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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.
INTRODUCTION
This essay critically compares and contrasts two sky myths. The myths chosen are both accounts of the creation of the cosmos, one taken from the first chapter of Genesis in the Bible[footnoteRef:1], and the second as found in Plato’s Timaeus[footnoteRef:2]. The essay will examine the narratives of each, looking at where they are similar and where they diverge. It will assess the cultural setting in which each myth was written, seeking to understand the role of the myth within that setting. Furthermore, the Christian religion of which Genesis is a part, and the Greek philosophical tradition to which Plato belonged have both played a major role in shaping western culture[footnoteRef:3], thus the question of whether these myths still hold relevance in the modern western world will be explored. [1:  The Holy Bible, Authorized King James Version (London, Oxford University Press, 1970)]  [2:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. R. G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929)]  [3:  Graham, Daniel W. and Siebach, James L. (1999) "Philosophy and Early Christianity," Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1989–2011: Vol. 11: No. 2, Article 6.] 


Culture

Culture is a notoriously difficult word to define, Eagleton describing it as ‘one of the two or three most complex words in the English language,’[footnoteRef:4] and that it ‘is both too broad and too narrow to be greatly useful.’[footnoteRef:5] It is however important to put forward a concise definition as this will provide the framework within which we can make our comparison. Given that the aim of this essay is an analysis of myth and the symbols contained therein, the definition given by Clifford Geertz would seem appropriate; that is culture is ‘an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic form.’[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Eagleton, T, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell 2000) p. 1.]  [5:  Eagleton, T, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell 2000) p. 32.]  [6:  Geertz, C, ‘Religion as a Cultural System’, in: Banton, Michael P. (ed.): Anthropological approaches to the study of religion. (London/UK 1966: Tavistock and New York: Frederick A. Praeger Press 1966) p. 3.] 


Myth and Symbol

Mythos and logos are described by Plato as contrasting modes by which one may gain an understanding of reality, distinguished along the lines of imagination and intuition vs. logic and reason.[footnoteRef:7] Often believed to be as false, myths do contain truth;[footnoteRef:8] not revealed through the linear thinking of reason but rather by imagination and lateral thinking, requiring a knowledge of the cultural meanings embodied by their symbols. Symbol here should be understood in the classical sense in that it not only represents something else but also has agency to be ‘transformative’ and to ‘open up realms beyond rational experience.’[footnoteRef:9] Fowler argues that when myth is communicated it is about more than what is spoken, encompassing speaker and context, it is an act that says something significant is at stake.[footnoteRef:10] In addition Burkert characterises myth by ‘its suitability for telling and retelling,’ and by the surprising consistency of its themes.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Fowler, R, ‘Mythos and Logos’, Journal of Hellenic Studies (2011) Vol.131, p.49. ]  [8:  Plato, Republic, Edited and translated by Chris Emlyn-Jones and William Preddy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013) 377a]  [9:  Struck, Peter, The Birth of the Symbol (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), p. 5.]  [10:  Fowler, R, ‘Mythos and Logos’, Journal of Hellenic Studies (2011) Vol.131, p.53. ]  [11:  Burkert, W., Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (London: University of California Press, 1983) pp. 31-32.] 



CONTEXT AND NARRATIVE

Genesis

The Pentateuch of which Genesis is a part, is a foundational text for both Judaism and Christianity. Traditionally attributed to Moses who sometime between the 15th and 13th centuries BC led the Hebrew people out of Egyptian slavery.[footnoteRef:12] The antiquity of these events mean that their veracity is very much debated, there is however a broad scholarly consensus that Genesis was written by several authors over several hundred years.[footnoteRef:13] The precise dating of the compilation of the Masoretic (Hebrew) version of the text is debated it was completed sometime before the 3rd century BC.[footnoteRef:14] It is this text that was to have the most influence over the 17th century AD English translation of the Old Testament found in the King James version of the Bible on which this essay is based.[footnoteRef:15] Though contested, we will consider the cultural context as laid out in the Pentateuch; that is, it was written for a people group emerging from slavery in Egypt, seeking to establish a new nation and new religion. [12:  Encyclopaedia Britannica Website, Moses (Hebrew Prophet) <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Moses-Hebrew-prophet> [Accessed 13 December 2024]]  [13:  Stephenson, B. (2017). Who Wrote Genesis? On the Psychology of Hermeneutics. Jung Journal, 11(1), 23–34. ]  [14:  Gmirkin, R. Plato’s Timaeus and the Biblical Creation Accounts (Oxford: Routledge 2022) p. 88.]  [15:  Encyclopaedia Britannica Website, King James Version <https://www.britannica.com/topic/King-James-Version> [Accessed 13 December 2024]] 


The creation account of Genesis 1:1-2:3 begins with the statement that in the beginning ‘the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters,’[footnoteRef:16] before moving on to a description of the seven days of creation. Each day begins with the phrase ‘And God said…,’ making it clear that the act of creation begins with speech. On the first day God creates light and dark;[footnoteRef:17] on the second the waters are divided, and heaven placed between them;[footnoteRef:18] on the third sea, land and plants are created;[footnoteRef:19] on the fourth the sun, moon and stars;[footnoteRef:20] on the fifth sea creatures and birds;[footnoteRef:21] and finally animals and man on the sixth.[footnoteRef:22] At the end of each day God surveys all that had been made and states that it was good, before resting on the seventh.[footnoteRef:23] [16:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:1]  [17:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:3-5]  [18:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:6-8]  [19:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:9-13]  [20:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:14-19]  [21:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:20-23]  [22:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:24-31]  [23:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 2:2] 


Timaeus

The Timaeus is a dialogue written by the Greek philosopher Plato in the 4th century BC in Athens where he founded his philosophical school. It is argued that before Plato, the technical writings of philosophers were inaccessible outside small circles of experts; whereas Plato sought to write in a way that made universally relevant issues more universally accessible.[footnoteRef:24] This is perhaps one reason why Plato chose to write in a form of a dialogue, a format which natural lends itself to an educative function.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Yunis, H., “The Protreptic Rhetoric of the Republic”, in G. R. F. Ferrari (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Plato’s Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007) p. 13.]  [25:  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Website, Plato <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato/> [Accessed 18 December 2024]] 


There are three main stages of dialogue on cosmogony in the Timaeus, the first on the expression of divine reason or intellect,[footnoteRef:26] the second an expression of necessity,[footnoteRef:27] and the third on how intellect and necessity cooperate in the shaping of life.[footnoteRef:28] For the purposes of this essay the focus will be on the first stage, that is Timaeus 29d-47e which opens with a description of a fundamentally good creator, the demiurge, who brings cosmic order to a state of chaotic disorder, endowing it with soul and reason (logos).[footnoteRef:29] Progressing through the dialogue the cosmos is described as a unique living creature, comprising of four elements, fire, air, water and earth; spherical in shape and set to revolve.[footnoteRef:30] The harmony and proportion of the cosmic structure is explained, with the soul being woven throughout and the demiurge rejoicing in what had been made.[footnoteRef:31] The next stage describes the creation of time, along with the sun, moon, planets and stars as well as their motions.[footnoteRef:32] Four forms of living creature are then designated that inhabit each of the four elements; gods of the heaven, birds of the air, fish of the water, and creatures that travel on the earth. The demiurge creates only the gods, who are charged with the creation of the three classes of mortal creatures.[footnoteRef:33] The remainder of this stage of the dialogue is taken up with a description of the spiritual and physical makeup of the human form, paying particular attention to sight, without which, Plato writes, we would have been unable to contemplate the heavens and thereby discover the divinely bestowed art of philosophy.[footnoteRef:34] [26:  Plato, Timaeus, 29d-47e]  [27:  Plato, Timaeus, 48a-69a]  [28:  Plato, Timaeus, 69a-92c]  [29:  Plato, Timaeus, 29d-30c]  [30:  Plato, Timaeus, 30c-34c]  [31:  Plato, Timaeus, 35a-37d]  [32:  Plato, Timaeus, 37d-39e]  [33:  Plato, Timaeus, 39e-41d]  [34:  Plato, Timaeus, 41d-47e] 



COMPARISON OF THE MYTHS

The context in which Plato wrote the Timaeus means that it is more likely be classed as philosophical rather than mythical, a classification which has the potential to undermine the title of this essay which requires the comparison of two myths. However, Gmirkin argues that the anthropomorphic image of the demiurge in some sections of the Timaeus are mythical in nature,[footnoteRef:35] allowing it to be classed as such. [35:  Gmirkin, R. Plato’s Timaeus and the Biblical Creation Accounts, p. 97.] 


Parallels

There are several parallels between the two creation accounts, the first of which is the description of a source material out of which all of creation is fashioned. The Bible describes this material as ‘without form, and void,’[footnoteRef:36] and in the Timaeus it is ‘in a state of discordant and disorderly motion.’[footnoteRef:37] Both descriptions suggest a chaotic beginning out of which order can begin to emerge in the narrative that follows, the Bible states that this Prima Materia is created by God whereas the Timaeus does not give an account of its origin. [36:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:1]  [37:  Plato, Timaeus, 30a] 


At the end of each ‘day’ in the Biblical account God describes what He had made as good. At the end of the sixth and final day of creation He surveys all that has been made, including man in His own image, and describes it as very good.[footnoteRef:38] Similarly, in the Timaeus the fundamental goodness of God and of creation is explicit,[footnoteRef:39] and He is also described as rejoicing and being ‘well pleased’[footnoteRef:40] with what had been created. One point of difference to note here is that the Bible states that only man was made in the image of God[footnoteRef:41], whereas the Timaeus states that God desired all of creation to be ‘like unto Himself.’[footnoteRef:42] [38:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:31]  [39:  Plato, Timaeus, 29e-30a]  [40:  Plato, Timaeus, 37c]  [41:  The Holy Bible, Genesis 1:27]  [42:  Plato, Timaeus, 29e] 


Reason, or logos (Greek: logos) seems to be a fundamental principle to both creation accounts. In the Timaeus reason is placed within soul[footnoteRef:43] and soul is woven throughout creation.[footnoteRef:44] Logos isn’t immediately obvious in the Biblical account until considered in the context of John 1:1 of the New Testament which states that: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’ In this verse ‘Word’ has been translated as such from the Greek logos. The New Testament can help in understanding the term in a Christian context, but it is not a part of Jewish scripture so may not help in understanding what the term meant to the people for whom the creation account was originally written. To help in this regard we can turn to Philo of Alexandria, a Hellenised Jew, who writing in the first century did also refer to the logos as an intermediary divine being or demiurge.[footnoteRef:45]  [43:  Plato, Timaeus, 30b]  [44:  Plato, Timaeus, 36e]  [45:  Audi, R., The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 2nd Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) p. 666.] 


It is interesting to note that logos is translated as ‘Word’ in the New Testament, and that in Genesis God begins each creative act by speaking. This suggests that creation began with a sound, but more than a sound, when spoken, intention and structure is implied. The Timaeus describes the structure of the cosmos using principles of sound, that is of harmony, proportion, musical scales, and the octave.[footnoteRef:46] The importance of harmony within the Biblical account is less explicit, but the octave may help with an understanding of the seven days of creation described in Genesis, with an octave made up of seven distinct notes before returning to the first note but at a higher frequency on the eighth. The seven days of creation split into six days of action and one of rest perhaps provides a basis for the structure of a week, the implication being that people should organise their behaviour in a manner that harmonises with the cosmos. [46:  Plato, Timaeus, 35b-36d] 


This comparison has identified several themes common across the two creation accounts, namely that of order being brought out of an ocean of chaos, God and creation being intrinsically good, the cosmos being imbued by reason, and structured on principles of sound or harmony. Some of these themes are also common in the creation myths of other cultures. For example, Mayan,[footnoteRef:47] Egyptian,[footnoteRef:48] Chinese[footnoteRef:49] and Hindu[footnoteRef:50] cosmogonies all seem to suggest the emergence of order from a primordial ocean. Additionally, it has been suggested that the Hindu sacred sound symbol Aum is representative of stages of cosmic creation[footnoteRef:51] and the Mayan Popul Vuh creation begins with ‘the first words.’[footnoteRef:52] The consistency of these themes is characteristic of myth as noted in the introduction to this essay.  [47:  Campion, N., Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York University Press, 2012) p. 56]  [48:  Campion, N., Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York University Press, 2012) p. 85]  [49:  Campion, N., Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York University Press, 2012) p. 97]  [50:  O’Flaherty, W. D., The Rig Veda, An Anthology (London: Penguin Books, 1981) 10.129.1-4.25]  [51:  Keith, A. B., The Aitareya and Kauṣītaki Brāhmaṇas of the Rigveda (Harvard University Press, 1920) p. 256.]  [52:  Tedlock, D. (trans.), Popul Vuh (London: Simon and Schuster, 1996) p. 64.] 


Differences

Gmirkin classifies Genesis 1 as ‘scientific-theological-mythical,’[footnoteRef:53] where as the Timaeus could be understood as scientific-philosophical-mythical.[footnoteRef:54] The primary difference between the two accounts is therefore along the lines of theology and philosophy. This difference could be explained in terms of their purpose within their respective cultural contexts. The Biblical account seeks to provide the theological foundation for a new religion, while Plato seeks to open philosophical discourse to a wider audience. The Biblical account is shorter than that of the Timaeus and simpler, making it easier to tell and retell through generations. This characteristic of myth would lend itself to being remembered by a people group made up of slaves with potentially limited education, living nomadically for several years, before conquering and settling in Canaan, as described in the book of Exodus.[footnoteRef:55] The Timaeus account describes the demiurge who forms the cosmos, imbuing it with reason and logic, culminating in the creation of humans and of the faculties that allow us to experience it. The implication being that a philosophical contemplation of the cosmos using those faculties will bring about an understanding of the divine. Given that it is argued that Plato wrote in a way to open philosophical discourse to a wider audience, it would seem to follow that he was seeking to open this avenue to the divine to as many people as possible. [53:  Gmirkin, R. Plato’s Timaeus and the Biblical Creation Accounts, p. 75.]  [54:  Gmirkin, R. Plato’s Timaeus and the Biblical Creation Accounts, p. 97.]  [55:  The Holy Bible, Exodus] 


Another key point on which the two accounts diverge is on how they lay foundations for their respective cosmologies with Judaism and Christianity being monotheistic and the ancient Greeks believing in many gods. The Hebrew term for God (Elohim) used in the Biblical account is plural leading to some confusion, however Krajewski argues that using a plural term implies that God is all, that there can be no other, and that the use of the term therefore carries an important message.[footnoteRef:56] The Timaeus describes the creation of the gods by the demiurge before charging them with the creation of the three classes of mortal beings,[footnoteRef:57] a passage that paves the way for the pantheon of gods found in Greek mythology. [56:  Krajewski, S., An Explanation of the Plural Form of God’s Name, Eidos. A Journal for Philosophy of Culture, 2018-07, Vol.2 (2), p.115-121]  [57:  Plato, Timaeus, 41a-41d] 





Modern Cultural Relevance

Christian religion and Greek philosophy have played a major role in shaping western culture. However modernist ideas emerging from the enlightenment that all natural phenomena could be explained by science and reason,[footnoteRef:58] including Max Weber’s theory of disenchantment,[footnoteRef:59] have meant that people have been able to reject the idea of God. It could therefore be argued that the two creation myths we have compared would have much less relevance in contemporary western society than they would have in the past. Before a consideration of this issue, it is interesting to note that while some modern thinkers see reason as a path to disproving God, Plato saw it as a path by which one could gain a deeper understanding of Him. [58:  Childs, P., Modernism, 2nd Edition (London: Routledge, 2008) p. 17.]  [59:  Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. (London: Routledge, 2001)] 


Gmirkin classifies the two creation accounts as partly scientific; given the importance of science in modern thought, it is on this common ground that one might find contemporary relevance in them. The theme taken from the myths that the initial state of the cosmos was a dark primordial ocean of chaos finds it’s parallel in the modern scientific theory that before the big bang there existed a formless ocean of energy.[footnoteRef:60] Additionally the theme that the cosmos is structured on principles of sound and harmony seems to correspond with the study of Cymatics, that is the study of patterns within sound and vibration which seem to repeat throughout the entirety of nature.[footnoteRef:61] This principle of harmony in the cosmos goes beyond its physical structure, considering it philosophically the implication in these myths is that we as individuals and as a society need to live in a way that is in harmony with the whole. His Majesty King Charles III puts forward the idea that humankind currently lives in a way that is out of balance with nature, and that by addressing the imbalance, structuring our behaviour in way that is more harmonious, we can address many of the challenges we face.[footnoteRef:62]  [60:  Cox, B., Universe, Episode 5, The Big Bang: Before the Dawn (BBC Television, 2021)]  [61:  Jenny, H., Cymatics: The Study of Wave Phenomena and Vibration. (Macromedia Press, 2001)]  [62:  His Majesty King Charles III, Juniper, T., Skelly, I., Harmony: A New Way of Looking at Our World (London: Harper Collins, 2010)] 



CONCLUSION

This essay has made a comparison between the Biblical account of creation found in Genesis 1:1-2:3, and Plato’s account of creation found in the Timaeus 29d-47e. An understanding of the meaning behind the symbols contained in these myths has enabled the identification of several common themes, namely that of the cosmic order emerging from chaos, being intrinsically good, imbued with reason, and structured on principles of harmony. The differences in the accounts have been considered with these being explained in terms of the cultural context of each. The Biblical account is theological in nature, shorter and simpler, making it easier to communicate as it seeks to lay the foundations for the beliefs and practises of a new monotheistic religion and the establishment of a new nation. In the Timaeus Plato seeks to open philosophical discourse to a broader audience, putting forward the idea that a philosophical contemplation of the cosmos using reason and logic leads to a deeper understanding of the creator God, and setting scene for pantheon of gods found in Greek mythology. The essay has looked at the relevance of the two myths in a contemporary cultural context, identifying that ideas of the cosmos emerging from a primordial ocean and structured on principles of sound or vibration seem to be analogous to some modern scientific theories. Furthermore, from a philosophical point of view, themes of harmony found in these myths, and their implication that humankind should behave in a way that is in balance with the cosmos are mirrored by modern thinkers. These findings demonstrate the enduring power of myth, and their ability through symbol to communicate meaning that remains relevant today.
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