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Compare and contrast two sky myths from two different cultures.
Word count (excluding footnotes and bibliography): xxx
Introduction

This essay will compare and contrast the solar sky myths of Re in Ancient Egypt and of Tonatiuh in the Aztec civilisation. The sun is one of the oldest sky myths, that start with the most basic observations that any observer has made, regardless of the location: it moves in the sky during day, disappears or dies at sunset, is not seen during in the night which often is depicted as facing danger in the underworld, then come back at dawn.  The power of the sun, its heat and its rays are necessary to cultivate life but finding a balance is critical – too much sun means withering and drying up, too little means no life.
Ancient Egypt and the Aztec civilisation are not only geographical apart, but they also relate to time periods that are millennia apart. Ancient Egypt refers to the civilization that dated from the 4th millennium BC to the first invasion by the Macedonians around 330 BC
. The Aztec were a short-lived civilization in Mexico  that started around the 12th century and became an empire during the 15th century before it collapsed with the Spanish invasion in 1519 
.  that stems from Native Americans in the region, the Nahuas
. What do those myths might have in common and where do they have unique structure? We shall try to answer this question through the lens of the myth definition and their functions.
 If there is one topic regarding myth where scholars are in agreement, it is that myths cannot be easily defined and defining them is one of those questions likely to ‘provoke heated arguments among specialists in literature, anthropology, or religious studies’
 . Definitions range from the simplest ones to highly complex ones. When teaching a college course on myth, William Doty distributed a list of more than fifty definitions and came up with his own definition based on a matrix of seventeen features
.  However, one feature often emerges, which is the story telling aspect embedded in each myth ; this is confirmed by John Gentile’s summary of perspectives and definition attempts from various scholars on the topic: a myth is  “ a traditional tale” (Burkert) , “a story that is sacred” (Donigher), “a story which can be held tenaciously by adherents” (Segal), “a type of speech” (Barthes), “a sacred narrative” (Dundes), “a sacred history” (Eliade)
. In this essay, we will take a modest approach and will ask ourselves what is the story and the drama that the Re and Tonatiuh sky myths are telling us. Since both sky myths focus on the same star, how different can be the narratives?
Then we will investigate what functions those myths serve. In her essay on the functions of the Egyptian myth, Katja Goebs and John Baines explains that Egyptian myths function as tools for understanding, explaining, and exerting control over the world.
 We will see how those three objectives are also common to the Tonatiuh myth, even if locations and temporalities are radically different.
Finally, we will analyse the psychoanalytical meaning of those myths. As Clyde Kluckhohn highlighted, “mythmaking exemplifies many the mechanisms of ego defense”
. Mythology contributes by offering a logical framework that resolves contradictions in how people understand the world and we shall see how those two solar sky myth provides such a framework. 

What cosmological drama do the solar sky myths of Re and Tonatiuh tell us ?
The Ra and Tonatiuh myths tell primarily a cosmological story, through anthropomorphized narratives. When looking at the myth descriptions, they clearly meet the high level definition of Plato (mode of understanding and describing inner and outer realities, relying on intuition and imagination
) and even have this piece of drama set out by Aristote. Let see what are the drama.
In Egypt, there were five central deities: Nut, the goddess of th seky, forming the cosmic structure of the universe together with her brother the earth god Geb, the Sun and the moon. The sun was ‘the most powerful of the heavenly bodies’ 
 and was moving through the sky and the night in a bark. At night, he was descending to the underworld, being swallowed by her mother Nut, before coming back to earth, with a new sun set. During the night, Ra battles the serpent of chaos Apep  (representing darkness and cosmic disorder. Ra’s safe passage through the underworld was also helped by three other gods associated to the moon and other planets: Thoth representing the moon was helping the bark, Seth forcing the serpent Apep to eject the water he had swallowed and could have stranded the boat of Ra, and Osiris, whose union with Re enable the sun’s daily rebirth
.
Tonatiuh personifies the sun’s vital, life-giving energy. His name comes from Tônalli, a concept that has multiple meanings ranging from heat, radiance, bright – Tonatiuy therefore referring to an entity who shines and bring heat
  Tonatiuh is the sun god of the fifth world. Each of the four previous world was destroyed by a cataclysm (man eating jaguars, wind, rain of fire, flood). According to Wayne Elzey, the birth of the fifth world has several variants. In one of them, a deity gave birgh to four gods and each of them assumed the role of the sun during each age. Each age passed as the dominant sun battled another god and was defeated by the next sun. At the end of the fourth age, there was a flood and people were transformed into fishes. Quetzalcoatl throws his son into the fire who became the next sun god
. Another primary variant attributes the birth of Tonatiuh to another god, Nanahuatzin, described as a modest god, who threw himself in a sacrificial fire and became the sun.
 In this variant, when there was only darkness, the gods gathered in the divine capital Teotihuacan and asked themselves who could become the sun and bring back the light. Two gods volunteered: Tecciztecat and Nanahuatzin, the former depicted as a luxuriant god, dressed as a bathed slave and the latter as a humble one, dress as a warrior. Nanahuatzin jumped into the fire and became the sun (before a passage in the underworld), while Tecciztecat hesitated before sacrificing himself. As a result of this hesitation, Tecciztecat became the moon. However, both newly created sun and moon were static, and the other gods sacrificed themselves to bring motion. 
 Other variants include the same topics: immolation, god slaying and transformation into the sun god – the sun god emerges only after a series of deaths (sacrificial or not) and destructions. 
Those stories bear a very clear idea of the cosmos. In the Tonatiuh story, the sun survived only as it is fed by sacrifices; there is no guaranteed victory. In that instance, the cosmic order appears to be fragile and completely dependent on the continued rituals performed by humans. Tonatiuh requires human sacrifice. It needs energy. If blood flows, the sun moves. For the Egyptians, the eternal struggle is between order (Ma’at) and chaos: the enemy is chaos, real but containable. With the Ra myth, the Egyptian cosmology and the universe are more stable and within the hand of the divine: the sun survives by battling chaos, the god does the battle himself, there is a certainty in the victory and cosmic stability ultimately depends on divine action (the pharaoh whose role is to defend the cosmic order). For the Aztec, the enemy might appear as the cosmos itself, in the sense that there is no higher power order that maintain stability but only the effort of the human that provide sacrifice to help the sun to move. The fifth age it itself called the “age of movement”. The myth of the Suns ultimately indicates that new things arrive only after previous ones have been annihilated; however final destruction is inevitable and overall disintegration is favored.
  All the creation acts are of violent and abrupt nature, and there is no sense of progress
 .  Egypt emphasized divine self-sufficiency, Aztecs emphasized human obligation.
When it comes to the structure of the story, both myths differs. While the Egyption solar myth exhibits a structure that is seen elsewhere ( a battle against an enemy, a sacrifice and a resurrection, very similar to  Jane Harrison’s sequence of a mythic stage in Greek mythology
), there is little similaritly in the Aztec myth. The focus is a much on the previous ages as it is on the current solar god. The Aztec solar god didn’t fight against an archenemy, but he rather sacrificed himself.  Does it exclude the solar Aztec story from being a myth? Clearly not, as another framework provide a more positive answer on what makes the Aztec story a myth. XXX
There are others stories embedded in those myths. Other stories include considerations about time (The journey of Ra in the underworld, the Duat, lasts 12 hours / 12 gates) and natural phenomena (the passing of the sun in the sky and the arrival of the night). We shall see more in the next part of this essay. XXX
Solar sky myths with multiple functions

Both myths serve multiples functions. Mircea Eliade Cosmogony (the theory of the universe’s origin) serves as the paradigm for every subsequent creation, for every kind of action. 

‘Through annual repetition of the cosmogony, time was generated and that man will seek periodically to return to that original time, the therapeutic purpose of which is to begin life again, a symbolic rebirth”. myth gives existence meaning by situating human life within an eternal cosmic rhythm, explaining why kingship is sacred, ritual is essential and sacrificial is necessary. 
Explaining the world
 The first one is Aetiological, meaning is to explain a given cosmolocial situation, here the rhythm of day and night and the passing of the sun power to the moon, the morning stars and the sun again. The support of Thot, Seth and Osiris serves the intellectural purpose of explaining the movement of planets across the sky.
XXX
Spatial ordering

Central to political legitimation
Myths were harnessed as instruments to legitimate political power. Tthrough myth, the sovereign’s and his dynasty’s right to rule is affirmed; more importantly, myths legitimize the state itself and its political structure. Ra as the creator sun god is source of life and kingship, linked to state power. The king serves as a deputy of the sun god and an earthen representation of him. Old kingdom kings were identifying themselves with Ra. The cosmic succession where the sun god transfers its power to the moon and other starts before returning, reflects with the pharaoh’s passing of power to his heir
 - Power needs to be renewed. Several scholars even proposed that myths were composed to justify passing the kingship from father to son rather to another member of the family or to help with the succession between brothers
. 
With Tonatiuh, the myth is linked to imperial ritual and warfare. providing a narrative to explain and sanctify ritual actions. Central to the fifth sun myth are sacrifices.  First, they are seen as necessary rites of renewal. Human blood is seen as an energy needed for the sun to continue to move in the sky. It could be also interpreted as a way to rebalance the energy and reimburse the debt that mankind has built in exchange for the god’s sacrifices and or work to light the world. 

The sun myths not only justify the ritual but is central to justify warfare, as military conflict was fundamentally embedded in the political, economic, and religious structures of Aztec society. At his peak, the Aztec empire covered 200,000 square km and was composed of approximately 400 city-states across 40 provinces.
 There is actually another sun deity, Huitzilopochtly, which is also the god of war, similar to Montu in Ancient Egypt. 
Another way to control and help dominate the population was through the artistic representation of those myths. Aztec sculptures were often depicting animals and deities and were designed to instill fear. The Stone of the Sun, used for sacrifices and now in display at the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City, is a circular stone divided into four areas (reminding the four ages that preceded the current fifth age and the rise of the new sun god Tonatiuh), with a central masked face and a protruding tongue. This face is debated as to whether this is Tonatiuh or a night divinity
, but the message is the same: it is meant to inspire fear. William Sturdevant speaks of “celebration of ugliness and the denial of natural beauty’ 
 and ‘the Aztec sculpture objectives were not just to ‘terrify the credulous, they had the more ambitious purpose of holding in subjugation eleven million people’

Both are instances where rituals precede myth and myth provides a narrative, similar to the dynamic that Jane Harrison outlined in her Myth and Ritual Theory
 - even if Harrison’s work was focused on a different civilization and the Greek religion, it is normal to consider whether a given narrative would lead to specific actions or the opposite, especially when the actions, here the rituals, could be brutal and implies the massacre of hundreds of people.

Enforcement of moral order and expiation
According to Campbell, myths have several functions, including the enforcement of moral order.  Ra’s daily journey across the sky symbolizes the constant renewal of order. Each night he battles chaos (Apep) in the underworld. Humans—and especially pharaohs—are morally obligated to uphold Ma’at so that Ra can rise again.  In the Azted world, the sun requires nourishment through ritual sacrifice to continue its course. Moral failure to uphold ritual obligations risks cosmic collapse.
There is another dimension that justifies the sacrifices for the Aztec. According to Michel Graulich, the original gods were exiled on earth, in darkness, and the sacrifices of Nanahuatzin and Tecciztecat show their desire to come back to an initial paradise.
 The need to atone for previous sins put the sacrifices in a context of expiation. For both warriors and sales, sacrifices were a disgrace and an expiation. Graulich even argued that the victims of sacrifices were substitutes for the sacrificier
. The Tonatiuh myth is immediately followed by the myth of the ‘400 Mimixcoas’ , warriors to which Tonatiuh provided weapons and asked to feed the gods. However, the Mimixcoas didn’t obey and were destroyed – failure to meet the duty has created the need for mankind expansion and every year 400 war prisoners were sacrificed.  
Any relationship to calendar and calendar rituals
Both myths are central to the organization of time, the calendars and ritual activity.  Human time is a repetition of cosmic times as told in the myth. The battles and the sacrifices of the gods prior to the fifth age have impacted human time and space. In the fifth age, all gods have been sacrificed. As the last period, the fifth period is based on the four periods before and appears as a synthesis of the four. The four worlds structure the current time and space. There were four Aztec days, each day connected with of the four cardinal directions. The 260 days calendar was itself divided in four groups of sixty five day and each group was ruled by one of the four day name

Raconter plus

Each previous period lasted 52 years. Scholars have interpreted the fire sacrifices held every 52 years as an imitation of the Nanahuatzin sacrifice. The myth of the Suns is unique as it provides a history of the universe that neither linear (there is no evolution between the ages) nor cyclical, as the fifth age is the final age. 

In conclusion, all of those functions make the Re and Tonatiuh myths what Doty called “primary myths”
: they participate to explicating the world, have an aetiological function, reflect on nature, explaining the roles of animals, establishing of calendars, and shaping the religious environments and the role of rituals. 

Psychological interpretation 

The sun represents the ego. As Steven Forrest described, it is the ‘gravitational centre of the human personality…Ego is the focal point of the mind just as the sun is the focal point of the solar system…The sun is what enables us to act.’
 

Analytical and archetypal psychologies involved with astrology often use myths as a technique of ‘amplification’, i.e. myths provide a meaningful narrative through which a planetary symbol can be understood on an intuitive, non-rational level as a dynamic rather than a static factor. (Liz green presentation on myth and ritual)

Similarly to their respective cosmological view, the two myths propose two different assessments of the ego. In the Egyptian worldview, the ego is conceived as fundamentally strong and capable of mastering chaos. Disorder exists, but it can be confronted, contained, and overcome through vigilance and renewal. This perspective promotes an ideal personality centred on stability, continuity, and endurance, mirroring the Egyptian emphasis on permanence in both political and cosmic structures.
By contrast, Aztec mythology presents a more limited conception of the ego. Here, chaos is not something that can be fully mastered; survival depends instead on surrender to forces greater than the self. The continuation of the cosmos requires constant ritual responsibility, particularly through sacrifice, which reflects an ideal personality grounded in humility, obligation, and collective duty rather than individual control. 
These contrasting attitudes toward the ego are vividly expressed in the motif of the Night Battle, which can be interpreted through Carl Jung’s concept of the Shadow. According to Jung, the Shadow represents those aspects of the psyche that the ego refuses to acknowledge. In mythological imagery, serpents and death gods often embody these rejected or feared elements. In the Egyptian myth, Ra’s nightly battle against the serpent Apophis dramatizes the ego’s confrontation with raw chaos and instinct. Although perilous, this struggle affirms the ego’s capacity to resist disintegration and restore order, a pattern consistent with Jung’s view of the ego as capable of integrating threatening psychic contents.
In Aztec mythology, however, the nocturnal weakening or exhaustion of the sun conveys a different psychological message. Rather than triumphing over chaos, the sun’s decline reflects the ego’s recognition of its dependence on deeper, impersonal forces. The sun does not prevail through strength alone; its survival hinges on continual nourishment through ritual sacrifice, emphasizing the limits of individual agency. Aztec cosmology emphasizes cosmic debt and the insufficiency of the individual self. As Harvey noticed, it was a “constant struggle to take advante of the benevolent divine forces and to protect oneself from the evil ones. The struggle was waged by the community”

This confrontation with darkness leads to either the transformation or symbolic death of the ego. During the night, the sun undergoes change: Ra ages and grows frail, while Tonatiuh weakens. Dawn, therefore, represents not a simple victory but a process analogous to Jungian individuation—the integration of unconscious material into consciousness. Individuation does not signify the dominance of the ego, but its expansion toward wholeness. (The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious)
In Egypt, the reborn sun appears as Khepri, the scarab, symbolizing the emergence of a renewed self. In the Aztec tradition, the sun’s rebirth is possible only through sacrifice, underscoring an ego that is humbled rather than exalted. In both myths, renewal follows confrontation with darkness, but the psychological meaning diverges: one affirms continuity through mastery, while the other sustains existence through surrender and responsibility.

Conclusions

What conclusions can you draw about the nature of sky myths? They come first in establishing the cosmology. They have universal functions: they are fundamental in explaining natural phenomenon and justifiying power. The sky myth are “greater than the sky”, meaning they usually encompass the sky, the earth and the all universe, making them a pillar in the cosmology. 
Myth is characterized by its suitability for telling and retelling...Its themes are often surprisingly constant, in spite of the many fantastic and paradoxical motifs that shape its unmistakable identity; even though slightly distorted, they return again and again.’ Walter Burkert, Homo Necans The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth, pp. 31-32]
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