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Consider the Role of Sky Myths in Two Different Cultures

Word count: 3674

Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk531856461]This essay will consider the roles of the following myths within their respective cultures: how the Welsh Gwydion fab Dôn’s journeys in The Mabinogion may be found reflected in the night sky, and the journey within which the Old Norse Aurvandill’s frostbitten toe becomes a star in Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda.[footnoteRef:1] To examine these specific sky myths, this essay will consider how well they conform to a chosen definition of sky mythology whilst exploring their common themes of journeys and depictions of the Milky Way. Taking into account the difference in time between the original conception of these sky myths compared to the dates of their surviving manuscripts, the dichotomous relationship between magic and Christianity across both sky myths will be used to highlight the possibility of older myths beneath these extant narratives. [1:  The Mabinogion, trans. and intro. by Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 47-64; Snorri Sturluson, The Prose Edda, trans. by Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur (New York: The American-Scandinavian Foundation, 1916), pp. 118-119.] 


Defining Sky Mythology
Using the Ancient Greek roots of the English word mythology – mythos (‘”word” or “speech”’) and logos (‘”tale” or “story”’) – as a springboard for definition is not immediately helpful.[footnoteRef:2] Etymologically speaking, as Harry Levin states, ‘the science of myth also means “the word of words”’.[footnoteRef:3] In the philosophical works of Plato, Luc Brisson notes an early splintering of meaning between the previously almost interchangeable terms mythos and logos. Plato, Brisson contends, uses mythology not to explain ‘actual or recent experience. Instead it always evokes a recollection preserved in the memory of an entire community which has orally transmitted it from generation to generation’.[footnoteRef:4] This points to a Platonic notion of myths being based on communally shared cultural truths which must be passed on orally, at least for a time, before being committed to writing. Plato’s reliance upon oral transference for myth-making can be noted in the Republic’s myth of Er, where Er’s ability to pass the myth on orally is hinged on the point that he did not drink Lethean water, ‘and so… the tale was saved… and not lost’.[footnoteRef:5] The formation of sky myths, then, relies upon passing on culturally important information which relates to visible objects in, or phenomena of, the sky. [2:  Harry Levin, ‘Some Meanings of Myth’, Daedalus, Vol. 88, No. 2 (1959), pp. 224.]  [3:  Levin, ‘Some Meanings of Myth’, p. 223. ]  [4:  Luc Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker, trans. and ed. by Gerard Naddaf (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 17.]  [5:  Plato, Republic, trans. by Paul Shorey (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1935), Book X, 614A-621C, especially 621A-C.] 


Reflecting Sky in Myth and Myth in Sky
Sky myths are well-placed to function as cosmogonic narratives as their stories take place in and/or directly interact with the sky. James Ogier writes that the ‘oldest pedagogical materials and mnemonic devices known to humankind – the stars and planets’ have long been used to ‘[anchor]…mythologies’.[footnoteRef:6] The sky – the oldest and largest canvas upon which storytellers can paint their words – is thus very useful as a mnemonic aid. Weather and season permitting, it is there, and the celestial bodies necessary to point out as part of myths either are there, have been there, or will return at an appointed time.  This cyclical motion – where the seasons, the very orbital spinning of our planet, converges with time to reliably recount sky myths – can also be seen as a necessary part of myth in its divergence from history. The former must be cyclical, opines Job Y. Jindo, with the latter being decidedly linear.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  James Ogier, 'Islands and Skylands: An Eddic Geography', in Islands in Medieval Myth, Literature, and History, ed. by Andrea Grafestatter, Sieglinde Hartmann, and James Ogier (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2011), p. 11. ]  [7:  Job Y. Jindo, 'On Myth and History in Prophetic and Apocalyptic Eschatology', Vetus Tastamentum, Vol. 55, fasc. 3 (2005), p. 412.] 


If understood as cyclical, myths may exist apart from our normal understanding of time: happening in that odd twilight of ‘Once upon a time’ that is so famous from childhood retellings. Sky myths, then, cannot easily be placed in or tied to the past, present, or future; offering cultural knowledge a longevity that is by definition unable to become dated. Whilst they are often perceived as nostalgic, sky myths are not histories with dates along a timeline to be precisely memorised or plotted. Even if they describe the beginning or end of an age, the cosmic wheel may continue to turn and return. This view of mythology, however, does not mean that sky myths cannot be rooted in the societies which pass them on. Russell T. McCutcheon theorizes that myth is a ‘contingent, localized construct that comes to represent and simultaneously reproduce certain specific social values as if they were inevitable and universal’ presenting a single viewpoint as if it were the only mutually agreed upon option.[footnoteRef:8] Mythology, then, can be understood as a cultural output based on the immediate socio-political climate of the community from which it is spawned that remains relevant to and for future generations. For sky myths, this ability to reflect and strengthen positive societal norms is a particularly powerful notion: through interaction with the sky one can literally watch stories unfold which showcase a societal ideal and/or highlight the consequences of acting against this.  [8:  Russell T. McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, in Guide to the Study of Religion, ed. by Willi Braun and Russell T. McCutcheon (London: Continuum, 2000), p. 204.] 


Problems in Transmission
The Mabinogion and the Prose Edda survive in manuscripts dating from the early-fourteenth to early-fifteenth centuries CE.[footnoteRef:9] As Sturluson lived in the early thirteenth century, there must be versions of the Prose Edda which have not survived, and scholars believe the manuscripts containing The Mabinogion to be copies of a common, earlier ancestor.[footnoteRef:10] Sturluson, as H. R. Ellis Davidson explains, lived in an Iceland which had been Christianised for two centuries, and seems to have produced his ‘handbook for poets’ to help those poets ‘recognise [mythological] allusions… and use them correctly’.[footnoteRef:11] Sturluson appears, in categorically listing these allusions, poetic examples, and myths, to be attempting to capture the mythology of an age that was in danger of being lost forever: the overpowering status of Christianity enforcing its deletion.[footnoteRef:12] The Mabinogion, too, is understood to have been compiled from a centuries-old, orally transmitted, mythological tradition: Sioned Davies reminds the reader that these tales are ‘the work of authors using and shaping traditional material for their own purposes’ as opposed to verbatim reports of orally-transmitted mythology.[footnoteRef:13] The scope for additions, deletions, and/or substitutions has grown with each incarnation of the sky myths to be analysed. It is with these lenses of Christian influence and potential alterations firmly in mind that the sky myths of Aurvandill’s toe and Gwydion’s journeys must be considered. [9:  Sioned Davies, Introduction to The Mabinogion, trans. and intro. by Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. ix; Anthony Faulkes, Introduction to Edda. Prologue and Gylfaginning, by Snorri Sturluson, ed. and intro. by Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2005), p. xxviii.]  [10:  Davies, Intro. to Mabinogion, p. xiii.]  [11:  H. R. Ellis Davidson, Scandinavian Mythology (London: Paul Hamlyn, 1969), p. 17.]  [12:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, pp. 118-119.]  [13:  Davies, Intro. to Mabinogion, pp. ix-x.] 


Aurvandill’s Toe
Aurvandill seems to have been in some way acquainted with Thor (the Norse thunder god).[footnoteRef:14] As he is only mentioned in one extant myth, almost as an afterthought to Thor’s previous exploits (where Thor is injured during combat with the giant Hrungnir), it is difficult to say what kind of being Aurvandill was and whether he frequently journeyed to and from Jötunheim (the home of the giants) with or without Thor. What does survive – told by Thor to Aurvandill’s wife, Gróa – is that Thor and Aurvandill had been travelling back from Jötunheim together when a series of seemingly innocuous events culminated in Aurvandill’s toe becoming a star. Thor had ‘waded from the north over Icy Stream’ whilst carrying ‘Aurvandill in a basket on his back’ but ‘one of Aurvandill’s toes had stuck out of the basket and became frozen’ so ‘Thor broke it off and cast it up into the heavens’ where it became ‘the star called Aurvandill’s Toe’.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, p. 107. ]  [15:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, pp. 118-119.] 


The mention of Aurvandill and Thor crossing what Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur has translated as ‘Icy Stream’, however, may be significant in piecing together an older – or at least more in-depth and underlying – version of this sky myth. Anthony Faulkes standardises the Old Norse word that Brodeur translates as ‘Icy Stream’ as ‘Élivága’ (from ‘Élivágar’), a word with a large part to play in Norse cosmology.[footnoteRef:16] The primeval being from which almost all else was sprung, extant sources of Old Norse mythology agree, was a giant (mostly called Ymir, sometimes Aurgelmir) born from chilly, poisonous drops of Élivágar.[footnoteRef:17] From the sweat  and bodily interactions of Ymir came all other giants, meanwhile Audumla the celestial cow ‘sprang’ from the ‘rime’ associated with Élivágar and fed Ymir with her milky streams.[footnoteRef:18] This offers an association with the eponymous milk of the Milky Way and the river Élivágar that is strengthened by notation from Henry Adams Bellows in his translation of the Poetic Edda.[footnoteRef:19] Audumla then licked the forerunner of the Norse gods, Buri, from the rime-covered rocks: linking the gods to this creation story, but also setting them apart from the race of giants.[footnoteRef:20] [16:  Snorri Sturluson, Edda: Skáldskaparmál, ed. and intro. by Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 1998), p. 22. ]  [17:  Rasmus Tranum Kristensen, ‘Why was Óðinn Killed by Fenrir? A Structural Analysis of Kinship Structures in Old Norse Myths of Creation and Eschatology’, in Reflections on Old Norse Myths, ed. by Pernile Hermann, Jens Peter Schjødt, and Rasmus Tranum Kristensen (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2007), p. 150; Sturluson, Prose Edda, p. 18. ]  [18:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, p. 18.]  [19:  The Poetic Edda, trans. by Henry Adams Bellows (New York: The American-Scandinavian Foundation, 1923), p. 140.]  [20:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, p. 18.] 


Thor passed the anecdote of his journey with Aurvandill to Gróa as a premature reward for her spell-singing prowess.[footnoteRef:21] She had been called, in her capacity as wise-woman/healer, to remove a lodged part of Hrungnir’s weaponised ‘hone’ (whetstone) from Thor’s head but, due to the distraction of this story, lost concentration ‘and the hone was not loosened, and stands yet in Thor’s head’.[footnoteRef:22] Gróa receives no particular recrimination for her mistake, although the overarching societal consequence is that ‘it is forbidden to cast a hone across the floor’ as to do so would irritate Thor’s own lodged hone.[footnoteRef:23] The intrinsic value of the whetstone in Old Norse culture has been explored by Stephen A. Mitchell, who uses Old English and Old Norse literature together with archaeological finds, such as the sceptre and whetstone of the Sutton Hoo excavation, as puzzle pieces.[footnoteRef:24] Linguistically, Mitchell contends, hone and sky are linked (potentially divinely through the proto-Germanic sky god *Tiwaz) and as Norse culture hinged a successful life upon the double edge of fame and safety that sharp weapons afforded, hones must have enjoyed a place of societal importance.[footnoteRef:25] If, following Mitchell’s logic, hones can be understood to have been linked with ‘authority and leadership’, then the battle between Thor and Hrungnir that immediately precedes Thor’s recounting of Aurvandill’s journey may have held great significance to both Sturluson’s audience and the oral culture in which the myth originated: Hrungnir, large and strong leader of giants, has his hone broken by Thor.[footnoteRef:26] Not only this, but – despite the best efforts of Gróa – the hone remains in Thor’s head, serving as a visible physical reminder of victory replete with societal warning. [21:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, p. 119.]  [22:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, pp. 117-119.]  [23:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, p. 119.]  [24:  Stephen A. Mitchell, ‘The Whetstone as Symbol of Authority in Old English and Old Norse’, Scandinavian Studies, Vol. 57, No. 1 (1985), 1-31.]  [25:  Mitchell, ‘Whetstone as Symbol of Authority’, p. 12.]  [26:  Mitchell, ‘Whetstone as Symbol of Authority’, p. 19. ] 


Sturluson does not explicitly tell the reader how long, far, or often Aurvandill has journeyed, but he does offer Aurvandill the epithet ‘the Valiant’.[footnoteRef:27] From this, one can glean that at least one of Aurvandill’s adventures prior to this myth must have been both noteworthy and well-known enough that it is not related in this particular manuscript. That a toe of Aurvandill’s, through his interactive journey with a god, became a star is enough for the incident to be classified a sky myth. It is clearly a myth where the sky not only plays a key part but also where part of Aurvandill himself transcends to take a place in the sky. The word Aurvandill’s etymological cognate, Éarendel, is found in the Old English poem Christ I and has been linked with Venus (‘the morning star’) by J. R. R. Tolkien and Tiffany Beechy.[footnoteRef:28] Other etymological matches for Aurvandill exist in the German poem Orendel’s titular character and Saxo Grammaticus’s Latinised Horvendillus.[footnoteRef:29] This points to the possibility of a more widespread Germanic cultural mythology surrounding the stellar figure of Aurvandill that is now only tantalisingly hinted at in extant sources. The myth of Aurvandill’s toe also holds a societal warning against irritating Thor’s head by throwing hones across the floor, thus firmly placing the myth in a culture which presumably set store in this warning.  [27:  Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, p. 119.]  [28:  J. R. R. Tolkien, ‘Letter 297’ in The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien, ed. by Humphrey Carpenter with the assistance of Christopher Tolkien (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000), p. 385; Tiffany Beechy, ‘Eala Earendel: Extraordinary Poetics in Old English’, Modern Philology, Vol. 108, No. 1 (2010), pp. 5-6, 15-16.]  [29:  W. P. Ker, ‘Notes on Orendel and Other Stories’, Folklore, Vol. 8, No. 4 (1897), pp. 289-290. ] 


Gwydion’s Journeys
Whilst the single extant myth of Aurvandill is short: the same cannot be said for Gwydion fab Dôn’s adventures which not only permeate the entire fourth branch of The Mabinogion, but are also alluded to in several Welsh poems of the early medieval period.[footnoteRef:30] In The Mabinogion Gwydion’s role ranges wildly: from princely nephew, architect of war, pig-thief disguised as poet, master of magical illusion and orchestrator of rape, to animal, incestuous parent of three animals, and uncle/incestuous father of Lleu Llaw Gyffes.[footnoteRef:31] Lleu was so beloved of his uncle/father that Gwydion ultimately sings him back from eagle to human form, before chasing, catching, and cursing Lleu’s adulterous and murderous wife, Blodeuedd (created from flowers through the magic of Math and Gwydion), into living as an owl – almost imperceptibly changing her name to Bloduewedd.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 47-64; J. Lloyd-Jones, Geirfa barddoniaeth gynnar Gymraeg (Caerdydd: Gwasg Prifysgol Cymru, 1931-63), p. 729.]  [31:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 47, 48, 49, 50, 53, 55-56, 62-63.]  [32:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 58-64, 63.] 


Lady Charlotte Guest – whose translation of The Mabinogion Sioned Davies describes as a ‘huge, multi-volume work’ that brought Welsh mythology into popular, English-speaking, view – wrote in her translator’s notes that Gwydion was ‘a great astronomer’ and that ‘The Milky-way is after him termed Caer Gwydion’ (the castle/fortress of Gwydion).[footnoteRef:33] Guest also terms Gwydion ‘an enchanter’ who ‘learnt his magical arts from Math himself’.[footnoteRef:34] Math, Gwydion’s uncle, was ‘lord over Gwynedd’ and unable to exist without his feet being held in a virgin’s lap ‘except in the turmoil of war’.[footnoteRef:35] War is duly provided to Math by Gwydion, in a pig-rustling skirmish with the southern leader, Pryderi, that relies upon both Gwydion’s storytelling and magical abilities.[footnoteRef:36] Encompassed in its narrative, the fourth branch of The Mabinogion deals with a variety of social responsibilities including: the portrayal of gender norms, rape and its reprisals, and the status of unmarried women.[footnoteRef:37] Scholarly literature amply illustrates how these issues firmly root the fourth branch of The Mabinogion in both the legal and cultural milieu specific to medieval Wales.[footnoteRef:38] What requires particular effort, however, is orienting this narrative in the sky as, despite Lady Guest’s noted reference to Caer Gwydion, this is by no means obvious.  [33:  Davies, Intro. to Mabinogion, p. xxvii; Lady Charlotte Guest, Translator’s Notes (Math the Son of Mathonwy) to The Mabinogion, trans. by Lady Charlotte Guest, ed. by Ernest Rhys, intro. by R. Williams (London: J. M. Dent & Co., 1927), p. 308.]  [34:  Guest, Notes to Mabinogion, p. 308.]  [35:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, p. 47.]  [36:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 48-50.]  [37:  Roberta L. Valente, ‘Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing the Borders of Gender in Math’, in The Mabinogi: A Book of Essays, ed. by C. W. Sullivan III (London: Garland Publishing Inc., 1996), 331-345; Davies, Mabinogion, pp. 50, 54-58.]  [38:  Peter Thompson Ellis, ‘Legal References, Terms and Conception in the “Mabinogion”’, Y Cymmrodor, Vol. 39 (1928), 86-148.] 


Gwydion’s movement permeates the fourth branch of The Mabinogion. Not only is Gwydion said to ‘circuit the land’ on behalf of Math, but his itinerary during the fourth branch covers much of the topography of Wales. When a time is given for his travels, it always seems to be either at night or at the very edge of it: ‘That night Gwydion…went’, ‘That night they travelled’, ‘that night Gwydion… returned’, ‘At dawn the next day they travelled’.[footnoteRef:39] Gwydion often works at night, too: he showcases his talent for storytelling on his ‘first night’ at Pryderi’s court – a ‘custom’ of his, he says.[footnoteRef:40] Getting up ‘long before dawn’ to use ‘his magic and his power’ is thus not uncommon.[footnoteRef:41] It is unclear whether Gwydion moves and works at night due to necessity or choice, but what does stand out is the regularity of these actions during non-daylit hours. Perhaps the most fervent journey of Gwydion is the pursuit for his nephew/son Lleu, when he traversed both Gwynedd and Powys – a vast distance.[footnoteRef:42] Gwydion, then, can be seen to be intimately connected with movement, magic, and the night.  [39:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 49, 50, ]  [40:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, p. 50.]  [41:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, p. 57.]  [42:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, p. 61.] 


The familiar constellations of Cassiopeia and Corona Borealis are translated as ‘Llys Dôn’ (the court of Dôn) and ‘Caer Arianrod’ (the castle/fortress of Arianrod/Aranrhod) after Gwydion’s mother and sister respectively in Lady Guest’s own notes accompanying The Mabinogion.[footnoteRef:43] For Gwydion’s uncle, Math, a possible stellar counterpart exists through a link made by Eratosthenes of Cyrene between Boötes and Virgo where Boötes becomes Icarius and Virgo his daughter, Erigone. Ultimately, both Icarius and Erigone end up dead: she hangs herself in the tree that he is buried beneath, setting her form in a position with an everlasting link to her father’s.  It is this constant – to the verge of being parasitic – link between the two constellations of Boötes/Icarius and Virgo/Erigone that is so reminiscent of the stationary Math and his necessary virgin footholder and may orient them, too, in the night sky. [43:  Guest, Notes to Mabinogion, p. 308.] 


Gwydion’s link with the Milky Way was recognised by Lewis Morris, who finds much in common with Lady Guest’s analysis of Gwydion, but further adds that the Milky Way is called Caer Gwydion particularly due to the belief that ‘when he travelled through the heavens in search of [Lleu?]’s wife that eloped… he left this tract of stars behind him’.[footnoteRef:44] John Rhys notes that this ‘older version’ of Gwydion’s pursuit of Lleu’s adulterous and murderous wife ‘placed the scene in the skies’.[footnoteRef:45] Significantly earlier examples of this link between Gwydion and the Milky Way can be found, according to J. Lloyd-Jones, in the fourteenth-century poetry of Gruffudd Gryg and in the fifteenth-century poetry of Lewys Glyn Cothi.[footnoteRef:46] Without these cultural connections from Welsh-speaking writers, the journeys of Gwydion fab Dôn are not immediately recognisable as sky myths. Alongside these written attestations reaching back to the medieval period, however, Gwydion’s repetitive journeys by night and his enduringly magical heritage make a strong case for his story to be included in a corpus of sky myths.  [44:  Lewis Morris, Celtic Remains, (London: J. Parker, 1878), p. 231.]  [45:  John Rhys, Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion as Illustrated by Celtic Heathendom (London: Williams and Norgate: 1892), p. 241.]  [46:  Lloyd-Jones, Geirfa, p. 729.] 


Medieval Europe’s Christianised Cartography
Modern scholars rely on the physical output of the medieval period to map the boundaries of its imagined worldview. Using art, literature, music, and archaeological finds both large and small for reference, a picture of not only the physical but the cultural topography of the period can begin to be restored. Geoffrey Chaucer, that prolific literary mirror of medieval consciousness, makes particular reference to journeying the Milky Way in lines 935-940 of his House of Fame: 

Now… cast up thyn ye.
Se yonder, loo, the Galaxie,
Which men clepeth the Milky Wey
For hit ys whit (and somme, parfey,
Kallen hyt Watlynge Strete).[footnoteRef:47] [47:  House of Fame in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry D. Benson, 3rd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 359.] 


By offering Watling Street – the ancient road connecting Kent to the Welsh border – as a byname for the Milky Way, Chaucer unlocks the possibility that mirroring earthbound journeys in the sky may have been seen as unremarkable by the medieval audience for whom both Sturluson and the scribes of The Mabinogion wrote. This is equally true in the reverse: if older versions of these collected myths were understood by the cultures which orally transmitted them from one generation to the next to have taken place actually in the sky, it does not seem such a leap for Christian medieval scribes to reorient them to an earthbound context. 

The pervasive nature of Christianity in fourteenth and fifteenth century Europe cannot be overstated. In an imagined forest of pre-existing cultural mythology, Christianity is the moss: the explorer may take note of trees and assume that there must be bark beneath, but being sure requires careful peeling of the topmost mossy layer, without which the tree itself might lose some structural integrity. Despite the magic wielded so openly in both texts (with Gwydion himself and Aurvandill’s wife, Gróa, employing song as magical medicine), this layer is especially overt in the fourth branch of The Mabinogion.[footnoteRef:48] Despite his un-Christian, magical lineage, Gwydion calls upon God as witness when he admonishes his sister – Lleu’s mother, Aranrhod. When Aranrhod refuses to name her son, Gwydion immediately counters with ‘By my confession to God… you are a wicked woman’: cyclically, this is returned to when she does, unwillingly and unwittingly, bestow a name upon the lad, with Gwydion laying ‘God’s curse upon [her]’.[footnoteRef:49] This specific vein of interaction is found again between Gwydion and Aranrhod as the latter refuses rights to her son, whilst Gwydion uses his magical skills to force her hand into giving out what she would prefer to deny, the bearing of arms: ‘Between me and God,’ Gwydion swears ‘this stems from your wickedness’, with Aranrhod eventually answering ‘Between me and God… you are an evil man’.[footnoteRef:50] God is called upon at other crucial moments in the story, such as when Blodeuedd and Gronw Pebr commit adultery and as Lleu tells his errant wife the strangely precise way he must be killed.[footnoteRef:51] [48:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 62-63; Prose Edda, trans. by Brodeur, pp. 118-119.]  [49:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 55, 56.]  [50:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 57, 58.]  [51:  Mabinogion, trans. by Davies, pp. 59-60, ] 


Within the comparatively scant lines of Aurvandill’s myth, there is nothing obviously Christian to weigh down the events from sky to earth. However, the Iceland of Sturluson’s day was no less steeped in the doctrines of the Church than the Wales in which the scribes of The Mabinogion lived and worked. Sturluson’s motivation in collecting mythology deviates from the scribes of The Mabinogion, though. Sturluson, writing to preserve a pre-Christian mythology, may have actively attempted to negate the influence of Christianity in the internal mythology of the Prose Edda, or at least attempted to disguise it so well that the collected myths reinforce rather than challenge its tenets. The Norse gods, after all, are presented as gods in Sturluson’s work, whereas if the lords of The Mabinogion were once seen as gods they no longer wear that guise in its surviving written versions. The downgrading of gods to mortals by Christian writers is not unheard of. Saxo Grammaticus, within whose Gesta Danorum many near-cognates of Sturluson’s narratives exist, repeatedly works an apotheotic reversal when euhemeristically rendering the adventures of the Norse pantheon. The Gesta Danorum introduces Odin, for example, as being ‘believed throughout Europe, though falsely, to be a god’: dismissing in one fell swoop his divinity and the credibility of any society whose collective belief was to the contrary.[footnoteRef:52]    [52:  Saxo Grammaticus, History of the Danes, trans. by Peter Fisher and ed. by Hilda Ellis Davidson (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 1979-1980) Vol. I, Book 1, p. 25.] 


Conclusion
This essay has analysed the sky myths of Gwydion fab Dôn’s exploits in The Mabinogion and the account of Aurvandill’s toe becoming a star in Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda. An attempt has been made to strip back the Christian ideological lens through which medieval Welsh and Icelandic scribes wrote to orient these narratives firmly in the sky. The social significance of the hone that Aurvandill’s wife, Gróa, attempts to magically loosen from Thor’s head whilst the god recounts his journey with her husband has been highlighted as a feature significant to Old Norse culture that would have been understood by Sturluson’s medieval audience. Whilst the use of magic is prevalent in both myths, Christian overtones are so overt in the myth of Gwydion that they may be considered to weigh down the events of the myth from sky to earth. These features root the myths firmly in the medieval cultures they were written down in whilst offering tantalising echoes of the cultures which conceptualised the original myths. 

Both myths, it has been argued, contain references to the Milky Way as a part of their landscape. That Gwydion, through his repetitive night-time journeys, may be understood to create a path across the night sky is strengthened by extant sources reaching back to the medieval period that reference Caer Gwydion as a colloquial name for the Milky Way. Aurvandill is carried across the mythologically important Élivágar by Thor during their shared journey. Élivágar has associations with the creation of the Norse cosmos and has been explicitly linked with the Milky Way by Henry Adams Bellows, a translator of the Old Norse Poetic Edda. Ultimately, both myths showcase the cyclical constancy of the night sky and how the cultures who created these myths seem to have believed themselves inextricably connected to the visible cosmos – mirroring land and sky through mythical journeys which uphold and strengthen societal norms – a link which Christianised scribes seem to have been unable to scratch away. 
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