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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources

This essay compares and contrasts the article ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’ by American professor of religious studies Signe Cohen[footnoteRef:1], with the paper ‘Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth’ by Morag Feeney Beaton[footnoteRef:2], an English scholar of Anthropology.  The papers discuss myths from two very different cultures and are written by authors from two different cultures and academic backgrounds. However, despite these facts they have much in common. This paper will seek to explore their similarities, their differences and how they contribute to the field of discussion around sky story and culture.  [1:  Signe Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’, Culture and Cosmos, 24.1 & 24.2 (2020), 27-36. <https://www.cultureandcosmos.org/issues/vol24.php> [accessed 13/02/2026]]  [2:  Morag Feeney-Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega, The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth’, Culture and Cosmos, 24.1 & 24.2 (2020), 55-73. <https://www.cultureandcosmos.org/issues/vol24.php> [accessed 13/02/2026]] 

Both papers were are found in Volume 24 of the peer-reviewed, open access journal Culture and Cosmos in 2020 published by the Sophia Centre Press. This was a double volume issue made up of papers selected from those presented at the conference ‘The Talking Sky’ that took place in Bath, UK on the 1-2nd July 2017. All of the papers including the two under discussion here were on the theme of story that expressed something about the human spiritual relationship with the sky. Bernadette Brady explains in the editorial for the volume that the conference adopted the definition of myth that suggests that whilst the story may not have actually happened, it contains some important truth about the human condition.[footnoteRef:3] Indeed most of the papers in the volume, including those we are discussing here, meet the definition of myth as offered by Robert A. Segal, that is, that a myth is a story about something significant and that the main figures of the myth must be personalities and can be divine, human or animal.[footnoteRef:4] He goes on to further propose that a mythic story must have powerful hold on its adherents but it can be either true or false.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Editorial: The Talking Sky’, Culture and Cosmos, 24.1 & 24.2 (2020), 1-8. <https://www.cultureandcosmos.org/issues/vol24.php> [accessed 13/02/2026]]  [4:  Robert A. Segal, Myth A Very Short Introduction, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p.4.]  [5:  Robert A. Segal, Myth A Very Short Introduction, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p.5.] 

Signe Cohen is a professor at the University of Missouri in America whose research interests lay predominantly in Hinduism and Buddhism and she is a trained Sanskritist. Her work explores where ancient texts intersect with modern culture and particularly looks at how Sanskrit as an Indo-European language relates to others such as Iranian, Greek, Latin, Old Irish and Old Norse and from there how there are common motifs in the mythology of India that also appears in Greece, Rome, Ireland and Scandinavia. She teaches classes on Norse Myth, religions and Sanskrit. She has been multiply published since 1998 and was the winner of the 2025 award for Excellence in the Study of Religion for her work ‘I, Yantra’.[footnoteRef:6][footnoteRef:7] Her paper is an exploration of a unique Old Norse poetry text from the Poetic Edda that tells a tale of a conversation between the God Thor and a dwarf named Alviss, regarding the names given to aspects of the cosmos by a variety of beings including gods, elves, dwarves and humans.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  University of Missouri, < https://car.missouri.edu/people/cohen-s> [accessed 01/04/2026]]  [7:  The American Academy of Religion, < https://aarweb.org/news/2025-aar-book-award-winners/> [accessed 01/04/2026]]  [8:  Edward Pettit, Alvissmal in The Poetic Edda : A Dual-Language Edition. (Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2023) < https://research-ebsco-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/linkprocessor/plink?id=f4c3a742-aac6-3942-829c-dcffa7deec44> [Accessed: 19 April 2026].] 

Morag Feeney-Beaton is a scholar of anthropology who graduated from the University of Wales Trinity St David with a Masters in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology in 2016. Professionally she works for the Royal Opera House in London, UK as a costume fabric supervisor in charge of the fabric stockroom. Her research is focused on textiles and cosmology that is connected to the same. Her masters dissertation was an investigation into the cosmology and sacred symbolism of spinning and weaving and considered whether such things have relevance to modern day textile practitioners.[footnoteRef:9] Her paper is a discussion of the ancient Chinese legend of The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl and asserts that the legend is an example of a living sky myth that still has contemporary relevance in its root culture.  [9:  Sophia Centre Alumni Association, < https://sophia-project.net/alumni/events12-morag-feeney-beaton.html> [accessed 01/04/2026]] 

Myth and Culture
The first point of note is that both papers acknowledge the fact that the interpretation of myth is dependent on the culture and environment, or locality that it is rooted in. In order to follow this thinking we can assume that the authors are working with an understanding of culture like the one provided by Terry Eagleton who said it ‘can be loosely summarized as the complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices which constitutes the way of life of a specific group.’[footnoteRef:10] Eagleton discusses at some length that the idea of culture as social identity comes with the growth of anthropology around the 19th century and has its roots in colonialism.[footnoteRef:11] So we can infer from this that myth is likely to be rooted in the customs, beliefs and practices of the specific group it arises from, in these cases, ancient China and Scandinavia. [10:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2000), p.34.]  [11:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2000), p.26.
] 

Whilst Cohen is considering a written myth, she offers the argument that cultural rooting and variations across cultures offer the idea that the cosmos doesn’t have a fixed meaning[footnoteRef:12] which parallels Feeney-Beaton noting that local variation plays a part in the longevity of a myth in its culture.[footnoteRef:13] It is well understood that before writing was invented, most cultures shared information orally and in particular shared ideas and concepts through the vehicle of story and myth. Ergo myths will evolve over time as they spread through their root culture and then again when they travel on to different countries and cultures. This said similarities can be clearly noted even where stories may have crossed borders. The Cowherd is a strong example of how a myth changed but held onto its core when it migrated between China and Japan. If we also consider the factor of precession and how cosmic features can change over centuries,[footnoteRef:14] myths are then also likely to change over time and across geographies which supports Cohen’s idea that the cosmos does not hold a fixed meaning.  Once myths start to be written down it attempts to fix them in time and place and indeed in China they attempted to create authorised versions of myths and in doing so lost some localised variations. However despite this, Feeney-Beaton acknowledges how many different versions of the tale still exist, with variations in who the key players are and how the story unfolds, both across China and then onwards into Japan and that the myth still has cultural relevance today.  [12:  Cohen, ‘What do Gods’, p. 30.]  [13:  Feeney-Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 59]  [14:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Long-Term Changes in the Appearance of the Sky’, in Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed by Clive Ruggles (New York, Springer, 2015). pp. 473-482 <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6141-8> [accessed 15/04/2026]] 

Both papers give consideration to the idea that the interpretation of the cosmos reflects who is observing it. So in the case of the Alvissmal, the language used for different aspects of the sky are related to the nature of the being observing it, be that man, Gods, Dwarves etc. A dwarf will have a different perception of the sky than a God will for example.[footnoteRef:15] In contrast Feeney-Beaton makes mention of the fact that mortals can only perceive stars, but mythology suggests that there is a different celestial reality understood and experienced by those considered immortal or divine.[footnoteRef:16] The question then naturally arises, does the interpretation of the myth also change based on who is telling it or who is hearing or reading it? And how  and if does that change their interpretation of the cosmos? [15:  Cohen, ‘What do Gods’, p.35.]  [16:  Feeney-Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 64] 

Poetic Metaphor and Language
The next point of interest is that both papers detail that both myths have poetic language related to specific sky phenomena. In the Cowherd myth the Milky Way is referred to as the ‘silver river’. The Alvissmal similarly has a number of such names, for example the elves refer to the sky as the ‘Fair-Roof’ and to the sun as the ‘Fair Wheel’. Once again this places emphasis on the perspective of the observer in the origination of the myth, that these words describe how these sky phenomena might look to the eye of the observer. This sort of poetic metaphor, what are sometimes kennings, are typical of Skaldic poetry in Norse culture[footnoteRef:17] and the movements of heavenly bodies are an often used motif in such poetry.[footnoteRef:18] Likewise the use of metaphor in Chinese mythology is well documented, though Feeney-Beaton does not give it much attention in her paper.[footnoteRef:19] The core of Cohen’s discussion is focused on the lexicography of the poet and the poem. She notes that the use of different words for the same phenomena by various immortals or other beings is not unique to Scandinavia but can be found in other ancient Indo-European texts, such as the sacred text Avesta from Iran.[footnoteRef:20] Her suspicion is that the poet may have been inspired by this literary trope as it is not one that appears elsewhere in Norse myth. Not only this, but also that many of the words used in it are found nowhere else in Norse other than in the Alvissmal.[footnoteRef:21] Cohen’s focus in this paper is only on those stanzas that are connected to the cosmos and sky phenomena, whereas other scholarship has unpacked the language used across the full thirty five stanzas of the poem.[footnoteRef:22][footnoteRef:23] Cohen uses this narrow view to support her argument regarding the celestial world not having a fixed meaning and rather being a reflection of the culture and environment of the observer. An argument she repeats multiple times in the paper. However, Cohen offers no other examples to support this assertion beyond her discussion of the language in the Alvissmal. [17:  John Lindow, ‘Riddles, Kennings and the Complexity of Skaldic Poetry’, Scandinavian Studies, 47. No 3. (1975), 310-327. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/40917528> [accessed 08/04/2026]]  [18:  Margaret Clunies Ross & Kari Ellen Gade, ‘Cosmology and Skaldic Poetry’, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 111. No 2. (2012), 199-207. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jenglgermphil.111.2.0199> [accessed 08/04/2026]]  [19:  David W. Pankenier, ‘Weaving Metaphors and Cosmo-political Thought in Early China’, T’oung Pao, 101, (2015), pp. 1-34 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/24755027> [accessed 08/04/2026]]  [20:  Cohen, ‘What do Gods, p. 28]  [21:  Cohen, ‘What do Gods, p.30]  [22:  Lennart Moberg, ‘The Languages of Alvissmal’, Saga Book, 18, (1970-1973), pp 299-323. < https://www.jstor.org/stable/48612363> [accessed 08/04/2026]]  [23:  John Mckinnell, ‘Useless Knowledge? The Paradox of Alvissmal’, Saga Book, 41, (2017), pp. 79-96 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/48611707> [accessed 08/04/2026]] 

An interesting point about language and translation arises in Feeney-Beatons paper, through her research enquiry with English speaking Chinese and Japanese communities. Some of her respondents raised the issue of translation, suggesting that it has changed title multiple times once told in English.[footnoteRef:24] It’s clear that both the migration of story across geography and then also the translation from root language to English can have a significant impact on the components of a story and its meaning. If we reflect once again on Eagleton’s comments about culture and colonialism, it is perhaps no surprise that stories and myths change their nature once they find their way to the West and the English speaking world. Added to which is the notion that there may historically be cross over or similarities in myths found across Indo-European cultures, making it extremely difficult to find and be sure of any individual myths true origin and cultural root. [24:  Feeney-Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 71] 

The Difficulty of Dating Myth
Feeney-Beaton explains that the first written reference of The Cowherd is in the 9th century, however it is understood that it could well be older given that Chinese scholars did not believe myths were worthy of being preserved in writing. The Cowherd is still relatively well known today and festivals connected to it still take place in modern China and Japan. By contrast the Alvissmal is a unique and not so well known story that uses language and themes not found elsewhere in North mythology, which strikes as unusual given the prevalence of myth in Norse culture. There is no evidence that the story told in Alvissmal existed in oral form prior to it being included in the Poetic Edda, though this does not preclude the possibility, but there is also some debate about its date of origin. Cohen asserts Alvissmal as being 12th century, however previous scholarship would suggest there is not a clearly agreed provenance date for it. With some suggestions being it could be from as early as the 10th century, whilst others argue it could be later. Cohen does make note of this in her footnotes, but it is framed as definite in her main text. The drawback to the difficulty of dating myth is that it can change the historical and cultural context that it might be perceived to be located within and indeed in the case of cosmologically based myths may even have an impact on which cosmic phenomena it is believed to relate to. 
Moon as Calendar
Both papers give discussion and acknowledgement of the concept of the moon as calendar which is a common motif throughout mythology across cultures. In the Alvissmal, Cohen briefly explores the fact that elves refer to the moon as the ‘Counter of Years’[footnoteRef:25] and in Feeney-Beatons paper she explores in some depth the connection to the lunar calendar and how changes to the solar calendar in 1873 changed the date of the lovers reunion within the myth and ergo changed the date of the human festivals that relate to it. Clive Ruggles discusses the fact that the moon offers an obvious temporal marker for humans[footnoteRef:26] and that in ancient China its rulers were perceived as mediators between Heaven and Man and as such sacred practices needed to align with celestial movements.[footnoteRef:27] In addition Stanislaw Iwaniszewski indicates that astronomically based calendars, rather than being tools for measuring time are instead cultural devices intended to synchronize cultural phenomena.[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  Cohen, ‘What do Gods’, p.34]  [26:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Calendars and Astronomy’ in Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed by Clive Ruggles (New York, Springer, 2015). pp. 15-30, p.17. <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6141-8> [accessed 15/04/2026]]  [27:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Calendars and Astronomy’ in Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed by Clive Ruggles (New York, Springer, 2015). pp. 15-30, p.19. <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6141-8> [accessed 15/04/2026]]  [28: Stanislaw Iwaniszewski, ‘Concepts of Space, Time, and the Cosmos’ in in Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed by Clive Ruggles (New York, Springer, 2015). pp. 3-14, p.12. <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6141-8> [accessed 15/04/2026]] 

Weaving as Cosmic Phenomenon
The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl has very clear links to weaving and indeed weaving as a cosmic phenomenon is a major feature in Chinese myth. David Pankenier  states ‘the most evocative metaphors referring to time and space in early China derive from cordage, weaving and textiles.’[footnoteRef:29] He also goes on to explain there is a structural parallel between the cosmos and society and between the concept of weaving and fabric of society. When considered as metonymies it creates the equation that if the cosmos is order, then woven fabric is order and as such the cosmos is fabric and so society is fabric. In this way cosmos and society must conform with one another and so whatever is happening in the cosmos has a direct correlation to governing society and human behaviour. [footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Pankenier, ‘Weaving Metaphors’, p.13]  [30:  Pankenier, ‘Weaving Metaphors’, p. 34] 

The Alvissmal only makes one reference to weaving that Cohen mentions, in regard to the name given to heaven, whereby the Vanir call it Wind-Weaver. Cohen opines that this term gives a suggestion of movement and creation. Weaving as cosmic creation is a common association made in mythology with a number of goddesses worldwide who have a clear connection to weaving as a divine activity. This is something that Feeney-Beaton explores in her paper. Whilst Cohen and the Alvissmal make no mention of Frigga, she is a well-known figure of Norse mythology who spins the clouds. Feeney-Beaton references scholar Justine Snow as having sought to connect the Chinese Weaver Girl with Nordic and other Indo-European goddesses.
Morals and Marriages
	Two other small correlations between the two papers and their myths are also worth a brief mention in this analysis. The first being that both stories have a moral type element. In the Alvissmal the dwarf Alviss is so deeply in his arrogance of being able to share his knowledge of the sky with Thor, that he pays no attention to what is actually happening in the sky and so when the sun rises he is turned to stone. Cohen reflects on the irony of this in her paper. In the Cowherd, Feeney-Beaton explains that in some versions of the story that because Weaver Girl is distracted by her love for the Cowherd that she neglects her duties and so her father returns her to the sky and separates her from her love. Perhaps then offering young women the idea that they must fulfil their duties and please their fathers. The use of moral in story is a common motif, presumably used to encourage better behaviour in those who hear it. 
	Both stories are also, partially at least, concerned with love and marriage, though it is not directly the focus of the paper authors. When considered cosmologically it is more relevant in the Chinese myth as it is part of what explains the journey of the stars from sky to Earth and back again, which Feeney-Beaton does explore. Whereas in the Alvissmal it is the reason for the conversation between Alviss and Thor but doesn’t offer any cosmic rationale. But in both stories the marriage is between an immortal and an Earth dwelling person. So this presents another common mythological motif, that of divine characters choosing human lovers, for example in Norse myth, the valkyrie Sigrun falling for the mortal hero Helgi, which also appears in the Poetic Edda alongside the Alvissmal.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Edward Petitt, Helgakviða Hundingsbana ǫnnur in The Poetic Edda : A Dual-Language Edition. (Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2023) < https://research-ebsco-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/linkprocessor/plink?id=f4c3a742-aac6-3942-829c-dcffa7deec44> [Accessed: 19 April 2026].
] 

The Writing Itself
Cohen’s paper is relatively short as compared to Feeney-Beaton’s, which is almost twice the length. It is also relatively light on references, with only seventeen references against Feeney-Beaton’s sixty four. Feeney-Beaton does consider a wide variety of aspects of her chosen myth so this would perhaps be expected. However it does make Cohen’s work seem under-developed in comparison. Cohen’s work has a straightforward flow to its text and exploration of different aspects of the Alvissmal but it doesn’t come to any clear conclusion, only re-iterating the argument about the relationship between meaning and observer and the lack of fixed meaning in the cosmos which wasn’t particularly well developed in the text.
Feeney-Beaton’s paper follows a logical structure that takes the reader on a clear journey through her argument that The Cowherd and the Weaver Girl is a legitimate living sky-myth. She does this by combining detailed research and referencing into the available history of the myth with information on it’s modern expression in China and Japan alongside her own direct research enquiry with a small number of Chinese and Japanese people residing in the UK. It could be argued that her sample size was too small to be significant, but does offer some interesting anecdotal adjunct to her arguments. The use of all of these different pieces of information strongly support her conclusion of her living sky-myth argument. 
Conclusion
When examined together, these papers have, as has been shown, many features in common, both between the myths themselves and the facets that the paper authors chose to explore, including concepts around weaving and creation, cosmic marriage, poetic metaphor and the sky as calendar. Despite being from two profoundly different cultures on different continents in different time periods this shows and suggests  that human beings from across the world have long and abiding relationships with the sky, myth and spirituality that can be perceived as historical but is also still relevant and part of human cultures today. 
In studying papers such as these other scholars of sky story and myth may find additional avenues of interest to explore in their own work. Indeed the study of cultural and historical relationships with the sky may become increasingly relevant as man made light pollution increasingly interferes with the ability to view the sky and its phenomena clearly and as such disturb humanity’s ongoing relationship with it. 
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