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Compare and Contrast Two Sky Myths from Two Different Cultures
Word Count: 3668

The Northern Lights are a striking and recurrent feature of the Arctic sky that have generated a wide range of myths across northern cultures. This essay examines two auroral sky myths, the Sámi Fire Fox myth from northern Finland and the Kalaallit Inuit Spirits and Walrus myth from western Greenland. These two cultures have been chosen because their contrasting landscapes and sensory environments offer different perspectives on the same celestial phenomenon. 
This essay considers different definitions of myth and briefly situates the Northen Lights within broader auroral narratives, before examining the two chosen traditions in detail and comparing how landscape, symbolism and lived experience can shape interpretations of the phenomenon.
Myth

The term ‘myth’ does not have a fixed or universally accepted definition. Different scholars have offered a range of interpretations. David Cave believes that myth, in its simplest form, is a story. That a myth, like stories, can entertain, instruct, encourage us to imagine and give us meaning. He states ’For in the telling and hearing of stories humans construct interpretative frames of reference for imagining their world and for acting within it in a meaningful way’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  David Cave, Mircea Eliade’s Vision for a New Humanism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 67] 

Mircea Eliade understood that there was no single definition of myth. Defining myth as a structure of human consciousness, he believed that humans understand their world through mythic storytelling. He argued that myths give shape to human purpose, identity and our place within the cosmos. He saw cosmogonic myths as the foundation for all other myths, because they reveal what is most meaningful and ‘real’ for human existence. Eliade viewed myth as more than a historical or social explanation, he saw it as a way for humans to participate in symbolic worlds beyond ordinary experience.
A sociological approach, represented by Émile Durkheim interprets myth not in terms of the sacred but as a product of society. Believing that humans construct myths to express collective values, reinforce social cohesion and ensuring certain social and psychological needs for power and prestige. 
Other scholars have offered contrasting interpretations. For example, Sigmund Freud saw myth as an expression of psychological conflict, a disease which needs a rational cure. Sir James Frazer linked myth to ritual and Lévi-Strauss treated it as a way of resolving fundamental oppositions in human thought. These diverse approaches highlight that myth is not a single, fixed category.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cave, Mircea Eliade’s Vision for a New Humanism, p. 68 -70.] 

These ideas provide a broad understanding of myth. However, because this essay focuses on stories connected to a celestial event, it is useful to narrow the discussion to sky myths. Sky myths can arise when communities, past and present, try to make sense of unusual events up above. These myths often served practical purposes in pre-modern societies, which included cosmological, calendar, navigational and explanatory myths. Stories about the stars or aurorae could guide travel, signal the right time for planting or hunting, or offer explanations for unusual natural events.[footnoteRef:3] These myths align with Durkheim’s sociological view that myth supports social cohesion, as well as Eliade’s argument that myth provides meaning by placing humans within a wider cosmological structure. [3:  Timothy R. Olsen, Myths & Mysteries: Legends of the Night Sky (2025) < Myths & Mysteries: Legends of the Night Sky - Utah State Magazine> [accessed 11 December]] 

Taken together, both the wider theories of myth and the specific functions of sky myths show that myth can be used as a meaningful framework for interpreting human experience. For this essay, Eliade’s and Cave’s views are the most useful for understanding how myth helps people respond to unusual, striking natural events such as the Northern Lights. Cave’s focus emphasises myth as a way of creating meaning, while Eliade highlights the sacred and cosmological structures that shape how people interpret powerful celestial events.
Northern Lights (Aurora Borealis)

The Northern Lights are a phenomenon caused when electrically charged particles, mainly electrons and protons, are emitted from the sun and they interact with the Earth’s magnetic field.[footnoteRef:4] When this stream of particles, known as solar wind, collide with the oxygen and nitrogen gas in the Earth’s atmosphere, the molecules become excited. As the oxygen and nitrogen molecules return to their normal state, they release small amounts of energy in the form of light known as photons. When billions of these collisions occur and there is a vast number of photons released, there is enough light for the naked eye to see them from Earth.  [4:  NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, What Causes the Northern Lights? (Flyer: Page 1)  (n.d) <https://pwg.gsfc.nasa.gov/polar/telecons/archive/PR_E-PO/Aurora_flyer/aurora-flyer_p1.doc.pdf> [accessed 6 December 2025]] 

Scientists continue to study the processes that influence the aurora’s distinctive shape and movements, but the different colours are well understood.[footnoteRef:5] The differing colours are dependent on which gas is being excited and the level of energy exchange. High energy electrons cause oxygen to emit a greenish-yellow light, whereas the low energy electrons cause red light. Nitrogen produces blue light and there can be mixing which causes purple, pink and white lights. Both gases also emit ultraviolet light, which is only detectable by specialised satellite instruments.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, What Causes the Northern Lights? (Flyer: Page 2) (n.d) <https://pwg.gsfc.nasa.gov/polar/telecons/archive/PR_E-PO/Aurora_flyer/aurora-flyer_p2.doc.pdf> [accessed 6 December 2025]]  [6:  NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, Aurora - Fabled Glowing Lights of the Sun-Earth Connection (n.d) <https://pwg.gsfc.nasa.gov/polar/EPO/auroral_poster/aurora_all.pdf> [accessed 7 December 2025]] 

Throughout history, humans have tried to make sense of the strange lights appearing in the sky. Some of the earliest documentary evidence comes from Aristotle in the 4th century BCE, who noted “glowing clouds” and a light resembling flames of burning gas.[footnoteRef:7] What was commonly experienced as an everyday occurrence for many indigenous people, became a major focus of curiosity for scientists of western culture. [footnoteRef:8]  [7:  NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, Aurora - Fabled Glowing Lights of the Sun-Earth Connection (n.d) [accessed 7 December 2025]]  [8:  Harald Falck-Ytter, Aurora, The Northern Lights in Mythology, History and Science, 2nd edn. (New York: Bell Pond Books, 1999), p. 9. ] 

Significant scientific advances began in the late 16th century, when William Gilbert demonstrated that the Earth behaves like a giant magnet with a North and South Pole. A connection between the sun and the auroral lights emerged in 1859 when astronomer Richard Carrington and amateur observer Richard Hodgeson independently recorded the first observations of a solar flare. Eighteen hours later, Kew Observatory in London measured large disturbances in the Earth’s magnetic field. Then a day later Yale Professor Elias Loomis recorded how extraordinary the lights were on that occasion. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, spectroscopic measurements of the auroral lights identified oxygen and nitrogen as responsible for the varying colours. 
However, it was not until the mid-twentieth century and the launch of satellites such as Sputnik and Explorer that scientists could directly measure charged particles, radiation belts and the solar wind. These observations led to the modern understanding of the aurora.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  NASA Goddard Space Flight Center, Aurora - Fabled Glowing Lights of the Sun-Earth Connection (n.d) [accessed 7 December 2025]] 

For pre-modern societies, strange celestial events needed an explanation. For them, interpretation provided a sense of order, it helped to reduce uncertainty in environments where survival was precarious. They wouldn’t have been able to compare them to their everyday phenomena such as fire, storms or clouds, so they would try to understand them in terms of things that they found familiar. For example, the Ostyaks, who would fish daily, saw the Northern Lights as flames supplied by the god of fishing to help the fishermen who were working in the dark.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Asgeir Brekke and Alv Egeland, The Northern Light, From Mythology to Space Research, (Springer-Verlag: Berlin, 1983), p. 2.] 

According to Shane McCorristine the aurora is an ‘aerial spectacle of significant aesthetic beauty’. It is because of this display of such magnificence that the lights have been a central feature in folklore and popular beliefs of people in geographically different locations.[footnoteRef:11]  There are so many different interpretations for the Northern Lights. The more benign interpretations include the Scottish description of them as ‘Merry Dancers’. Or in Danish folklore, they are swans flapping their wings because they are trapped in ice. Other interpretations were shaped by fear. In Alaska, children were taken indoors, and if this was not possible then adults would arm themselves to ward off the danger. In Norway, the belief was that the lights could chop off heads. In other traditions, the lights were associated with spirits. The Tlingit Indians understood the lights as the gathering place of fallen warriors, whereas the Ottawa Indians believed it was a message from their creator. Medieval Europeans, meanwhile, interpreted the lights as omens of war, conflagration, disaster and plague.[footnoteRef:12] What these examples reveal is that the aurora was rarely seen as a neutral or meaningless event. Different cultures projected their own cosmology, fears and moral frameworks onto the lights, creating a phenomenon that reflected local values and concerns. [11:  Shane McCorristine, ‘“Involuntarily We Listen”: Hearing the Aurora Borealis in Nineteenth-Century Arctic Exploration and Science’, Canadian Journal of History, 48.1 (2013) 29 -61 (p. 30) <https://doi.org/10.3138/cjh.48.1.29> [accessed 9 December 2025]]  [12:  Brekke and Egeland, The Northern Light, p. 1-6.] 

McCorristine notes, interpretations of the aurora have long been shaped by cultural context and emotional response. Even as an understanding grew in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, scientists still relied on local and indigenous accounts.[footnoteRef:13]  [13: McCorristine, ‘Involuntarily we Listen’, p .36.] 

These different interpretations show that the aurora becomes more meaningful when viewed through a cultural lens. To explore this in more detail, the following sections examine two contrasting auroral myths, where one considers the lights to be beautiful and benign and the other associates them with caution and the spirits of the dead.
Sky Myth One: Sámi Fire Fox Myth

The Sámi are an Indigenous ethnic group of northern Europe. They traditionally inhabit parts of present-day Norway, Sweden, Finland and north-western Russia.[footnoteRef:14] They are descendants of nomadic people who have inhabited northern Scandinavia for thousands of years. When Finnic populations entered the region from around the first millennium BCE, Sámi settlements were gradually dispersed. Today, like those in Sweden and Norway, they are largely concentrated in the northern territories of the countries.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Tom Sverre Bredal-Tomren, ‘Sámi Cosmology, Spirituality, and practices as a Resource for Sustainability Teaching: an Ecocritical Case Study from Norway’, Intercultural Education, (2025) 1-15 (p.2) <https://doi.org/10.1080/14675986.2025.2542610> [accessed 14 December 2025]]  [15:  Britannica, Sámi (2025) <Sami | People, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Russia, Reindeer, History, & Lifestyle | Britannica> [accessed 14 December 2025]] 

This section examines a Sámi sky myth from northern Finland, a region where the Northern Lights are a frequent and visually dramatic feature of the sky in the darker months. Sámi communities have historically lived within Arctic and sub-Arctic environments shaped by long periods of darkness and snow-covered landscapes, of mountains, forests and rivers. Combined with a strong sense of the sacredness of nature, the landscape and other species, this environment fostered the development of rich narrative traditions.[footnoteRef:16] Within this context, the Northern Lights were not viewed as a neutral phenomenon, but as an active presence in the sky, embedded in everyday experience and storytelling. [16:  Bredal-Tomren, ‘Sámi Cosmology’ p.2.] 

In Finland, the Northen Lights are referred to as revontulet, which translates into English as the fires of the fox or fox fires. This idea comes from the Sámi regions in Finland, who traditionally explained the lights as being caused when a fox with glittering fur runs across the mountain area in Lappland.[footnoteRef:17] When the tail of the fox touches the mountains, sparks fly up into the sky and ignite the aurora.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Brekke and Egeland, The Northern Light, p. 3.]  [18:  Gunnar Thór Jóhannesson, Katrín Anna Lund, ‘Aurora Borealis: Choreographies of Darkness and Light’, Annals of Tourism Research, 63 (2017) 183-190 (p. 186) <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2017.02.001> [accessed 14 December 2025]] 

The Sámi Fire Fox myth does more than just describe the Northern Lights; it provides a meaningful framework through which a striking and unpredictable natural phenomenon is understood.
Humans are creatures that seek to understand meaning. When something cannot be understood rationally, then it is human nature to use their imagination.[footnoteRef:19] Foxes, snow and mountains were already a part of Sámi life, so it would make sense that they would use them to explain the origin, movement, behaviour and character or something that they couldn’t explain. By connecting them to something they were familiar with, it gave them a story and a logic that fit within the Sámi world view. It made the lights seem less frightening and more connected to everyday life.  [19:  Fatih Mehmet Berk, ‘The Role of Mythology as a Cultural Identity and a Cultural Heritage: The Case of Phrygian Myhtology’, Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 225 (2016) 67-73 (p. 68) <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.06.009> [accessed 14 December]] 

The physical landscape of northern Finland plays an important role in shaping how the Northern Lights are experienced and interpreted. The Sámi home is not just a building; it is also the landscape and the environment. Although the Sámi region is a dramatic and desolate wilderness, to them, the landscape is home because it is closely connected to their culture, livelihoods and traditions[footnoteRef:20]. So, for them, the aurora isn’t appearing in a neutral sky, it is appearing in parts of their home and moving through the spaces of everyday life.  [20:  Anu Soikkeli, ‘The Sámi cultural landscape as the scene of collective memory and identity — challenges in preserving’, Landscape History, 42.2 (2021) 125-138 (p. 135-36) <https://doi.org/10.1080/01433768.2021.1999018> [accessed 14 December 2025]] 

The skyscape of northern Finland is shaped by long periods of darkness. The Northern Lights, do not appear in this darkness briefly or in the distance, they are a repeated, prominent feature. The aurora moves across large portions of the sky, reinforcing a sense of vitality and motion and ensuring that the lights are not experienced as static, but as an active part of the environment.
The sensory experience of the aurora is also shaped by the soundscape of the Sámi environment. The Northern Lights have been described as having a rushing, hissing, rustling and crackling sound. The Sámi are known to call the Lights ‘guovssahas’, meaning the light that can be heard.[footnoteRef:21]  The sound of the Lights experienced within a winter landscape often muted by snow and open space, creates an atmosphere of stillness, where the phenomena will be especially pronounced.  [21:  McCorristine, ‘Involuntarily we Listen’, p .43.] 

The Sámi see their landscape as home, and understand animals, land and sky as interconnected. The fox is an animal that is fast, elusive, active at night and already part of Sámi life, so it provides a fitting symbolic figure through which the Northern Lights are understood as dynamic. Through this symbolism, the lights appear alive and playful, rather than threatening. This explanation is passed down through oral storytelling, embedding the aurora into shared cultural memory, helping to understand the Lights as a familiar and non-threatening presence. 
This Sámi Fox Fire myth aligns closely with Eliade’s understanding of myth as a means of situating human experience within a sacred and cosmological order, whilst also reflecting Cave’s emphasis on myth as a story and a way of creating meaning in response to a striking natural phenomenon.
Sky Myth Two: Kalaallit Nunaat Spirits and Walrus Myth

The Kalaallit Inuit are an Indigenous ethnic group of west Greenland. The first known settlements in Greenland date from around 2500 BCE and were established in the north of the island by groups from Arctic America. Over the centuries more groups came to the island, with the most recent around 1000 AD. Greenland is an Arctic and sub-Arctic country with a permanent ice cap covering the whole inland area, where human habitation is only possible in coastal areas.[footnoteRef:22] Due to cold weather and short growing season, large parts of the area that are not under an ice sheet are covered by tundra. [22:  Axel Kjær Sørensen, Denmark-Greenland in the Twentieth Century (Vol. 341), (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2007), p. 11.] 

This section examines a Kalaallit sky myth from western Greenland, where, like the Sámi, living in an Arctic and sub-Arctic area, there are long periods of darkness. The Kalaallit understand their place, locality and belonging through landscape and nature. It is through nature that many people of Greenland make their living, so it is nature’s moods, the weather, the colour of the sky and the movement of the sea that are central to everyday discussion.[footnoteRef:23] Therefore, the Kalaallit do not view the Northern Lights as a neutral phenomenon, but as a repeated and dominant feature in the sky that forms part of their everyday experience.  [23:  Mark Nuttall, ‘Building a Nation Today. People and Places in Greenland’, in Heritage and Identity: Shaping the Nations of the North, ed. By J.M Fladmark (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), pp. 223-238 (p. 226). ] 

In the Kalaallit community almost every person has knowledge of the weather, wildlife and the locality, from a lifetime of living, acting within, engaging with and experiencing the natural world around them. They understand the area around them as a living place, with the landscape alive with memories. The people are engaged in a dialectical relationship with their surroundings, an area which is full of human activity, energy and experience. Stories and local myths play out against a dynamic geographical backdrop. Mark Nuttall describes the landscape of Greenland as a ‘memoryscape’, because the events, whether real or imagined that happen there, are often remembered in the form of stories.[footnoteRef:24] This is why their myth of the Northern Lights, which they said were the spirits of dead ghosts playing ball with the skull or teeth of a walrus,[footnoteRef:25] is grounded in familiar material and animals drawn directly from everyday life. [24:  Nuttall, p. 230.]  [25:  Brekke and Egeland, The Northern Light, p. 3.] 

A central symbolic element within this myth is the use of the walrus, an animal that holds significant importance within coastal Greenlandic life. For the Kalaallit, the walrus has historically been integral to subsistence, providing food, materials, and supporting survival within a harsh Arctic environment. It is therefore meaningful that such a significant creature appears within a myth that is associated with such a visually striking phenomenon. In this narrative, the Northern Lights are understood as spirits of the dead engaging with the skull or teeth of a walrus, transforming a known material object into an unknown celestial event. It is possible that interpreting the aurora as the dead introduces an element of caution, reinforcing respectful behaviour to the sky and nature in general. However, the precise origins of the association with ghosts are unclear, but understanding the aurora in this way reflects a worldview in which human, animal and spiritual realms are not divided, but are interconnected through shared materials, movements and environments.
In western Greenland, the Northern Lights are experienced within a landscape shaped by constant movement, where sea, ice, wind and the sky are closely intertwined. Although there are accounts of the Northern Lights being heard, the soundscape of western Greenland would likely make such sounds indistinguishable. It is all the surrounding noise and constant movement that makes it understandable why the aurora was imagined as active and animated, rather than something that is distant or abstract.
The Kalaallit narrative aligns with Eliade’s understanding of myth as situating human experience within a cosmological order. In this myth, the order is articulated through ancestral spirits, marine symbolism, and the dynamic movement of the sea and sky.

Discussion
The Northern Lights form a shared celestial phenomenon in both Sámi and Inuit traditions. They are a striking feature that are repeatedly visible and dominant in the darkness of the Arctic skies, which is shared by both cultures. However, although the phenomenon is the same, Sámi and Kalaallit traditions situate the aurora within different landscapes, cosmologies and lived experiences.
While neither culture holds a single interpretation of the Northern Lights, the selected myths reveal how particular landscapes and sensory experiences inform specific narrative expressions. So, rather than determining belief, the landscape can provide a familiar framework through which the aurora is rendered meaningful within each myth.
Under an Arctic sky and during long periods of darkness, both cultures have become deeply familiar with the repeated display of the aurora and, as such, it forms an integral part of everyday life. In both cultures, the sky and the surrounding landscape are understood as extensions of the home, stretching beyond the buildings in which people eat and sleep. The Northern Lights are therefore experienced not as distant phenomena, but as an active presence within lived environments. 
While both cultures share the same Arctic sky and environmental conditions, the landscapes through which the aurora is experienced have distinct sensory differences. The Sámi experience the lights inland, within a soundscape muted by snow, whereas the Kalaallit encounter them through a coastal landscape filled with constant motion and the noise of the ocean.
While both traditions understand the aurora as animated and relational, the two myths differ in their tone. In the Sámi Fox Fire myth, the lights are rendered as benign and familiar, animated through the movement of a living animal which is embedded in everyday experience. Although there is shared animal symbolism, by contrast, the Kalaallit Spirits and Walrus myth associates the aurora with spirits of the dead along with a deceased animal, introducing an element of caution and potential danger. This distinction, however, does not suggest opposing cosmologies, but rather a different emphasis shaped by the local relationship with animals, environment and mortality.
The presence of a living fox in the Sámi myth reflects a landscape-oriented worldview in which animals encountered in daily life can become mediators between sky and land. In contrast, the Kalaallit use of a walrus skull situates the aurora within a maritime context where animals are central not only in life but also in death. Historically, the walrus was a central source of food, material, and survival within Kalaallit coastal life. The use of the skull within the myth reflects an ongoing relationship with the animal, in which remains retain meaning and agency rather than marking an absolute separation between life and death. The spirits’ engagement in a game does not remove the caution shown to the aurora but reinforces its liminal quality between life and death. In both myths, animals, whether living or deceased, function as familiar forms through which celestial movement can be understood, reflecting a shared worldview in which sky, land, animals, spirits and human life are all deeply interconnected, even if the boundaries between life and death are viewed differently. 
When considered together, these myths not only reveal a shared cosmological framework, but they also show that sky narratives function not simply as explanations of celestial phenomena, but as frameworks through which caution and respect are oriented. 
These myths contain apparent binaries, such as life and death or land and sea, and could be approached through structuralist models of binary opposition. However, the chosen myths are less concerned with resolving oppositions than with inhabiting the spaces between them. When placed side by side, the myths do not collapse into a single pattern, but instead they show how similar cosmological concerns are shaped by different landscapes and lived experiences. Therefore, this essay has focused instead on myth as something lived and experienced, drawing on Mircea Eliade’s understanding of myth as a means of situating humans within a meaningful cosmos rather than simply explaining phenomena. In both traditions the aurora becomes a sacred and liminal presence in which the boundaries between sky and land, or life and death become blurred. This approach also aligns with David Cave’s view, where stories shape perception and action by offering narrative guidance for how to attend and respond to overwhelming natural phenomena, where the meaning arises through telling, hearing and contextual familiarity rather than a fixed belief.
Conclusion
This essay has compared two auroral sky myths from Sámi and Kalaallit traditions to explore how shared celestial phenomena are interpreted within different cultural and sensory environments. While the narratives differ in imagery, moral emphasis and cosmological boundaries, they both situate the sky within a relational and animated cosmos in which humans, animals, spirits and landscapes are interconnected.
Approaching myth as lived and experienced, rather than a fixed belief, reveals these narratives not as explanations of the Northern Lights, but as frameworks for attention, caution and engagement with the sky. Placing myths side by side shows both shared cosmological orientations and culturally specific ways of inhabiting northern environments, without collapsing them into a single interpretive model. In this way, the comparison highlights how celestial phenomena are not merely observed, but actively woven into ways of being, highlighting that the meaning of the sky emerges through relationship, practice and place. 
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