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Essay Title: Explore the Significance of a Lunar Myth

Word Count: 3077

Introduction

This essay will explore the cultural significance of a lunar myth, namely the myth of the hare and the moon as associated with the Pagan spring festival of Ostara. This will be done through consideration of how the myth of the hare and the moon are represented in contemporary New Age spirituality, Paganism and Wicca, using primary sources such as social media posts and images, predominantly the proliferation of the myth on the social media platforms TikTok and YouTube. Modern New Age spirituality, neo-Paganism and Wicca practices have exploded in popularity in recent years, this rise being evident in the many practitioners finding and developing community on the internet through a common connection: their faith, beliefs, and ritual practices. Cultural significance can be assessed through first defining culture itself, though such a word is considered ‘complex…[including] knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired [within a] society’.[footnoteRef:2] On the other hand, myth can be defined as a story that is generally known to be false, whilst its contents suggests it could have been, or once was, truth. Myths often possess key signifiers such as reoccurring themes or symbols; a telling and re-telling and a specific story line that may change or alter through the process of retelling, thus the function and form of myth is ever-changing and continually developing.[footnoteRef:3] Often myths have their origins in ancestral stories which are passed down through generations via mediums such as verbal storytelling, although myths can be contemporary in nature.[footnoteRef:4] Myths can determine and reproduce beliefs and value systems within a culture, thus this essay will explore how and why they are culturally significant by exploring theories such as cultural hegemony and enchantment, and making use of contemporary primary sources to illustrate how the function of myth can act as multiple cultural mechanisms simultaneously. Indeed, Freya Mathews contends that ‘how we understand the world…colours everything we do – our entire culture takes cue from it’, therefore the cultural significance of myth can be inferred in its ability to curate and help develop perceptions of the world.[footnoteRef:5] Nick Campion notes the intimate connection between cultural stories and cosmology, with many cultures throughout history perceiving the Earth as a mirror of Heaven, and thus relating to the cosmos in accordance with this belief.[footnoteRef:6]   [2:  Campbell, J., ‘The Masks of God: Vol I: Primitive Mythology’ Chapter 1, Experience and Authority, 1959, Souvenir Press LTD., pp. 4-6]  [3:  Gibson, M, Trower, S, Tregidga, G., ‘Mysticism, Myth and Celtic Identity’, 2013, Routledge Press, pp.7-35.]  [4:  Bietti, Lucas M., Tilston, O., Bangerter A., ‘Storytelling as Adaptive Collective Sensemaking’, Topics in Cognitive Science, October 2019, Volume 11, Issue 4, pp.710-732.]  [5:  Mathews, F., “Beyond Modernity and Tradition: A Third Way for Development.” Ethics and the Environment, 2006, 11:2, JSTOR, pp. 85–113]  [6:  Campion, N., (2012) Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions. NYU Press, 2012. JSTOR] 



Section 1: Social Media, Myth and Symbol

Social media can be considered one of the most culturally significant developments of the twenty-first Century, and its role in the proliferation and repetition of myths is significant, hence the use of the social media platforms TikTok and YouTube as a basis for finding the primary sources referenced in this text.[footnoteRef:7] Helen Berger and Douglas Ezzy note the importance of mass and visual media in the formation of contemporary religious identity, with their qualitative study showing that modern day Witches and especially young people, rely heavily on and are deeply influenced by social and mass media even in their religious and spiritual development.[footnoteRef:8] This media is formational in their sense of self and development of their individual identities, whilst Berger and Ezzy’s research reveals the significance of mass media in religious belief and development. Likewise, Rebecca Evans argues that ‘modern media incorporates aspects of myth… that media is both familiar and…shows how classical mythology…influences modern culture and media’.[footnoteRef:9] Many myths incorporate astrology and celestial bodies, including that of the hare and the moon.[footnoteRef:10]  Charles Billson notes that many cultures exhibit myths that connect the hare and the moon, an association which can be attributed to the ‘supposed likeness of the spots upon the moon’s face to the figure of a hare’.[footnoteRef:11] This myth is perpetuated today on spirituality and Witchcraft online spaces such as TikTok, also colloquially known as ‘WitchTok’, as illustrated by Figures I, ii and iii. In particular, Figure 3 describe Ostara’s companion as being the Moon Hare, whilst Figure i connotes the hare to Witchcraft and shapeshifting abilities, showing that the myth of the hare takes multiple forms and is portrayed through varying storylines even within cohesive cultural spaces.[footnoteRef:12] In line with the contention by Rebecca Evans, such myths are conceptualised by storylines such as ‘Light is separated from dark, or conquers it altogether, a supreme being created or birthed other beings, a supreme evil is conquered or trapped’, which are themes that are evident in Figures I, ii and I.[footnoteRef:13] [7: ]  [8:  Berger, Helen A., and Douglas Ezzy. “Mass Media and Religious Identity: A Case Study of Young Witches.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 48, no. 3, 2009, pp. 501–14. JSTOR]  [9:  Evans, R. E., ‘The mythological perspective of modern media: Cross-cultural consciousness and modern myths’, 2018, James Madison University ]  [10:  Campion, N., (2012) ’Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions’. NYU Press, 2012. JSTOR]  [11:  Billson, C, J. “The Easter Hare.” Folklore 3, no. 4 (1892): 441–66.]  [12: ]  [13:  Evans, R. E., ‘The mythological perspective of modern media: Cross-cultural consciousness and modern myths’, 2018] 
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Description automatically generated]Figure i: Author [@tea.w.a.dreamer], "Ostara and Easter", TikTok, 2023. [Date Accessed: 05/08/23]
Figure ii: Author [@tea.w.a.dreamer], "Ostara and Easter", TikTok, 2023. [Date Accessed: 05/08/23]
Figure iii: Author [@thequietorchard], “Hare Mythology”, TikTok, 2023. [Date Accessed: 05/08/23]
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The Pagan festival of Ostara is typically celebrated on the first full moon after the Spring Equinox, making it one example of the contemporary cultural expression of the myth of the hare and the moon. Figures v and iv demonstrate the vast and popular nature of modern Witchcraft and New Age Spirituality, which have seen a revival and expansion across social media with many Pagan and Wicca practitioners sharing examples of ways to celebrate the festival, as illustrated in Figure ii. These forms of ritual celebration and practices include building altars, candle magick, smoke cleansing, the use of crystals and divination tools such as tarot card decks, spells and intentional emotional work known as ‘Shadow Work’ to encourage the release of emotions or past experiences and invite in the new cycle.[footnoteRef:14]  [14: ] 
Figure iv: TikTok Search, 'Ostara Witchcraft', TikTok, 2023. [Date Accessed: 05/08/23]
Figure v: TikTok Search, 'Shadow Work Ostara', TikTok, 2023. [Date Accessed: 05/08/23]


According to Gibson et al, the New Age movement can include forms of divinity and practice such as channelling, astrology, geomancy, and goddess worship.[footnoteRef:15] More specifically, Pagan practices especially are based on a connection with nature, largely incorporating the moon phases and changing seasons, as well as the ‘revival of the worship of pre-Christian pagan gods, goddesses and spirits’.[footnoteRef:16] Indeed, the proliferation of the myth of the hare as associated with the moon is demonstrated through Pagan and New Age worship of goddess deities, namely the connection between the hare and Ostara. Part of the mystical fascination with the hare can be attributed to a reflection of its mysterious arrival to mainland Britain in the Iron Ages, and henceforth superstitions surrounding the hare became varied and plentiful, from associations with witchcraft, to the belief of the hare as a bad omen, as well as a totem of divinity and sacredness, to the extent it was viewed as bad luck to eat hares.[footnoteRef:17]As stated by Rebecca Evans, contemporary forms of media continue to demonstrate qualities of ancient mythology thus proving mythology’s continued cultural significance and influence upon modern media and culture. [15:  Gibson, Trower & Tredidga, ‘Mysticism, Myth and Celtic Identity’, 2013 ]  [16:  Jenson, L., “Neopaganism and the Great Mother Goddess: Anthropology as Midwife to a New Religion.” Anthropology Today, vol. 5, no. 2, 1989, pp. 2–4. JSTOR]  [17:  B, Charles J. “The Easter Hare.” Folklore 3, no. 4 (1892): p.462] 



Section 2: Myth and Cultural Function
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Description automatically generated]A more intricate definition of myth considers the relevance of their symbolic nature, for instance Mary Midgley states ‘[myths are] imaginative patterns, networks of powerful symbols that suggest particular ways of interpreting the world’.[footnoteRef:18] Rebecca Evans argues that myth is foundational in every culture, both contemporary and ancient.[footnoteRef:19] The use of the hare as a symbol and its association with the first full moon of the equinox produces an emphasis on celebrating these specific symbols, as shown in Figure… Similarly, mythology and folklore is not only found on social media and media more generally in contemporary culture, it is also enduring in children’s bedtime stories. The bedtime stories told to children can be said to serve a Structuralist-Functionalist perspective, whereby such stories act as moral instructions to be adhered to and make up a small yet significant portion of childhood socialisation.[footnoteRef:20] A rendition of the myth as incorporated into a children’s’ bedtime story can be found on YouTube, as shown in Figure. This story tells how the hare became associated with the springtime goddess Ostara, describing his valiant and kind actions towards the goddess as he gifted her a brightly coloured and decorated egg, despite not having much to spare due to his poverty. Children’s bedtime stories often feature moral messages, with multiple studies noting the instructive nature and influence of such stories upon children, their belief systems and actions as they continue to adulthood.[footnoteRef:21] In the Easter story of the Hare, the Goddess and the Egg, the hare is chosen by the goddess Ostara to represent him because of his gift of love, time and energy rather than money, whilst the other animals in the woods gift the goddess jewels, gold and coins.  [18: Midgley, M., 2011, p.1 in Rebecca E. Evans ‘The mythological perspective of modern media: Cross-cultural consciousness and modern myths’, 2018, p.5]  [19:  Ibid]  [20:  Mackie, G., ‘Functionalist Socialization, Family and Character, Analyse & Kritik 24/2002, Lucius & Lucius, Stuttgart, pp.40-59]  [21:  Kadhim, R, J., ‘The Impact of Children’s Stories in Developing Morality: A Study in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women and Kate DiCamillo’s Raymie Nightingale’, Journal of University of Babylon, Humanities, Vol.(26), No (6): 2018] 

Thus, the moral of the story is that the virtues the hare exhibits should be idealised and reproduced. As demonstrated in the Easter Story (Figure ),  the hare is a symbol of strength, resolve, kindness and valour. Robert Segal discusses Jung’s contentions on mythology from a psychological standpoint, however also contends from his own view that the existence and proliferation of myth across cultures is evidence that they exist to satisfy a need, and states that ‘In order to reach their intended audience… archetypes must be translated, however insufficiently, into myths, so myths must be translated, however insufficiently, into a language the audience knows’.[footnoteRef:22] Indeed, Jung argues that myths can be considered evidence for the existence of the collective unconscious, however Segal’s perception of the intentional nature of myths, their contents, meanings and interpretations, suggest the culturally constituted nature of the myths. The culture in which a myth originates, informs, and is directed towards a specific cultural norm or ideal, for instance the hare’s gift despite having little material possessions of his own, is a tale told to children in order to inspire similar behaviour in the children themselves, to value the thought and intention behind their actions rather than the material value. Another perspective on the function of myth can be found in Marxist and neo-Marxist [image: A screenshot of a cell phone

Description automatically generated]thought. The suggestion that not only do myths have cultural significance, but are also culturally constituted, repeated, and passed down through generations, means that they can be considered as a mechanism by which hegemonic cultural ideals are reproduced and maintained.[footnoteRef:23] In their study of myth and storytelling in the workplace, Kaye found that mythmaking has the ability to manage and organise collection behaviour, calling myths ‘vehicles of communication management’ and providing evidence for the instructional and formational power and influence of mythology and folklore in the contemporary age.[footnoteRef:24] Within contemporary Pagan and New Age spirituality, the focus on the sacredness of nature has crossovers with the environmentalist outlook found in Eco spirituality, and the myth of the moon, Ostara and the hare serves a reminder to practitioners of the importance of respecting and celebrating nature.[footnoteRef:25] This belief system is passed down through myth, which is translated into children’s’ stories and reproduced across the internet and social media. [22:  Segal, R., A. “Introduction: Jung on Mythology’, edited by Robert A. Segal, vol. 2, Princeton University Press, 1998, pp. 3–46. JSTOR]  [23:  Woolcock, J. A., “Politics, Ideology and Hegemony in Gramsci’s Theory.” Social and Economic Studies, vol. 34, no. 3, 1985, pp. 199–210. JSTOR]  [24:  Kaye, M., ‘Organisational Myths and Storytelling as Communication Management: A Conceptual Framework for Learning an Organisation's Culture’. Journal of Management & Organization, 1995, 1(2), 1-13 ]  [25:  Bennett, Jane. “Complexity and Enchantment in The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics”, Princeton University Press, 2001, pp. 91–110. JSTOR] 
Figure vi: Author: The Brythonic Pantheon, "An Easter Story - The Hare, The Goddess and The Egg - The Spring Goddess Ostara [Eostre]", YouTube Video, 16/03/23. [Date Accessed: 07/08/23]
Figure vii: Author [@thewitchoftheforest], "Ostara Rituals', TikTok, 2022. [Date Accessed 07/08/23]


On the other hand, myth can be considered as fulfilling a ‘human longing for adventure and growth’ where audiences experience enchantment and emotional fulfilment through patterns in repeated mythical narratives and promotes a connection to the historic and contemporary satisfaction found through collective storytelling.[footnoteRef:26] This has developed in the modern age whereby the proliferation of social media acts as a mechanism for myth and enchantment to progress and be reproduced and experienced. Gibson et al discuss how myth and enchantment are formative in the development and culture of a nation, stating that mythology enacts a form of ‘haunting’ whereby the past exists in the present by means of a mythological, and oftentimes supernatural, story.[footnoteRef:27] Likewise, Hurlburt and Voas contend the emotional element of storytelling, stating that ‘enduring stories don’t just capture moments; they also captivate generations’.[footnoteRef:28] Similarly, Patrick Curry discusses how practices of divination produce ‘mystical experiences’, whilst Anne Solomon describes how myth and ritual are intricately intertwined.[footnoteRef:29] As Figures I and ii show, myth is a particularly enchanting element of Paganism, Witchcraft and New Age spirituality. It forms a tangible basis by which rituals are centred around and can become embodied in practice. The existence or truth of the myth is less important, rather what the myth represents and how it is interpolated in the modern day takes precedence. Such perspective is evidenced in the power and importance of metaphor, wherein the symbolic and archetypal elements of myths find relevance, forming specific conceptualisations of cultural and social landscapes and how they are given emphasis or become part of a given culture.[footnoteRef:30] [26:  Evans, R. E., ‘The mythological perspective of modern media: Cross-cultural consciousness and modern myths’, 2018]  [27:  Gibson, M., et al, ‘Mysticism, Myth and Celtic Identity’, 2013, Routledge Press, pp.7-35.]  [28:  Hurlburt, G, F., and Voas, J., ‘From cave art to social media’, 2011, US National Institute of Standards and Technology, p.4]  [29:  Solomon, Anne., “The Myth of Ritual Origins? Ethnography, Mythology and Interpretation of San Rock Art.” The South African Archaeological Bulletin, vol. 52, no. 165, 1997, pp. 3–13. JSTOR]  [30:  Tilley, C., Cameron-Daum, K., ‘An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary’, UCL Press, 2017] 
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Alternatively, critics of postmodern beliefs such as Paganism, the occult and New Age spirituality argue that enchantment is an attempt to escape from reality as opposed to a meaningful experience. The moon and the hare myth in contemporary New Age spirituality and Paganism is an example of postmodernism, of people and cultures turning back to the past for inspiration, such as the worship of pre-Christian deities such as Ostara. Berger and Ezzy note how in the late modern era, religion has transformed and now acts as a reflection for, and of, wider concerns and important issues within society.[footnoteRef:31] This is evident in the increasingly individualised nature of religious practice, as practitioners of Witchcraft and New Age spirituality, rather than attending church, find their spaces through individual research and interests on the internet. Witches will share spells, rituals, and practices, as well as information about significant astrological dates and seasonal changes, on the social media platform TikTok. Beginner Witches are colloquially referenced to as ‘Baby Witches’ and are guided and taught about developing their craft through videos on the platform, as demonstrated in Figures viii and ix, a further example of the entanglement of myth and cultural significance. [31:  Berger, Helen A., and Douglas Ezzy. ‘Mass Media and Religious Identity: A Case Study of Young Witches.’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 48, no. 3, 2009, pp. 501–14. JSTOR
] 
Figure viii, TikTok Search: “Witchcraft”, TikTok, 2023. [Date Accessed: 08/03/23]
Figure ix: TikTok Search: “Witchcraft for Beginners”, TikTok 2023. [Date Accessed: 08/03/23]


In conclusion, the mythology surrounding the hare and the moon is vast and not always coherent, however it does portray cultural significance, particularly within the spheres of New Age spirituality, Paganism and Wicca. One way in which the cultural significance of the myth of the hare and the moon can be examined is through social media platforms such as YouTube and TikTok, which form a significant basis of cultural expression in the contemporary age. Myths incorporating the hare and the moon within Pagan and New Age online spaces typically feature a specific emphasis on the connection between the goddess Ostara and the hare, and though this myth can take varying forms in its contents regarding the specific story of the moon and the hare, one element that is not contested is Ostara’s celebration on the first full moon after the Spring Equinox. Consequently, the hare is a symbol of not only the goddess, but springtime celebrations, fertility, and a representation for the sacredness of nature. In addition, the cultural significance, the social, cultural, psychological, and tangible function of mythology has been explored through the perspectives of Marxism, theories of enchantment, Postmodernism, and in particular, the importance and relevance of social and mass media upon religious and cultural beliefs and their development. Symbolically and archetypally, the hare represents values and attributes that are celebrated within the culture that the myth originates from, as such denoting the consequential cultural significance of myths, which can be considered as not only simple folklore tales but messages and instructions of morality and how a person is expected to behave within a particular culture. 
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