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A CRITICAL COMPARISON OF TWO SECONDARY SOURCES
Word Count: 3,070 (excluding footnotes and reference list)

This essay will critically compare two secondary sources that examine sky-stories of two distinct cultures and historical periods. The first is Signe Cohen’s 2020 paper, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’ published in Culture and Cosmos.[footnoteRef:1] Cohen’s study investigates Old Norse cosmological language and the ways in which naming practices reveal underlying mythological structures. The second source is Morag Feeney Beaton’s 2020 paper, ‘Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth’, also published in Culture and Cosmos, which explores the enduring East Asian narrative associated with the stars Altair and Vega.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Signe Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’, Culture and Cosmos: The Talking Sky, 24.1-2 (2020), 27–36 <doi.org/10.46472/CC.1224.0205>.]  [2:  Morag Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega, the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, an Analysis of a Living Sky-Myth’, Culture and Cosmos: The Talking Sky, 24.1-2 (2020), 55–73 <doi.org/10.46472/CC.1224.0209>.] 

The purpose of this essay is to examine, compare, and contrast how the authors approach their respective cultural materials, the themes that emerge from their analyses, and the conclusions they draw in relation to the objectives of their papers. To achieve this, the essay will first contextualise the contributions of Cohen and Feeney-Beaton by outlining the cultural material they engage with, the scholarly and disciplinary backgrounds that inform their perspectives, and the methodologies they employ. It will then offer a critical comparison of how each author addresses a key thematic concern relating to mythological elements and cosmological symbolism, arguing that Cohen and Feeney-Beaton interpret their material through the lens of a gendered sky. The essay will go on to assess the conclusions each author reaches, focusing on their understanding of how the cosmology within their respective works relates to culture and the observer. Relevant academic sources will be drawn on throughout to support the critique and situate both papers within broader scholarship.

Contextualising the Papers
Signe Cohen, Professor of Religious Studies at the University of Missouri, centres her scholarship on Hinduism and South Asian Buddhism, drawing on her training in Sanskrit and other ancient Asian languages. Much of her work involves nuanced examinations of ancient texts to extract deeper linguistic, philosophical, and cultural layers. She also has a strong interest in comparative Indo-European literature and mythology.[footnoteRef:3] Her paper, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky? Naming the Celestial in Old Norse’, which considers the anonymously authored Old Norse poem Alvíssmál (‘The Speech of the All Wise’), fits naturally within this background. In it, Cohen examines, a dialogue between the thunder god Thor and a dwarf named Alvíss (‘The all-wise one’) about the words different beings use to describe the celestial world. It is the striking use of obscure and specialised vocabulary that Cohen is drawn to, noting that they were not “chosen simply for their extreme rarity”.[footnoteRef:4] The cultural material Cohen engages with is therefore textual, historical, and linguistically intricate.  [3:  University of Missouri, Signe Cohen – Classics, Archaeology, and Religion <https://car.missouri.edu/people/cohen-s> [accessed 18 March 2026]; National Humanities Centre, Signe Cohen (NHC Fellow, 2025-26) <https://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/fellow/signe-cohen-2025-26/> [accessed 18 March 2026].]  [4:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 27.] 

Similarly, Morag Feeney-Beaton, a member of the Radical Anthropology Group, also considers content that aligns with her background, this time in costume and theatre through her work with the Royal Opera House in London.[footnoteRef:5] Her paper explores the ancient Chinese myth of the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, which has a storyline that is centred on weaving as an activity that carriers symbolic and cosmological meaning ‘’beyond (its) primary function of generating fibre and textiles”. She describes it as a ‘’living sky-myth’’ that is grounded in oral traditions, and celebrated today in modern festivals such as Qixi in China and Tanabata in Japan.[footnoteRef:6] Feeney-Beaton’s reflection of the story as it relates to the astronomical cycle of the stars Altair and Vega also reflects her scholarship in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology through the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, for which the paper was created as part of her dissertation.[footnoteRef:7] The cultural material she works with can therefore be seen as distinct to Cohen’s in that it is active, adaptive, and continually evolving, rather than a static form of artefact. [5:  University of Wales Trinity Saint David, The Talking Sky – Speaker – Morag Feeney Beaton <https://sophia-project.net/conferences/The-Talking-Sky/speaker-feeney-beaton> [accessed 18 March 2026].]  [6:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 28. ]  [7:  Morag Feeney Beaton, A Gift From The Heavens: Cosmology within Spinning and Weaving. 2016 https://vimeo.com/175148670? [accessed 18 March 2026].] 


Methodological Approaches
The authors’ methods differ due to the nature of the materials they work with and their disciplinary backgrounds. Cohen’s approach is grounded in textual criticism, philology, and theoretical reflections. She places Alvíssmál within the 12th Century and compares it alongside ancient texts including the Iranian Avesta, Homeric Greek texts, Hittie texts from Antolia, and ancient Irish and Sanskrit literature, to show that the poem’s unusual sky-terms reflect an older tradition in which words used by different beings “that differ from ordinary human speech is an archaic one attested in several ancient Indo-European texts”.[footnoteRef:8] Her analysis of Alvíssmál is detailed and focused, considering terminology and its implications within Norse mythology and the wider Indo-European mythological framework. The secondary sources she draws on come largely from scholars of philology, medieval studies, linguistics, and prose and Old Norse poetic texts, supporting her considered approach of interpreting ancient vocabulary in line with the notion by Outi Merisalo as cited in Harry Lönnroth that physiology requires careful, slow reading, to understand and contextualise for the greatest effect.[footnoteRef:9] While Cohen evaluates the text to understand the origins of words, whose significance is otherwise obscure in Norse mythology, her interpretations highlight a desire to uncover the deeper cosmological connotations intended by the poem’s author. This is evident when one recognises that Alvíssmál, in the complete sense, incorporates a range of domains including sea, fire, seed, and wood.[footnoteRef:10] Cohen chooses to focus on Stanzas 9 through to 16 of the textual artefact that specifically hold indicators of a sky-myth, with an approach concerned with revealing the shifting ideas of the sky and its meanings within the narrative depending on the observer.[footnoteRef:11] .  [8:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 28.]  [9:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 27–36; Outi Merisalo, ‘Ludwig Traube and Philology’ p. 182–196 cited in Harry Lönnroth, ‘Philology Matters! Essays on the Art of Reading Slowly Medieval and Renaissance Authors and Texts, Mediaevistik, 31.2 (2018), 307–308 ]  [10:  Edward Pettit, The Poetic Edda: A Dual-Language Edition, (Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2023).]  [11:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 30–34.] 

Feeney-Beaton, by contrast, is interested in how the Cowherd and Weaver Girl myth is experienced in the present day – as legend, as festival, and as cultural identity. Where Cohen looks to the distant past to determine historical resonance, Feeney-Beaton is concerned with contemporary resonance today.[footnoteRef:12] She engages in scholarly review to understand the cosmology within weaving, exploring the practice across different world cultures through comparative mythology. She traces the different versions of the myth within China and examines how it has continued to change since its origin, which she places as between 900 and 600 BCE, focusing particularly on the myth after its arrival in Japan.[footnoteRef:13]  While the sources Feeney-Beaton refers to lean more towards folklore, ethnology, cosmology, and sinology, she extends this further by drawing on pop culture like cinema, television, and video games, as well as online searches about festivals or cultural events as quantifiable evidence highlighting the myths presence in the modern day.[footnoteRef:14] To understand the ongoing cultural significance of the myth, Feeney-Beaton considers the astronomy of the stars Altair and Vega as underpinning the myth and its calendrical cycle. She supplements her analysis with fieldwork through a small survey of Chinese and Japanese volunteer respondents, predominantly in the UK.[footnoteRef:15]  Her interest lies not only in the myth’s cosmological symbolism but also in how it continues to shape and be shaped by living cultural contexts. Her analysis brings together the myth’s narrative structure, its astronomical phenomenon, and observations of festival practices. This stands in contrast to Cohen’s historically oriented, text-based work: while Cohen reconstructs meaning from linguistic traces in medieval manuscripts, Feeney-Beaton examines how meaning is continually evolving through active cultural participation.  [12:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 56.]  [13:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 59.]  [14:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 69.]  [15:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 71.] 


Divinity and Symbolism in a Gendered Sky 
Mircea Eliade (1907 – 1986) contends that the sky is already a place of divinity simply by virtue of its infinite expanse and its sense of transcendence, a natural symbol of the sacred, “something quite apart” from the ordinary human experience.[footnoteRef:16] Stanislaw Iwaniszewski concedes that it is “not something that exists objectively outside the human lifeworld, but should be understood as something that is always socially constructed”.[footnoteRef:17] Somewhere between these two definitions is the foundation for understanding how both Cohen and Feeney-Beaton approach the cosmological dimensions of their chosen myths. Both authors show how cultural contexts shape the symbolic meanings of the sacred sky and they do so through contrasting yet complimentary visions of divinity and symbolism. In Feeney-Beaton’s analysis, the sky is interpreted as a feminine realm. She positions Zhih Nü, the Weaver Girl, not only as a supernatural character but a divine craftswoman who’s weaving forms the very structure of the heavens. Divine femininity is continually reiterated through names like “weaving goddess” or “star goddess”, by which the scholar discusses Weaver Girl to be known as in different versions of the sky-story, especially Japanese retellings.[footnoteRef:18] This is in contrast to other versions of the mythical tale, which centre on either Weaver Girl’s father or on the Cowherd – known as Niu Lang – and his desire for a wife.[footnoteRef:19]  Feeney-Beaton’s inferences of Zhih Nü’s role as giving birth to heavenly order through the spinning of clouds or the weaving of a rainbow further creates an ongoing sense of enchantment and divinity to what was common women’s practice in Eurasia at the time. [footnoteRef:20] The author suggests that the long tradition of female goddesses at the centre of spinning and weaving sky-myths from cultures around the world affirm that the elevated craft often stands for a sacred practice – the very act of cosmic creation – and has “an intimate association with divinity”.[footnoteRef:21] She offers that in some cultures the symbolism extends to weaving implements within the cosmos, like the sun’s rays becoming cosmic yarn or warp sticks.[footnoteRef:22] Through the personification of the stars Altair and Vega as the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, the mythic tale is no longer just situated within a cosmic backdrop but it becomes directly projected onto and associated with the astronomical cycles of the stars themselves. Feeney-Beaton considers this in the sense of the “living myth” and how festivals are grounded in these traditions of the divine feminine, as a ritual context where human hopes for romantic love and improved skills with their craft are addressed to celestial figures.[footnoteRef:23] This personification of the stars that attributes to them role, relationships, personalities, and feelings also aligns to what Patrick Curry defines as enchantment through animism.[footnoteRef:24]  [16:  Mircea Eliade, Patterns In Comparative Religion, (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958), p. 38–39.]  [17:  Stanislaw, Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, The Proceedings of the International Union (2011), 30 – 37 (p. 35) <doi.org/10.1017/S1743921311012440> ]  [18:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 61.]  [19:  Lafcadio Hearn and Bruce Rogers, The Romance of the Milky Way: and other studies and stories, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1905), p. 3–6; Virginia Schomp, The Ancient Chinese, (New York: Marshall Cavendish Benchmark, 2009), p. 69–74. ]  [20:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 57; D.W. Pankenier, Astrology and cosmology in early China : conforming earth to heaven, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 380-381. ]  [21:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 57.]  [22:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 56–57.]  [23:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 67.]  [24:  Patrick Curry, ‘Divination, Enchantment And Platonism’, Originally In Jean H. Lall And Angela Voss (eds.),The Imaginal Cosmos (Canterbury: University of Kent, 2006) 35-46 <www.patrickcurry.co.uk/papers/Divination.pdf> ] 

In contrast to Feeney Beaton’s feminine, creation-centred vision of the sky, Cohen’s paper, though not explicitly stated, centres on a masculine cosmos. Cohen does not describe Alvíssmál as a story projected onto the cosmos, nor does she mention if it is set in the sky itself. Instead the sky enters the story through the dialogue of its male protagonists – Thor and the dwarf Alvíss. The protagonists who discuss celestial phenomena do so within stereotypical masculine expressions of contest, power, hierarchy, and ego – this can be viewed in the same way as Feeney-Beaton’s focus on the culturally-grounded craft of weaving in that it was perhaps rooted in the Norse cultural and social structures of that time.[footnoteRef:25]  Notably, the contest starts when Alvíss is given a challenge by Thor to list the names that different beings – gods, giants, elves, humans, and others – use for celestial objects, in an attempt to keep the dwarf from marrying his daughter.[footnoteRef:26] Where other authors have pondered this gendered theme – like Australian scholar and medievalist Margaret Clunies Ross as cited in John McKinnell (2018) who considered ‘negative reciprocity’ relating to the privileges afforded to male godly characters – Cohen is more interested in the symbolisms and meanings underpinning the poem’s narrative.[footnoteRef:27] The mythical thought within Alvíssmál is evident in what David Leeming presents as “narratives involving extraordinary or supernatural events and characters widely accepted as truth in one sense or another by certain groups of people”.[footnoteRef:28] This includes divine beings, as with Feeney-Beaton’s discussions, and supernatural characters of Old Norse mythology. The heavens become a symbolic and enchanted stage through the visual expressions that emerge of the sky within the narrative and Cohen’s reflections and interpretations of terminology, like the moon represented as “a rotating millstone (that) moves across the still firmament, turning the cosmos and regulating the seasons”.[footnoteRef:29]  [25:  Fiveable, Archaeology of the Viking Age <https://fiveable.me/archaeology-of-the-viking-age/unit-6> [accessed 3 April 2026].]  [26:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 28.]  [27:  The University of Sydney, Margaret Clunies Ross – Bio <https://profiles.sydney.edu.au/margaret.cluniesross> [accessed 29 March 2026]; Margaret Clunies Ross, Prolonged Echoes: Old Norse myths in medieval Northern society. I: The myths. The Viking Collection 7, (University Press of Southern Denmark, 1994) cited in John McKinnell, ‘Useless Knowledge? The Paradox of Alvíssmál’, Saga-Book, 41 (2017), p. 80. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/48611707>; Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 30–34.]  [28:  Leeming David, World Mythology: A Very Short Introduction, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), p. 1.]  [29:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 33.] 

Divinity, while not explicit, is also tied to the structure of the cosmos itself. Drawing on a worldview by Mircea Eliade as cited in Clive Ruggles, the poem hints at wisdom of an ordered world that is divided into three levels: the upperworld, earth plane, and the netherworld.[footnoteRef:30] Cohen’s analysis resonates with this framework: the poem’s characters inhabit different cosmic levels, and their perspectives of the sky or heavens, the sun, and the moon reflect their place within this mythic order. This cosmological hierarchy becomes visible through the different names given to the same celestial phenomena. Cohen notes words credited to the gods are extremely rare, often appearing only once before within Norse mythology. She suggests that certain words may have been taboo or restricted for ordinary humans, signifying that divine or semi‑divine beings possessed forms of knowledge about the heavens that mortals could not access.[footnoteRef:31] Correspondingly, this also aligns with Feeney-Beaton’s discussion of one particular version of the Weaver Girl myth where it is said that mortals “see only stars where in fact there are palaces and houses where the immortals roam”.[footnoteRef:32] In this sense, both authors consider that the heavens contain realities specific to a time, people, and place that may not be universally comprehended, and where the sky acts as a social field capturing these realities in symbolism and the way in which the sky is seen.[footnoteRef:33]  [30:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane, (Orlando: Harcourt, 1959) cited in Clive Ruggles, Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, (New York: Springer, 2015), p. 9. ]  [31:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’ p. 30.]  [32:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 64.]  [33:  Stanislaw, Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, p. 35.] 


Cosmology, Culture, and the Observer 
Just as the mythical narratives hold meaning systems that are grounded in the origins of the stories and the worlds in which they were created, both Feeney-Beaton and Cohen show that this is also true for the functions of the myths today. Feeney‑Beaton’s central contribution is her articulation of the “living sky myth”: a myth that remains culturally alive through its continual evolution, adaptation, and re‑contextualisation. She explores The Weaver Girl story as demonstrating this vividly. Across its many versions, core elements shift: the Weaver Girl’s name, the nature of her craft, the identity of the figure who permits her descent to earth, and even the means by which the celestial lovers cross the Silver River once a year – whether by a magpie bridge, a crescent moon, or not at all.  Some variants never bring the Weaver Girl to earth, keeping the entire drama in the celestial realm.[footnoteRef:34] These variations are not erroneous; they are evidence of cosmology as reflected by cultural transformation. The scholar identifies that as the story travels, it absorbs local symbolism, values, and conventions – perhaps indicating that diffusion does not create uniformity but interconnected variations.  [34:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 72.] 

This fluidity is evident in ritual practice in contemporary times. Feeney‑Beaton’s survey reveals that contemporary participants interpret the myth through their own cultural frameworks, and personal or local cosmology. One participant revealed that magpies did not occur in her part of Japan so did not feature in the narrative.[footnoteRef:35] The shift from lunar to solar calendar observance, perhaps partly motivated by convenience, shows how ritual adapts to new regimes. Modern-day, local re‑enactments, dances, and crafts further embed the myth in lived cultural practice.[footnoteRef:36] Even the astronomical mapping changes: the star associated with the Cowherd only became Altair as the story was embedded with folklore. For Feeney‑Beaton, this continued change and development demonstrate that a myth is “alive” for a culture and not simply remembered but lived.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 71.]  [36:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 68.]  [37:  Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 72.] 

Cohen, by contrast, uses Alvíssmál to reveal how mythic metaphors encode a deeper theory of human perception. Her central claim is that the poem presents an implicit philosophy: the cosmos has no fixed meaning, and its interpretation is always mediated by the observer’s cultural environment.[footnoteRef:38] She stipulates that the many names for natural and celestial phenomena in the poem are not arbitrary; they demonstrate that mythical thinking recognises the plurality of human experience in the notion considered by Robert Segal that myths are frameworks that organise both inner and outer worlds.[footnoteRef:39] Where one being may have an optimistic view of a “fertile plain” another may view the same phenomena from a place of pessimism, like the giants who refer to the earth as “Much-Too-Green”. At the same time, Cohen argues that the poem playfully acknowledges a paradox: although meaning is culture‑dependent, the cosmos retains an overwhelming, unclassifiable power that exceeds any attempt to name or categorise it.[footnoteRef:40] Myth, therefore, becomes a tool for exploring the tension between human meaning‑making and the vastness of external reality.  [38:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 36.]  [39:  Robert Segal, Introduction. In R. A. Segal (Ed.), Jung on Mythology, (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press: 1998) p. 6.]  [40:  Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 36.] 

Both Feeney‑Beaton’s study of the Weaver Girl myth and Cohen’s analysis of Old Norse cosmology argue, in different respects, that cosmology is not a fixed structure. While only one refers to it as “living”, they both demonstrate how it is continually shaped by the observer – whether that observer is a contemporary festival participant, a storyteller adapting a tale across cultures, or a supernatural being whose very nature alters how the world appears. Together, they reveal culture as a dynamic process of world‑making and personal cosmology as something that emerges through participation, interpretation, and embodied perspective.

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Conclusion
This essay critically compared Signe Cohen’s paper looking at the 12th Century Old Norse poem Alvíssmál with Morag Feeney Beaton’s paper exploring the sky-myth of the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, which is associated with the stars Altair and Vega.[footnoteRef:41] It explored the contributions of each author through their scholarship, methodologies, objectives, analysis, and interpretations. It found that Cohen utilised her scholarship in linguistics and mythology to evaluate her text through historical resonance, in an attempt to understand the origins of its rare terminology and reveal deeper cosmological significance. Similarly, Feeney-Beaton exercised her background in textiles and cultural astronomy; her aim was to understand the nature of the “living sky-myth” and its relevance in the present day through contemporary resonance. It was argued that both uncover a sky steeped in symbolism and meaning in the way that Stanislaw Iwaniszewski describes as a “social field”, where the sky emerges through social experience rather than independently of it.[footnoteRef:42] Where Feeney-Beaton’s sky is grounded in feminine divinity and cosmic weaving of the heavens, Cohen’s is articulated through male contest and hierarchical order belonging to the gods and other supernatural beings. Together they show how myths encode the symbolic meanings of the cosmos through the cultural frameworks that shape them. [41:  Signe Cohen, ‘What Do the Gods Call the Sky?’, p. 27–36; Morag Feeney Beaton, ‘Altair and Vega’, p. 55–73.]  [42:  Stanislaw, Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, p. 35.] 

Furthermore, despite the different emphases, both arrive at a similar conclusion about the enduring nature of cosmology and mythical thinking – that it is flexible, relational, and continually reinterpreted. Feeney-Beaton arrives here by turning to the lived experience of survey participants to understand the evolving nature of the Weaver Girl as legend and festival in the modern day. Cohen uncovers the worldview embedded in the ancient poem through how different beings perceive the same celestial phenomenon. Both infer that their respective cultural material challenges the idea of a single, stable cosmos. Instead, they present a world continually shaped through the eyes and experiences of the observer - whether as a festival participant reinterpreting a sky myth or as a mythic being navigating a cosmos that looks different from every vantage point.
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