				
											Student Number:   2417718         
Module code:        HPCA7015
  
Page 1 of 2
		
[image: Picture 100711822]

Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment coversheet & feedback form

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name: ISABELLE WAINE

Student University Email: 2417718@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: HPCA7015

Module title:

Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology
	Student ID number:



2417718
	Educational support needs:


No

	Assignment title:    Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.

Assignment due date:  6/012025.    Late Assignment Submission. Submitted 12.01.2025

	This assignment is for the       1st   2nd     3rd X        4th       5th       6th    module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.
Signed ……………………………………………………………
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box ☑
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	
Assignment Mark

1st Marker’s Provisional mark	

2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark	

External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)	

Final Mark
	

NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.




For completion by Marker 1 :
Comments:

	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:











	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)










	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:











Introduction
This paper will consider two sky myths, both involving pairs of male twins, one from the Indian subcontinent, that of the divine Asvín twins, and the other, the myth of Castor and Pollux (the Dioscuri) from the Peloponnese peninsula in Greece, over 3500 miles away. The paper has four subject areas. Firstly, the definition of myth - what is meant by ‘myth’ and some current academic definitions of myth, culminating in a set of definitions by which to benchmark each narrative. Secondly a précis of each myth with their textual sources, and geographical and temporal locations.
Thirdly a breakdown of similarities and differences between the two narratives and a discussion as to how closely or otherwise the myths are to each other and, if the similarities are too many to be entirely coincidental, why that might be with regard to a possible underlying Proto-myth. Included in this section is benchmarking the myths to the definitions defined. Fourthly a brief exploration of any defined proto-myth, and its own provenance in time and geography.


What is meant by myth?
Scholarly opinions vary widely on what myth is, or indeed how to define it. Any definition is going to be context and content specific let alone culturally specific. What is myth or fable to one person, is sacred truth to another. Myth or mӯthos , originally meant ‘word or speech in opposition to ‘lógos which also meant word, but in a rational or philosophical sense, and hence ‘true’ 1.
Later philosophers, academics and authors have each made their own definition: -
Myth is ‘a type of speech’ (Roland Barthes); ‘ideology in narrative form’ (Bruce Lincoln); the ‘revelation of human preconscious psyche’ (Carl Jung). More sacrally, myth is ‘‘the spoken correlative of the acted rite’ (Jane Harrison) ‘a sacred history, the relating of which is ’equivalent to revealing a mystery’ (Mircea Eliade) or ‘from the point of view of any orthodoxy, … "other people's religion," (Joseph Campbell). 2

A more modern overarching interpolation of myth is defined by Jaan Puhvel, in his book Comparative Mythology, that myth is something ‘expressed the thought patterns by which a group formulates self-cognition and self-realisation, attains self- knowledge and self-confidence, explains its owns source and being and that of its surroundings and sometimes tries to chart its destinies’. 3 At a basic level myths can be interpretations of the movements and effects of astral bodies - the sun and moon, constellations, meteorological phenomena (thunder and lightning meaning the gods are angry) or other natural phenomena. For the purposes of this essay, then, the



[bookmark: _bookmark0]1 Bremmer, Jan N. "mythology." The Oxford Companion to Classical Civilization. : Oxford University Press, , 2014. Oxford Reference.
<https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198706779.001.0001/acref-9780198706779-e-429>.

[bookmark: _bookmark1]2 Gentile, John S. “Prologue: Defining Myth: An Introduction to the Special Issue on Storytelling and Myth.” Storytelling, Self, Society, vol. 7, no. 2, 2011, pp. 85–90. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41949151.
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definitions used as benchmarks, will be those of Jaan Puhl and the basic level myths outlined above.

The Aśvins or Ashvin Twins,
In the Rig Veda, one of the oldest Sanskrit texts composed or compiled between 1400 – 1000BCE, the Asvíns were twin gods, born of the union of Vedic sun god, Surya and the cloud Goddess Sanja whilst they were both in horse form. The Rig
Veda is not considered to be myth by adherents, rather it is a collection of liturgical recitations, principally laudatory, to be chanted or recited as part of the daily ritual of the preparation of the Soma - heavenly nectar, inviting the gods to partake of soma. In exchange for the invitation to partake of Soma, the ritualist usually require boon in return 4. Within the hymns are verses that recount, in aetiological form, how the gods came into being and what their functions or responsibilities are, cosmically and to humanity.
Described and depicted as handsome young men, either horse headed, or completely human in form, with wings, the Asvíns are functional gods, associated with the Dawn Goddess Uṣas, accompanying her on her daily morning journey across the sky. They drive a golden triple wheeled chariot, pulled by horses, bulls or winged birds. They herd the red cattle (the rays of dawn) from the caves of the night.
They are frequently invoked in the preparation of amṛta or Soma the food for the
gods in the Rig Veda. The Aśvins have over fifty-five hymns to them in the Rig Veda. In the Vedic texts they are also known as helpers, or healers and resurrectors of men. The Aśvins are also known as Nāsatyas (healers or helpers) and Divo Naphtali offspring (either sons or grandsons) of Dyaus.5
Hymns 116. And 117 In Mandala 1, succinctly catalogue the deeds attributed to the Aśvin. Firstly, their rescues of named sages or seers: Bhujyu was saved from his abandonment at sea and brought ‘back from his ancestors’ RV I.119.4,6 Rheba likewise is saved from death by stabbing and drowning and ‘raised up’. 7 Others, such as Atari and Vandana are brought up from under the earth. In the story of the rejuvenation Cyavāna, mentioned in the Rig Veda but elaborated in other texts, a decrepit Cyavāna is restored to his youth (and sexual vigour) 8. The Asvíns are also


[bookmark: _bookmark3]4 (Brereton and Jamieson ). Jamison, Stephanie, and Joel Brereton, The Rigveda (New York, 2020; online edn, Oxford Academic, 19 Mar. 2020), https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190633363.001.0001 p.48

[bookmark: _bookmark4]5 Ibid, p.48

[bookmark: _bookmark5]6 Ibid, p.227

[bookmark: _bookmark6]7 Frame, Douglas. 2009. Hippota Nestor. Hellenic Studies Series 37. Washington, DC: Center for Hellenic Studies, p.3 https://chs.harvard.edu/chapter/ch-3-vedic/

[bookmark: _bookmark7]8 Mitra, Jyotir. “ASHVINS, THE TWIN CELESTIAL PHYSICIANS, AND THEIR MEDICAL SKILL.” Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, vol. 45, 1984, pp. 220–28. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44140202.

credited with providing cattle and horses, gold, wives and children and it is these tangible benefices that the rite performers are entreating for 9.
Hindu astrology associates them with the constellation Gemini, however, in Vedic astronomy they are associated with the constellation Aries.


The Dioscuri
The most prevalent myth is that Leda, their mother, and wife to the king of Sparta Tyndareos, was impregnated by Zeus in the guise of a swan and later by her husband. Children resultant of the birth were the male twins – Castor and Polydeuces and the females Helen and her sister Clytemnestra. Helen and Polydeuces were the children of Zeus, and divine, and Castor and Clytemnestra, children of Tyndareos and therefore human 10. The earliest texts, the Homeric epics describe them as ‘full brothers’ of Helen, born to the same mother as her Iliad (3.234- 244) 11 and as Tyndaridae (sons of Tyndareos) having been honoured by Zeus a quasi-divine status on their deaths ‘in the honour they received they are equal to gods’ Odyssy (11.299-304) 12.This seems to imply that they, and their sister Helen, were originally thought to be wholly human. They were inseparable through youth and adulthood. Castor was famed for his horsemanship, and Polydeuces for his boxing skills. Both were described as handsome young men (kouros) or (ephebe).
In the myths they are known for their participation along with many other heroes, in the Caledonian Boar Hunt and as members of the Argonauts, the group of heroes who sailed with Jason to Colchis, to regain a fabled Golden Fleece. However, there are two myths specific to the twins. Firstly, the rescue of their sister Helen from
Atticus, to where she had been abducted (and possibly raped) by Theseus. They razed Atticus, regained Helen and took Theseus’s mother captive13. Secondly their death and subsequent apotheosis. There are differing narratives as to this. One is that they kidnapped their female cousins, Phoebe and Hilaera, daughters of Leucippus, who were betrothed to Idas and Lynceus the ‘Apharetidae’ (and the male cousins of Castor and Polydeuces) causing strife, subsequent combat and the deaths both sets of cousins,14. Another version is that the girls were not kidnapped, but successfully woo’d, the marriages propitious and each twin fathered a son. The combat was a result of an argument about the dividing up of a successful cattle

[bookmark: _bookmark8]9Jamison, Stephanie, and Joel Brereton, p.

[bookmark: _bookmark9]10 Graves, Robert.The Greek Myths. The Folio Society Ltd 1996.pp196-7

[bookmark: _bookmark10]11 Homer, Anthony, Verity and Barbara, Graziosi. 2011. The Iliad. Oxford ; New York, Oxford University Press.

[bookmark: _bookmark11]12 Anthony Verity, Homer. The Odyssey. Oxford World's Classics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018, pp 299-304

[bookmark: _bookmark12]13 Parker, Robert Christopher Towneley, “Dioscuri”. The Oxford Classical Dictionary Oxford University Press, 2012

[bookmark: _bookmark13]14 Neil Hopkinson (Ed.) Theocritus, Moschus, Bion.. Edited and translated by Neil Hopkinson. Loeb Classical Library 28. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015.

rustle by both the Tyndaridae and the Apharetidae, resulting in the death of all 15. The Tyndaridae’s apotheosis is as a result of Polydeuces refusing to live on Olympus with the gods, without his brother. Zeus grants them both immortality, however, they alternate between a day with the gods, and a day under the earth. Zeus is said to have placed them in the sky as the Greek constellation Castor and Polydeuces, more commonly known by the roman term Gemini meaning Twins16. The Sea God Poseidon is said to have given them powers over the winds and the waves, as well
as two immortal white horses, in acknowledgement of their brotherly love17.
Post apotheosis, the Dioscuri were known as saviours of those in peril at sea, who vow sacrifice of white lambs for their deliverance. The twins arrived on ‘tawny wings and calmed wind, waves and rough weather – although no specific rescue is
attested. Epiphany at sea was in the form of what is now known as St Elmo’s Fire, a corposant or corona electrical discharge attached to a mast of a ship 18. A single corposant (bad) was known as a Helena, the double (good) as Castor and Polydeuces 19. In the Roman Empire, the twins, known as the ‘Castores’ were more revered for coming to the aid of the (right) army. They were said to have appeared at various military encounters: the Sicilian Battle at the River Sagra c. 540 BCE; the Battle of Lake Regillus in 496 BCE and the Battle at Milvian Bridge in AD 312 20.
The Spartans were ruled by two kings from separate royal families. As such they placed value on the legends of the Dioscuri as antecedents, not only on the practice of double kingship, but also as legendary ancestors. The Dioscuri were worshipped as gods of war, in the aniconic form of the Dokana, a wooden structure with two parallel beams connected by horizontal beams. The Dokana was carried in war, when the two kings went on military camp gain, but, about 504 BCE, only one king went to war with half the Dokana and one king stayed in Sparta, with the other half. 21 Dioscuri cult worship was not confined to Sparta, there were large cult festivals in Attica, and other Greek city states, and Greek or Spartan colonies settled in Sicily and Italy. First century CE statuary shows the twins as mirror images, identical in garb, accompanied by horses. In addition to public sacrifice, Theoxenia – cultic
feasts or meals entertaining the gods, was practiced. Usually celebrated at the public

[bookmark: _bookmark14]15 Pindar Odes. Trans Diane Arnson Svarlien. 1990.

[bookmark: _bookmark15]16 Graves, Robert.The Greek Myths. The Folio Society Ltd 1996.pp 232-233
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[bookmark: _bookmark18]19 Pliny the Elder, The Natural History. Trans John Bostock, (Taylor and Francis)

[bookmark: _bookmark19][bookmark: _bookmark20]https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0137%3Abook%3D2%3Achapter%3D37 20 Parker Robert Christopher Towneley. “Dioscuri” The Oxford Classical Dictionary; Oxford University Press, 2012 21Smith, William, William Wayte, and G. E. (George Eden) Marindin. A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities

festival for many of the Greek Pantheon, they seemed to have particular association with the Dioscuri 22. Theoxenia in a more sociopolitical context allowed powerful clan families to the power and prestige that arose with public Theoxenia for instance at city games and races.23 However, the Dioscuri also had more domestic settings for Theoxenia – where simpler fare was offered, including ‘pleasant poetry and sweet
wine’ 24


Comparing and contrasting the myths.
Reading the Rig Veda Hymns and the Greek myths, there appears to be a remarkable similarity between the key descriptors of the Asvíns and the Dioscuri and what their divine functions are. Both are described as young or youthful and handsome. Both have identifying links to horses, the Asvíns as charioteers (and possibly having horse heads), the Dioscuri as ‘horse-tamers’. Both have links to cattle – the Asvíns on their daily gathering of the dawn cattle and gifting of cattle, the Dioscuri in their cattle rustling. Intriguingly, and less obviously, there are similar links to the concept of light, albeit neither divine twin has names with connections to light.
As noted above the Asvíns accompany Uṣas the Dawn Goddess on her daily celestial journey and they themselves are called Bright (I15.11), light bringers
(I92.17) or much gleaming (VIII.5.32). 25 With the Dioscuri the connection to light is tangential and requires etymological unpacking. Their sister Helen and both their wives have names connotating light – Helen and Hilaeria are female cognates of Helios – and have a meaning of ‘glow’ while Phoebe is a female cognate of Phoebus ‘radiant one’ – an epithet of the God Apollo. More directly, the Dioscuri appear as phosphorous light in their roles as saviours of sea endangered sailors.
Both Asvíns and Dioscuri are seen as helpers of humans, the Asvíns in multiple ways, the Dioscuri more so in sea rescues and martial endeavours. However, there are vastly more examples of the healing deeds of the Asvíns as Nāsatyas. As has already been explored above, their deeds are not only as saviours of people from under the ground, or under the sea, but also as resurrectors from deaths.
Both divine twins have connections to feasting. The Rigveda and Greek texts speak of invitations to the divines to share the feast – Soma in the Rigveda and sacrificed meat or more simple fare in the Greek texts. This leads to discussion as to the socio- political and cultural differences. The Rigveda was composed and compiled by an elite stratum within Vedic society, who sponsored and took part in the soma rituals.

[bookmark: _bookmark21]22 Parker, Robert Christopher Towneley, “Dioscuri”. The Oxford Classical Dictionary Oxford University Press, 2012

[bookmark: _bookmark22]23 Petridou Georgia, ‘Theoxenia Festivals; Playing the host and guest with the divine, Divine Epiphany in the Greek Literature and Culture Oxford 2016.

[bookmark: _bookmark23]24 Walker, Henry John, The Greek Asvíns: Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Vol..88 (2007), pp,99-118. (pp104- 105)

[bookmark: _bookmark24]25 West, M. L., Indo-European Poetry and Myth (Oxford, 2007; online edn, Oxford Academic, 1 Sept. 2007)

Thus, the hymns reflect the religious and socio-economic concerns of the
participants and given the nature of the text and indeed the huge timescale of its development, little by way of political (albeit mythical) history 26. In juxtaposition, there is evidence in the texts of Ancient and Classical Greece as to the need to secure validation of a clan or elite family’s primacy, through textural links to divine or heroic ancestors. By extension then, the primary audiences of the ancient and classic Greek texts would be those who could afford them privately or could afford to pay for sacred festivals where they were recited in public, thus reinforcing those families' credentials.
Finally, the difference in divinity. The Asvíns, as has been noted, were born as solar gods with a solar function. The Dioscuri, irrespective of their birth legends, do suffer a human death and it is Zeus who gives them divinity. Whilst they are depicted with stars around their heads, and are identified with the constellation of Gemini, as post- apotheotic helpers of humanity, their divine help is probably nature based rather than solar.
Returning to Puhvel’s definition it can be seen that both the Rigveda hymns and the myths of the Dioscuri evidence (if not directly), the essence of the Vedic and Greek clan/groups confirmation of their identity and social status, and how they try to define their place in their own strata of society, their relationship to their respective divine pantheons and their clan or community desires.

Underlying proto-myth
Given the similarities of key components of the two sky-god myths, there would seem to be some underlying mytheme that links them together. The question then is how these myths came into individual existence. In this respect it is useful to explore whether other cultures (outside Greece and Rome itself) had similar divinities to the Asvíns and the Dioscuri.
The most striking link is to the similarly linguistically sounding names of the Baltic
mythical solar deities the Diẽvo sunẽlia (Lithuanian) or Dieva Dēli, (Latvian) meaning ‘Sons of God’ 27. Whilst there is little evidence that the Dieva Dēli were twins – numbers vary from two to five, they are linked with Saule, the Baltic Sun Goddess, meeting her daily as she drives her sun chariot and solar horses across the sky.
There is also a rescue by the Dieva Dēli of the Sun Goddess’s daughter Saules Meita from sinking into the sea 28. In his book ‘Indo European Poetry and Myth’ M.L. West says that the Vedic, Greek and Baltic poetic traditions have ‘have preserved in recognizable form a pair of figures from MIE* mythology or religion’ and further, that




[bookmark: _bookmark25]26 Jamison, Stephanie, and Joel Brereton, p6

[bookmark: _bookmark26]27 Mallory, James P.; Adams, Douglas Q. (1997). Encyclopaedia of Indo-European Culture. Fitzroy Dearborn

[bookmark: _bookmark27]28 West, M. L., Indo-European Poetry and Myth

among comparative mythological academics, ‘there is a rare consensus on this conclusion’29
West then states that while IE (Indo-European) speakers, spoke both about ‘the gods’ as a pantheon and as individuals, the most important term which is evidenced across the IE language family was based on the root *diw/dyu, which denoted the bright sky or the light of day. In MIE it took the form *deiwós, plural *deiwο ´-s.’ Among the derivatives were the Vedic devá-, Avestan daeva-, Old Phrygian devos, and the Latin deus.30
*MIE is an acronym for ‘Mature Indo European’ itself a derivative from PIE or ‘Proto Indo European’, and both are terms used in the field of Comparative Mythology, a 20th century development seeking to ‘study myth as a philological, religious, psychological, or philosophical phenomenon, usually by way by way of explicit or implicit comparisons of mythologies or cultural expressions of myth’ 31.
Comparativists then, are of the opinion that there was a Proto myth in a hypothesised proto-culture, termed Indo-European estimated to have existed around 3500 – 2500 BCE. The culture dubbed ‘The Kurgan Culture’ were nomadic herders, from the steppes of the Black Sea – who over millennia migrated into other parts of the Europe/Asian continental mass, bringing their language and largely pastoral belief system with them, intrinsic to which were patriarchy and patrilineality and social ranging, mobility, pastoralism and animal domestication especially that of the horse), together with an impressive array of armaments32.
What this information does highlight is the value and importance of horses in the spread of the ‘Kurgan Culture’ which is reflected in the myths discussed. There is no need, in this paper, to delve further into Comparative Mythology and Proto Indo European, other than to acknowledge the probability that there is a MIE/PIE Proto myth as the foundation base of both narratives, in the absence of any other massed evidence to the contrary. Further, examination of Indo European/Northern European Bronze Age rock art seems to indicate many examples of solar myths, of which the most important were ‘the sun god/goddess and their helpers and rescuers the Divine Twins, which in various disguises, as ships, axes and horses, and as twin stars (the morning and evening
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star) ensured that the journey would successfully pass through its transitions and overcome the dangers underway’33
In looking at this it becomes apparent that with regard to narratives of the Divine Twins, as sky-myths, there is evidence to show that neither the Indo-Vedic culture or the culture of Ancient Greece independently developed the narratives, rather each culture’s version of the underlying myth was, as a vestigial memory, redefined and shaped to fit into their own celestial belief system and sociology-political system.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper has examined sky-myth narrative from two ancient cultures, that of the Asvíns in the Vedic Rigveda and the Dioscuri from the Ancient Greek and Classical Greek culture. In studying the narratives and from their textual content and context, it can be seen that both myths have striking similarities, not only with each other but also with another culture – that of the Baltic. The principal commonalities are twinship, horses, and links to light bearing or light linked deities, in Sanskrit the Dawn Goddess, in Baltic Myth, the Sun Goddess and in Greek mythology, Helen – who has solar connections. Both myths have been shown to fit to the definition of sky or solar myth. Further, both myths conform to Puhl’s definition in terms of group self- identification as outlined earlier in this paper. Given the congruence of content and narrative, this paper has looked at whether there is evidence of an underlying proto- myth. While no definitive myth has been identified, this paper has shown that there is academically accepted evidence (within the field of Comparative Mythology) that there was a possible cultural starting point originating from the Steppes in the mid 4th Millenium BCE. Linguistically, there are common words for deity across all the myths with a PIE/MIE root. Finally, there is archaeological evidence that shows underlying commonality with regards to the sun, twins and horses in Bronze Age rock art.
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