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University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Faculty of Humanities and the Performing Arts
MA Cultural Astronomy and Astrology
Module: Researching Contemporary Cosmologies 

Essay based on a Sky Journal  
Introduction: 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of the sky in celestial symbolism and culture by developing a sky journal according to an observation of the sky for about a month. This observation will take place in the summer of June in Lebanon and in Italy, to investigate and explore the constellations of the northern hemisphere in different parts of the world. Hence, exploring different perceptions of constellations. However, the process of observation represents a dialog with the sky which will develop according to reflexive considerations. Moreover, the topic of star constellations is important because one of the main features that shape the night sky are constellations, but unfortunately this feature is decreasing due to the increase of light pollution. Hence, I have decided to produce a personal star map to familiarize myself with how the stars look in the city. Nevertheless, the observation will take place under three themes, which are ‘Different locations, ‘Different perceptions’, and ‘Personal connections and questions’. Hence, the heart of this essay is to observe, experience, and reflect. 
Literature Review:  
Living in the 21st century the sky is perceived very different than it was in the past, in most parts of the world dark skies are not dark anymore, and nights are becoming brighter and brighter. This indicates that at least the visual connection with the sky is not present anymore, let alone the emotional, physical and spiritual connection. In this essay I have drawn upon my experience with the sky in relation to the experiences with several scholars that have had thought-provoking moments when in contact with the sky. The main scholars included in my essay that have had personal experiences with the sky and expressed their thoughts and emotions about it are, Ada Blair, and Paul Bogard, Laure Kutchins, Alison Hawthorne Deming, and ken Lamberton. All of them similarly investigated the night sky while self-reflecting their experiences upon themselves. In addition, they all have made statements that fall under the same concept of the appreciation of the sky but in totally different views. For example, a statement by Ken Lamberton talks about him feeling insignificant with respect to the sky, ‘I used to stare at the night sky and feel my own insignificance’[footnoteRef:1] shows the same concept of sky appreciation with what Laure Kutchins have stated about the sky, ‘It is the night I come home to’[footnoteRef:2] . Hence, doing my observation exercise connects very much to their process of observation. However, Ada Blair stands out since she has done surveys with the people of sark along with her personal reflections of dark skies under the same concept of sky appreciation and value, ‘Appreciating the night sky may also be a means of connecting profoundly with the past.’[footnoteRef:3] Nevertheless, I have also drawn upon the Quran, and have connected what God has stated in his holly book about the creation of stars along with Aratus’s thoughts that include that the placement of stars in the sky are by Zeus for several reasons.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Ken Lamberton, ‘Nighttime’, in Bogard, Let There be Night, p. 84]  [2:  Laurie Kutchins, ‘Nocturnes’, in Bogard, Let there be Night, p. 63]  [3:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, p. 45 ]  [4:  Aratus, Phaenomena, trans. by Aaron Poochigian (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010) p.33] 

Methodology: 
The target of my observation of the sky is to observe the constellations during night walks for about a month in different parts of the world while sketching down how they appear in different cities. However, throughout the process of observation of the sky I will be reflexive of what I might get to experience. Even though the main target of sketching the constellations is visual, but by being reflexive I would have to put my thoughts and emotions first to be able to develop an honest personal dialog with the sky. Moreover, I have kept a reflexive journal which should help in understanding and organizing all my reflections of the sky.’ Keeping a reflexive journal can act as a check and balance for qualitative findings.’[footnoteRef:5] Nevertheless, cultural backgrounds play an essential role in effecting reflections. I am a 26-year-old female from Lebanon without a stable place in the world. However, I assume my religious background could also affect my reflections since connecting with the sky could have a major spiritual aspect.   [5:  Braud and Anderson, Transpersonal Research Methods of the Social Sciences, p. 214] 

Findings: 
· Different perceptions 
[image: ]On the night of June 12, I was out with some friends and we had a conversation about the stars as shown in fig. 1, each one was pointing out a certain constellation in the sky and explaining to us how they perceive it. It was very thought-provoking to see how each individual had different images of the constellations, and that is how I started to question myself and my own personal vision of the sky. We were in a relatively dark place in the mountains, so I decided to go for a walk alone to find a spot and just sit and stare at the sky. It was such a magical scene that the milky way was also so clear.Figure 1 the mountains in Lebanon with Hadi , Khodor, and Ibrahim watching the super clear night sky. 12.06.2020 Photo by : Sara Bizri 

[image: ][image: ]I laid on my back in a place between trees, totally immersed with the natural environment around me as shown in fig.2. I also fixed my camera next to me and let it take several frames while totally ignoring it to be able to connect deeply with the sky. The first note I’ve added to my Sky Journal was ‘Where is the question mark in the sky that I always look for to locate Polaris?’ I always ask myself this same question every time I want to locate Polaris, but this time it hit different because it was the first time noticing that I have my own perception and personal map of the sky. The question mark in the sky I’m talking about is a combination of the constellation Draco with Ursa Major. As shown in fig.3. However, this interpretation is not only because of different personal perceptions, but it’s also due to the brightness of stars, for this interpretation of mine is due to living in the city where I connect only the bright stars to find my way through the sky. This emphasizes on the issue of a contemporary star cartography according to the percentage of light pollution in the city. However, the reason for wanting to have a contemporary star map of the sky is because, to connect with the sky I need to be effortlessly familiar with it, even if I couldn’t see many stars I would still have that feeling of connection and awe when in contact with the sky even in the city. Bob Berman, a scholar that is mentioned in Paul Bogard’s book “The End of Night” thinks otherwise, in his opinion ‘An observer needs to see four hundred fifty stars at a time to get that feeling of infinitude, and be swept away, and go, ‘Oh, isn’t that beautiful.’ And I didn’t make that number up arbitrarily—that’s the number of stars that are available once you get dimmer than third magnitude. So in the city you see a dozen stars, a handful, and it’s attractive to no one.’[footnoteRef:6] Moreover, I think it’s a matter of perspective, for maybe for some people they are amazed by the number of stars but for others it could be about finding just a few in the heart of the city. Nevertheless, Connecting with the sky is a personal need of mine, though it is interrupted by light pollution, being familiar with some bright stars and having this personal dialog with the sky makes me feel like I matter and that my presence as any star can have an impact. Similarly, Paul, the author of ‘Let there be night’, had an experience with the sky that he talked about when he was in prison, ‘I used to stare at the night sky and feel my own insignificance. But in prison, where I was hardly even a number, the stars made me feel differently. They helped me to understand that I was part of a greater thing.’[footnoteRef:7] Perceptions of the sky differ from one person to another, we all have personal dialogs, memories, and emotions with the sky, and it shows how vast and endless the sky is, but it is also is a reminder that every person is different and unique and that each one of us matters. Moreover, deep thoughts with the sky can be life changing, for Paul gave an example of how he could free his mind while stargazing in prison by perceiving the motion of constellations as something in his benefit, ‘ I could feel the earth coursing against a backdrop of constellations, summer’s Scorpio and winter’s Orion. I was circling the sun at 66,000 miles an hour, a million and a half miles a day. I was not in prison. I was a traveler’. [footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Paul Bogard, The End of Night: Searching for Natural Darkness in an Age of Artificial Light, 1st edn (London: Little, Brown and Company, 2013) p. 33]  [7: Paul Bogard, Let There Be Night: Testimony on Behalf of the Dark, ed. by Paul Bogard, 1st edn (Nevada: University of Nevada Press, 2008), p. 84]  [8:  Paul Bogard, Let There Be Night: Testimony on Behalf of the Dark, ed. by Paul Bogard, p.85 ] 
Figure 2 A starry night, immersed in nature at the mountains. 12. 06.2020 photo: Sara Bizri
Figure 3My personal way of locating Polaris. A screenshot taken from the app. Stellarium and edited by: Sara Bizri











· Constellations in different locations of the world
[image: ][image: ]My observation’s process was interrupted when I had to move back to Italy, so I decided I would continue locating the constellations from there. However, I don’t have many places where I can access the whole sky in Italy so I decided I would go for a walk and sketch the constellations I could find. It was very frustrating, and I couldn’t find any single place with a view of the sky that doesn’t have a light pole totally blocking the view! This made me feel lost and disconnected, as Blair states, ‘to comprehend our place in the universe we need to be able to see the stars’.[footnoteRef:9] Then I decided I would try to take note of the sky from my balcony which is above the light of the street poles. I was very happy to see the planets though, Saturn and Jupiter were shining through all the obstacles, the first thing that came to mind was, ‘Milan doesn’t seem so far away from home when seeing the planets.’ I have taken the same image from my balcony in Lebanon and it warmed my heart to feel connected to home through the sky as seen in figures 4 and 5. Even though I’m in a foreign country alone, the night seemed to me as a window overlooking my home. It is as what Laurie kutchens stated in her essay about the value of night, ‘It is the night I come home to’.[footnoteRef:10] Another factor that has affected keeping track of the constellations was the different percentage of light pollution in both cities. However, when I was in Lebanon there was a terrible governmental crisis in the country, so we had to deal with living without electricity at home and in the streets as shown in fig.6. Hence, I could work on sketching the constellations for my personal star map more easily and connect with the sky on a deeper level. At that night stars were very clear that I could find whole constellations, but that wasn’t my interest at that moment. I noted in my sky journal that night, ‘it’s as if the sky has taken over the city, its prof that nature always wins no matter how advanced we might become’. I was in awe of the power of the dark sky, more precisely the universe, it was a feeling integrated with fear, greatness, insignificance and wonder. Similar to Elison’s views ‘Maybe all creatures feel as if some force can apprehend them and in that apprehension feel something like what we call love.’ [footnoteRef:11] Nevertheless, I did feel kind of trapped in Milan because I couldn’t walk around different places to view the constellations as I did in Lebanon, my view was limited but in a constant change due to the rising of [image: ]constellations along with airplanes from the airport being so close to me as seen in fig.7,and what a trigger that is, to view airplanes taking off while being far away from home. Those man made stars as I called them in my Journal on July the 6th, it appeared to me that the plane takes off under the star “Altair”, and when it reaches its destination (if it was in the northern hemisphere), it would also be overlooked by that very same star, I would still be able to see the star but of course not the [image: ]plane. This backed up my thoughts about us being very insignificant with respect to the greatness of the universe. Moreover, this made me feel like the sky is a tool I can use at anytime to feel connected with my loved ones. Observing the sky in a different country made me experience the feeling of being connected with other people around the world under the same sky. [9:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, ed. by Jennifer Zahrt (UK : Sophia Center Press, 2016) p. 45]  [10:  Laurie Kutchins, ‘Nocturnes’, in Bogard, Let there be Night p.63]  [11:  Elison Hawthorne Deming, ‘The Month of Mornings’, in Bogard, Let there be Night p.122 ] 
Figure 4 viewing the sky inn Milan, with the planets clearly in view. 4.07.2020. Photo by: Sara bizri
Figure 5Viewing the sky in Lebanon, many obstacles limit the appearance of stars, but the planets can still be seen clearly through the clouds. 18.06.2020 Photo by: Sara Bizri
Figure 6: Total blackout of the city showing the dark sky. 20.06.2020. Photo by : Sara Bizri
Figure 7 The view of the sky from my balcony in Milan on July 6th with an airplane on the right of the photo taking off. Photo by : Sara Bizri












· Personal connections and questions
On July the 10th, I have received some bad news from my family, I was sad but was mostly angry because I thought I shouldn’t have been told these bad news while I am living abroad with no one and nothing to express my frustration to. However, as usual I went out for a walk at night, and it was the first time that I stay out that late in a place far away from my house. I decided I wanted to go to a place where the green field is huge so that no light poles would be so close to block my view of the sky. I laid there with my eyes fixed on the sky, the star Arcturus wasn’t so high in the sky anymore, which was in indication that it is getting late and scary because I was alone. However, my connection with the sky at this time was like a conversation, it was like talking to someone who you know would be there for you no matter what. It was then that I stated in my journal ‘why are the stars here? what is the reason for stars in our night sky?’. As I am a religious person, I believe in God and I believe that God has created everything, with them the stars. But why? Aratus’s book “Phenomena” came to mind, it is a book about describing the constellations and other celestial phenomena. However, the part I was thinking about was in his very first page under the title “Invocation”, it reads:   
                                   ‘Grouping the stars, he fixed them in the skies 
as clusters and took care to organize 
the annual astral passages in clear
                                                         rotations, so the crops thrive every year.
                                                         Our prayers begin and end, therefore, with Zeus. 
                                                         Hail to a marvel, a helper we can use‘ [footnoteRef:12] [12:   Aratus, Phaenomena, trans. by Aaron Poochigian (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010) p.33  ] 


[image: ]I was in awe of his words and wondered about a greater power behind the vastness of the universe.  When I reached home, I opened the Quran, it’s the holy book of Muslims and everyone who believes in God the creator of all. However, the verses about the stars read like so : ‘ And it is He Who created the stars for you, that you may be guided by them in the darkness of land and sea.’[footnoteRef:13] Another verse states,   ‘We placed constellations in the sky, and made them beautiful to the beholders’.[footnoteRef:14] I don’t think after reading those words that I will ever feel alone again, especially with the presence of the stars. I felt connected to this magnificent merciful force that is always looking out for me, and the stars are just one way to remind me of it.  [13:  God, The Quran, p. 68]  [14:  God, The Quran, p. 130] 
Figure 8Figure 9: A place in Milan to be able to look at the sky with a distance from light poles. 10.07.2020. Photo by: Sara Bizri

Conclusion: 
To conclude, what started out as an observation with the intention of creating a personal star map in cities, turned out to be a thought-provoking experience, life changing to be more specific. While I was sketching the constellations, the dialogs I was having with the sky overshadowed my task. While Observing the sky under themes related to perception, location and personal connection, I related to the sky in a physical, emotional and spiritual level. However, I did manage to finish all the visible constellations in my area in both Milan and Lebanon as shown in fig.9 and 10, which means my goal of mapping stars in cities according to light pollution has been  achieved. Unexpectedly, what has been really achieved in this area is the mapping of personal stories, thoughts, and emotions in the sky. With the rise of the star Arcturus so rises my story of God being the creator of the universe, and my everlasting companion, for observing the sky and constellations have played the role of being the teacher and I the student. 
[image: ]
Figure 9: Personal Star map of stars in the city of milan according to light pollution, Drawn my hand. Done by : Sara Bizri




[image: ]
[bookmark: _GoBack]Figure 10: Personal star map of stars in the city of Beirut according to light pollution. Drawn by hand. Done by : Sara Bizri
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