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Introduction

Claude Lévi-Strauss once theorised that “myths resemble one another to an extraordinary degree” (1955, cited in Kluckhohn, 1959; p. 269). Despite cultural and geographical differences, there are many instances in which the culture of myths and folklores can be comparable to one another. 

This essay will conduct a comparative study of two papers that each examine their own respective myth/story. The two papers that will be examined within this essay are the following; Eleanor R. Long’s paper titled ‘How the Dog Got its Days: A Sceptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’, published in 1984 via. The Western Folklore journal, and  ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’, written by Wayne Elzey (1976). The decision to examine these two papers was made based on the fact that both authors are exploring the structure and perceptions of each respective tale. Additionally, both papers examine their chosen topic through a multicultural, intersectional lens, so it would be more convenient to construct a comparison of the two.

This essay will first begin by contextualising both papers; examining the framework of each, their intentions, and other contextual details to help the readers to fully engage with the texts. Next, there will be a summarisation of each paper, detailing what is studied by each scholar, and how they approach their chosen topic. Lastly, a brief analysis will be conducted, comparing the two papers, noting their similarities, and discussing where each differs from the other. 

Contextualisation of the Papers

As mentioned in the introduction, there will first be a contextualisation of each paper and their respective author in order to understand the framework in which their writing and their chosen field of study has been placed. 

 The first paper to be examined will be ‘How the Dog Got its Days: A Sceptical Inquiry into Traditional Star and Weather Lore’ (Long, E., 1984). In this paper, Long examines the concept of the period known as the ‘Dog Days’, including where the phrase originated from, and to what extent it is understood throughout different cultures globally by means of interpretations of the cosmos. Long also goes into further depth explaining why the star was named the Dog star, and how it can have multiplicity of meanings depending on the culture or religion, including Ancient Greek, Hindu, Egyptian, and Persian cultures. This paper is more aimed towards scholars eager to learn more about the difference in conceptual ideas regarding the Dog Days and the rising of Sirius, due to its informative structure and vast exploration of scholars. 

Eleanor Long-Wilgus was born in Seattle, Washington in 1923, and died on May 8th, 2005. As a scholar, she specialised in folklore and balladry, and taught these subjects, as well as other similar disciplines, in multiple higher education institutes in her life, including various universities in California, and the University of Saskatchewan in Canada (Cohen, 2006). In addition to her academic career, Long was also a member of several Folklore societies across North America, thus contributing to her studies and knowledge of the subject. 

The second paper to be examined in this essay is ‘The Nahua Myth of the Suns: History and Cosmology in Pre-Hispanic Mexican Religions’ (Elzey, W., 1976). Similar to Long’s work, Elzey explores the many conceptualisations of his chosen topic, which is in this case the ‘Myth of the Suns’ in ancient Mesoamerican cultures. He explains the different interpretations that have been made throughout the regions in which he is examining – specifically ancient Central Mexico. In this paper, Elzey refers to the myth of the Suns as a story of both the “creation and destruction of a succession of world periods” (1976; p. 114). This paper is more directed towards those with a scholarly desire to learn, rather than the general public, or as a topic for light reading. This is suggested through the use of multiple depictions from several key writers in the sixteenth century. 

Wayne Elzey was born in Michigan in 1941, and died in March of 2012. He was a Professor of Comparative Religion at Miami University for over 30 years, and was said to be an “expert historian on the Mayan culture” (Princell, D., cited in Hanges, J. C., McKenna, B., Reiss, J., and Wilson, L., 2013). Elzey’s background in Mesoamerican culture provides a connection to the topic of the specific paper chosen for the purpose of this essay. 

A Brief Summary


As mentioned previously, the first paper opens with a detailed description of a phenomenon known as the ‘Dog Days’. E.R. Long summons the work of other folkloric scholars to define the ‘Dog Days’ as a dismal period of time, where most basic life requirements are ill-advised due to the potential negative outcome; “when the earth should not be tilled and when vegetables are not to be harvested… and a time when no sore or wound will heal properly” (1984; p. 257). The primary objective of this paper is to examine the contexts in which these ‘Dog Days’ can be understood throughout history and within a multitude of cultures and mythologies, drawing primarily on sixteenth century ideas. The ‘Dog Days’ are known to occur after the summer solstice, when the dog star, known by the names of either Canis major or Sirius, is in ascendency. In Western contemporary understandings, the ‘Dog Days’ are known as the hottest time of year; dating between July 3rd and August 11th (Science News Letter, 1933). However, as Long explores in her paper, this period can be subject to change depending on the region in which it is observed; in lower hemisphere regions such as South Africa, the star is known to rise in the middle of their winter period, bringing colder weather instead (Frazer, 1932; cited in Long, 1984). This provides the reader with an alternative perspective from which they can understand the effect of the dog star and the potential influence that the cosmos has on earthly happenings. In addition to this, Long examines the etymological meaning to the star, by exploring the different cultures from which it originates from and their original definitions for the star; in Hindu culture, the star represents the blessing of water rather than the delivering of heat (p. 260).  Long provides a juxtaposition of meanings, giving the reader material to ponder over in terms of the variety of meanings assigned to the star. 


The central focus of Elzey’s paper is to examine the ‘myth of the Suns’, and the context in which the myth has been developed, specifically in which the ways it has been historically interpreted. As previously mentioned, the ‘myth of the Suns’ refers to an ancient story regarding the creation and destruction of worldly periods (1976; p. 114). The text is structured through three different hypotheses in which we can understand the myth. These are the following; the ‘myth of the Suns’ as a structural basis for the organisation of cosmological sequences, the myth is “uniquely Mexican”, despite influences from other cultures and religions such as Hindu, Christian, and Greek (p. 116), and lastly that these Mexican systems generally develop religious structures with which comparisons can be made. Elzey then outlines the multitude of different sources from which the myth has developed, which he states is primarily speculation due to the lack of concrete sources from significant individuals. This paper also brings forward a variety of sources that were recorded during the Mesoamerican period, as well as the validity of said sources. Elzey examines the myth of the Suns in an unbiased format, looking at the different scholarly and theological interpretations of said the said myth. Elzey claims that there are over twenty different variants of the myth of the Suns, most of which are based within the relevant region of Central Mexico (1976; p.114). 

Analysis of the Two Papers

Now that the context of each paper has been established, there will now be a brief analysis and comparison of the two texts. Due to the nature of each paper, neither come to a clear conclusion in terms of their relative topics. Both are more on the informative than critical, leaving any interpretations open to the reader. 

Both papers have a similar subject matter; Long focussing on the history of the rise of Sirius, and Elzey observing the ancient myth of the cycle of life in ancient Mexican culture. Drawing back on Levi-Strauss’ quote at the beginning of this essay, these myths examined in both papers share similarities in the sense that the myths themselves both symbolise a sense of destruction or misery for those involved. The tale of the Dog Days suggests nothing but negative occurrences, and the myth of the Suns revolves around the idea of the destruction of historical periods of time. As well as this, it is interesting to observe that both papers were published in close proximity to each other; which could very well explain these similarities.

In terms of the differences between the two papers, there are multiple observations. Firstly, Long includes the consideration of different geographical location in her study, as she suggests that the Dog Days are different depending on geographical climate and culture. The Dog Days are more of a Western ideology, compared to Elzey’s work examining the Mesoamerican traditions and legends. Elzey’s work has significantly more content compared to Long’s paper, giving the reader more information for them to consider in relation to the topic. One differentiation between the papers that has been observed is that Elzey is more comparative of the different observations in regards to the myth of the Suns, whereas Long is just stating the different meanings that have emerged throughout the years. Elzey overall is seeking a true definition to the myth of the Suns. 

Muller and van Herdeen suggest that cosmology is often associated with religious themes (2013), which is clearly reflected within Elzey’s work. The primary source of the ‘myth of the Suns’ is known to be ancient Mesoamerican missionaries, which were highly influential to the development of current beliefs, customs, and practices of central Mexico (1976; p. 114). This emphasises the importance of religion in terms of cosmology and the development of cultural phenomena. Although Long’s work does examine some religious influence, she does not investigate it to the extent that Elzey does. Overall, Elzey’s writing provides more depth on the topic. The text is significantly longer compared to Long’s work, and thus has more content. 

Conclusion

This essay will conclude with a brief recount of the explorations covered. Long’s writings on the Dog Days are explorative of the occurrences on a global scale, whereas Elzey’s work is strictly focussed on Central Mexican religions and beliefs in regards to the myth of the Suns. Both writers are very informative with their work, allowing the reader to formulate their own perceptions of the respective topics. 

In terms of differences, Elzey’s work is more to-the-point in terms of seeking out a definitive answer to what the ‘myth of the Suns’ entails, compared to Long’s speculation and inclusion of the different interpretations. 
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