verse 31, 2011] 

	
	Regarding the location of Hel, Krüger further identifies ‘Hel as the constellation Lyra with the bright blue star Vega [being the and the personification of the goddess Hel.] Lyra is located next to the Milky Way and nearly touches the Tropic of Cancer[footnoteRef:10] [in the Celestial sphere]. This location of Hel as adjacent to the Milky Way echoes the symbolism that one of the roots of Yggdrasil was a conduit towards the place of Hel and the Milky Way was a passageway towards Hel or the “underworld”. The sky myth of Bifrost as the Milky Way, or the third root of the World Tree leading through the cosmos to the world of man marks an earth centric view with Midgard (Earth) literally being the middle of the universe with the planets and intersecting constellations in their planes on the Celestial Sphere.  [10:  Kruger (2013)] 


	With regards to the roots of Yggdrasil being a triad that circumvented the world of man (Midgard) and instead the third root is directly linked Niflheim, ‘the cold, dark, misty world of the dead’[footnoteRef:11] and abode of Hel, John Lindow suggested that in the Gylfaginning (the Beguiling of Gylfi), Snorri Sturluson expanded ‘the universal principle of the world tree by moving the third root into the mythological plane.’[footnoteRef:12] William Bascom (1912-1981) put forward the term “prose narrative” as ‘an appropriate term for the widespread and important category of verbal art which includes myths, legends, and folktales.’[footnoteRef:13] Within Norse mythology, the prose narrative is the collection of the folkloric spirituality that emerged from Proto-Germanic pagan religion[footnoteRef:14], more is known about the Norse branch of the mythology and their pantheon of gods as Scandinavia was relatively late in its conversion to Christianity than the Germanic tribes of Continental Europe and Anglo-Saxon England. According to Polomé and Turville-Petre, ‘Germanic Culture extended, at various times from the Black Sea to Greenland, or even the North American continent.’[footnoteRef:15] [11:  Britannica, Niflheim: Norse Mythology ]  [12:  John Lindow, Norse Mythology p. 321 (2002)]  [13:  William Bascom, The Forms of Folklore: Prose Narratives. The Journal of American Folklore, 78(307) p. 3 (1965)]  [14:  Paul C. Bauschatz The Well and The Tree: World and Time in Early Germanic Culture (1982)]  [15:  Edgar Charles Polomé and E.O.G. Turville-Petre, Germanic Religion and Mythology in Britannica, online updated 2023.] 


	Mesoamerican Mayan culture share with Germanic mythology a similar duality regarding a world tree, in their case the Great Ceiba Tree, intersects the realm of man and or is the symbolic allegory of the Milky Way being a connection road, between the cosmoses known as Sac Be, or White Road[footnoteRef:16]. Later versions of the Ceiba Tree as the Milky Way expanded on the connection between the afterlife and this one, with the white blossoms that fall from the tree being newborn souls descending in order to be born. This dichotomy of the Milky Way being either a conduit passage or a portal bridge/road, or alternatively part of a cosmic tree shares many similarities to the Norse representations of Bifrost and Yggdrasil and developed independently of each other in a Jungian (Carl Jung, 1875-1961) manifestation of collective unconsciousness[footnoteRef:17]. [16:  David L. Smith, the Maya Celestial Realm: The Milky Way, (2023) online]  [17:  American Psychological Association, Collective Unconsciousness APA dictionary online.] 


	The traditional interpretation of the word (and meaning behind the word) myth is from the Ancient Greek μῦθος (mȳthos) meaning story, fable or alternatively fiction, however the word has changed over time to incorporate a selected version of a supernatural truth. While the word myth has come to represent a cultural integrity to spirituality, for example the Norse and Germanic mythology that told of the feats of deities and heroes were perceived by their Pagan worshippers to be a truthful, sacred narrative account of their spiritual belief system. 

	Many archaic cultures have creation myths that surround the formation of the Milky Way, for example, in the cosmology of the Bhagavata Purana, one of the eighteen Mukhya (Major) Puranas, the Hindu collection of mythological literature, the Milky Way forms the belly of a celestial dolphin that is swimming through the Akasaganga, the Ganges River of the Sky[footnoteRef:18]. The convergence of the sea or a river having a parallel in the sky, is reverberated in another of a Hindu myth story, that of “The Churning of the Ocean of Milk”. In this tale, the god Vishnu in the form of a tortoise, “Kurna”, steadies a churning stick to the bottom of the ocean floor while, the naga, Vasuki, a semi divine half man half serpent demigod, is attached to the stick to form a churning rope that is fought over between the gods who held the tail of Vasuki and the demons who held onto his head. As Vasuki writhes, he churns the milk of the ocean releasing from the depths many treasures that have both earthly and heavenly counterparts, and in this retelling the Milky Way can serve as the Ocean of Milk, the fifth of seven celestial oceans in Hindu mythology. [18:  Bhagavata purana (trans. Prabhupâda) Chapter 23, canto 5] 


	Similarly, to the Hindu and Polynesian associations of the Milky Way and being a body of water in the form of a river or ocean, the Chinese also explained the Milky Way as the Celestial River, or the River of Heaven, known as Tianhe. In Chinese astronomy, the river is fordable at points, known as Tianjin, in the constellation Cygnus as it is here that the water has ebbed away and is lower and able to be transversed. Across East Asia there is a sky myth regarding the opposed affair between two literal “star-crossed lovers” Zhinü (Vega) and Nuilang (Altair) who can only reconcile on the seventh night of the seventh lunar month of the year Qi Xi (The Seventh Night). During the night of Qi Xi, large flocks of otherworldly birds would form a bridge over the River of Heaven and then the two lovers would be reunited for the night[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  Sufen Sophia Lai, ‘Father in Heaven, Mother in Hell’ in Presence and Presentation: Women in the Chinese Literati Tradition (1999) p. 191] 


	Flocks of birds that form the Milky Way are also found in the Finno-Ugric fables of Estonia and Finland, in Finnish mythology birds feature prominently in creation myths regarding the universe and bodies emerging from sacred eggs. ‘The Milky Way was known as Linnunrata, the path of the birds, because the birds were believed to move along it to Lintukoto[footnoteRef:20], their migratory summer home. [20:  Elias Lönnrot and John Martin Crawford (trans.) Kalevala, the Epic Poem of Finland 1888] 


	Although there are many cultures that have a mythology that relates to the Milky Way as being associated with water elements, such as seas, oceans, rivers or inhabited by water creatures, like the dolphin in Western Asia or the shark in Polynesia; conversely the San (alternatively Khoisan) people of southern Africa have a parable that relates the Milky Way to the element of fire. The story begins with there being no light in the sky, no stars or moon and only blackness at night, the young girl is lonely and by throwing embers from a fire she was using to keep herself warm she produced the Milky way as a way to go and visit others[footnoteRef:21], once again presenting the Milky Way as a passage, or bridge, to other places. [21:  Smithsonian (2017) ] 


	Many of the portrayals of the Milky Way in cultures has been as that of a way to traverse to other places in the Cosmos or alternatively as a link to a spiritual afterlife, or in the case of the Mayan Culture, the pre-life with the souls descending and getting ready to be born. It is consistent for cultures to link the tangible with the ephemeral as their knowledge and accomplishments are tied into what they perceive as the Celestial mimicked within their knowledge of how their world forms and works. Equally, there are some archaic cultures that view the Milky Way in relational to breastfeeding and birth, while others still reiterate the portal aesthetic with barriers, doors or divine guards often blocking the entrance to the next realm. An example of the divine impediment to the hero is seen in the Ninth Tablet of the Epic of Gilgamesh[footnoteRef:22], at one point the way to a tunnel that leads to the realm of the dead but is blocked by a married Scorpion couple. Astronomically, the constellation Scorpius is located centrally in the Milky Way, and it is possible that the man and wife are purported to be a mythological ‘lifting of the veil between the worlds’ when the sun enters Scorpius.  [22:  The Epic of Gilgamesh Tablet IX (trans.) Maureen Gallery Kovacs, electronic edition Wolf Carnahan (1998) (online) ] 


	While it is the case that the Milky Way has often been associated with a road or bridge in many of the cosmologies discussed so far, the Ancient Egyptians saw the Milky Way as a divine feminine either as a spill of cow’s milk from the goddess Bat, a fertility goddess often depicted with the horns or features of a cow. Wilkinson[footnoteRef:23] maintained that by the era of the Middle Kingdom of Egypt, Bat was replaced or evolved into the goddess Hathor who was also often depicted with the characteristic physical traits of a cow and subsequent maternal attributes. Complimentary to the Milky Way as a symbol of divine fertility, Wells[footnoteRef:24] argued that the Milky Way was a Celestial embodiment of the goddess of the sky, Nut, while Cavendish[footnoteRef:25] described her [Nut] as either ‘a star covered nude woman arching over the Earth, or a cow.’ Considering Bat, Hathor and Nut are all sky goddesses that are closely represented to a cow, childbirth fertility and the sky or heavens, it is no surprise that Wells argued that Nut was ‘an astronomical representation which […] obviously strikes one by its human-like, even female, form [that is] the Milky Way. [23:  Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (2003) p. 172]  [24:  R.A. Wells, The Mythology of Nut and The Birth of Ra in Studien Zur Altägyptischen Kultur, 19, pp. 306-7 (1992)]  [25:  Richard Cavendish, Mythology an Illustrated Encyclopaedia of the Principal Myths and Religions of the World. (1999)] 


	The correlation between the Milky Way as a symbolic depiction of female divinity and fertility and the male feat of heroism is demonstrated in the Greek and Roman sky mythology relating to how the Milky Way got its name. In Classical Greek society, the Milky Way was known as Γαλαξίας (Galaxias) deriving from the Greek word for milk γάλα, (gala). A version of the mythology on the creation of the Milky Way says that Heracles (Greek, Roman: Hercules) as a demigod son of Zeus and a mortal woman, Alcmene (Latin: Alcumena), the daughter of a king, Electryon[footnoteRef:26] was placed on the breast of Hera, Zeus’ goddess wife, while she was asleep by Zeus in order to suckle her milk and transform into a full god with supernatural powers. As Hera was disturbed in her sleep by the infant’s breastfeeding, she awoke and pushed the baby off her spilling her milk over the cosmos and forming the Milky Way. A slightly modified version of this myth is the agreement of Hera to nurse the demigod after he was abandoned by his mortal parents. Hera is given the child by Athena, who had been sent to collect the baby, however Heracles bites Hera and she pushes him away as well and a spray of milk goes on to create the Milky Way. As explained by Hyginus (c. 64BC-AD17) in his Astronomica 2.43, the god and goddess involved are actually the titans Ops (Greek: Rhea) and Saturn (Greek: Kronos) and the infant is Zeus. Due to Saturn eating his offspring, to prevent a prophecy that saw of the usurping of his throne by his child, Ops tricked him by wrapping a stone in cloth and presenting the stone as Zeus to his father. Saturn orders Ops to suckle the infant before he swallows “his son”, and the Milky Way is created by the pressing of Ops breast against the hard stone and the spraying of the milk. [26:  Pausanius (c. 110AD-180AD) Pausanius Description of Greece with an English Translation 225.9 W.H.S. Jones et al (1918)] 


	There are similarities between the gods and goddess of the Norse Germanic pantheon and the earlier Greco-Roman deities, oftentimes Zeus and Odin are meant to be interchangeable as the dominating god, Odin is known by the epithet “the All-Father” and Zeus was the Olympian king of all the gods. However, in the Roman pantheon Odin is more closely associated with the god Mercury (Greek: Hermes) than Jupiter (Greek: Zeus).

	To review the Milky Way as a source of sky myths is preeminent in numerous cultures, but as has been shown in both Nordic and Greco-Roman cultures it often is seen as a conduit for souls and holds similar themes of death, birth, and rebirth. In the Germanic mythos, the Milky way is either the Bifrost bridge or a root of Yggdrasil and there is still the link towards the ephemeral and wisdom imparted by deities. Similarly, in the Greco-Roman versions of the creation of the Milky Way as either the breast milk of Hera/Juno or Rhea/Ops and in both the interference and deceit of other gods/titans turn the outcome favourably to them.
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