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The Eternal Cosmic Bear Hunt and the Changing Autumn Landscape: A Liminal Walk-Through Sacred Lands
Word Count 2080

Introduction    
This essay is a compilation of observations; Seneca sky myths, insights and reflections on the feelings derived from being fully aware and the emotional delight of enchantment.  Woven together are the observations and accounts of the autumn’s advance: a kaleidoscope of brilliant colors conjured into existence by blood and oil dripping onto the surrounding landscape and trees from the wounded bear (Ursa Major) that now limps in the low northern sky.  
Additional threads interlaced in this tapestry include autumn’s swiftly moving shadows and how their unstoppable glide could be measured with fingers and breaths to produce a cosmic chronometer of bone and breath.    This rich tapestry formed the backdrop for contemplating the statement by Vincent Van Gogh written in a letter to his brother.  “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.” 

An overarching objective was to develop a liminal awareness of the surrounding I inhabit.  This objective achieved and allowed me to view the world through myth, magic and minutia, more deeply and with more reverence than I ever expected.

Methodology and Motivation
1. Awareness of the Stars and Infinity on High:   To keep faith with the passage from the letter of Vincent van Gogh, to “Be clearly aware of the stars on infinity on high.”[footnoteRef:1]  To become clearly aware of stars requires more than just the acknowledgement of their presence. To this end I have chosen the constellation Ursa Major[footnoteRef:2], (the great bear/big-dipper) as the Seneca sky myth to explain the autumn colors.  This goes beyond seeing, but moves towards a visual liminality of the sky and landscape, an opportunity to witness onset of autumn from a different ontological perspective as the Seneca[footnoteRef:3] once knew it more than half a millennia ago, when myth, magic and meaning flowed seamlessly together. [1:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. London: Penguin Books, 
1997, p.163.]  [2:  ‘Ursa Major’, Astronomy Facts, Michigan State University, https://web.pa.msu.edu/people/horvatin/Astronomy_Facts/constellation_pages/ursa_major.htm [accessed 14 November 2025].]  [3:  ‘Seneca Nation of Indians – Official Website’, Seneca Nation of Indians, https://sni.org/ [accessed 14 November 2025].] 


2. Location:  This essay came into being on the ancestral lands of the Seneca, members of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy[footnoteRef:4], just three miles from the historic village of Ganaondagan.[footnoteRef:5]    The landscape, the forests and the streams, the species of trees, would have looked much the same then as they do now.  The vivid colors and sounds of the lush forested landscape and the constellations above would be home to them as they are to me.   [4:  ‘ Haudenosaunee Confederacy’, Haudenosaunee Confederacy, https://www.haudenosauneeconfederacy.com/ [accessed 14 November 2025]]  [5:  ‘Ganondagan – Seneca Historic Site’, Ganondagan State Historic Site, https://www.ganondagan.org/ [accessed 14 November 2025]. ] 

Brief Background: Relationship of the Great Bear Constellation to the Autumn Colours 
There are many versions of this sky myth but for the purpose of brevity and relevance to this essay I present an abridged version. The myth is centered on a She-Bear being pursued by six or seven hunters.  Over time, the chase is narrowed down to three hunters who chase her across the heavens.  Eventually the bear is wounded or dies but she returns.  Her blood and oil fall to the earth below staining the trees a kaleidoscope of crimson red, burning orange and golden yellow.  In the spring, the bear recovers or is reborn and the hunt across the northern sky continues anew.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Arthur C. Parker, Seneca Myths and Folk Tales (New York: Buffalo Historical Society, 1923), p. 81; Project Gutenberg eBook, https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/71444 [accessed 14 November 2025].] 

[image: ]
Fig.1.  (A) shows the original image of the great bear constellation.  (B) shows the constellation outline and (C) depicts the mythical three hunters and the bear.  

Sky Journal Entry October 18th:   The Cosmic Hunt is Clearly Visible.
A beautifully clear sky and finally a clearer view of the of the great bear and the 3 hunters.  The constellation is low in the northern sky and the stars closest to the horizon are harder to see. Still, it may be the best photograph I get at this time of year in this location.   
The photograph taken on the 18th October was used as the basis of a narrative trio shown in Figure 1.    Fig.1 (A)is the original image taken with my phone. Fig.1 (B), traces the outline of the constellation, highlighting the location of the stars.  Fig.1(C), superimposes the Great Bear and the three Hunters onto the photograph to assist with mental imagery and a deeper awareness of the star’s role in the unfolding narrative of this sky journal.  
[image: ]
Fig.2.  In the center of the image, the bright red Virginia Creepers can be seen hanging down grom the branches of Oak and Maple tree, giving the impression of blood dripping from the wounded bear 
To be clearly aware of the stars and especially this constellation is perhaps best summarized by Joesph Addison[footnoteRef:7] who wrote essays on the role of imagination on how we see and how we feel.   Joesph Addison wrote about the pleasures of the imagination.[footnoteRef:8] He discusses how images once seen and retained are altered in ways to make them agreeable to the imagination. This line of reasoning aptly describes how an image first seen can by our own imagination be to elicit pleasure and enchantment.  [7:  Stephen Miller, ‘The Strange Career of Joseph Addison’, The Sewanee Review, 122.4 (Fall 2014), 650–660.]  [8:  Joseph Addison, ‘The Spectator, No. 413’, The Spectator, 24 June 1712.] 

Sky Journal Entry September 26th:   First Wounds, Ribbons of Red Hanging from the Trees.  
The air is thick with and heavy humidity and there are occasional gentle gusts of wind, that start slow, build for a few seconds and just as quickly fade away. The leaves on the trees are still full and bursting with the energy harvesting chlorophyl.   For some of the trees, long ribbons of dark crimson drip downwards.   See Figure. 2.    

Despite the clingy warmth of the day, I remember that I felt a chill run through me.  It’s a shiver that returns even on the retelling.  The goal of the journal was to explore whether understating the sky myth would alter my perception of how I perceive the autumn leaves.  I expected at best a gradual and slightly expanded awareness, but this observation was front and center.  
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Fig.3.  (A), (B) and (C) show the perverseness of vines in the local forests, all exhibiting a dextral spiral. ( upward clockwise rotation) 
I always assumed that trees changed colors slowly, often starting at the apex or on the brightly lit side of the tree.  What makes this observation all the more poignant is that the red streaks are not from the tree at all.  They came from a vine, specifically from the Virginia Creeper known for its early anthocyanin flush[footnoteRef:9]  Virginia Creepers are amongst the first plants to change colour, often three to four weeks ahead of most maple and oak species (Figs, 2 and 4B)   [9:  Susan Mahr, Virginia Creeper, Parthenocissus quinquefolia, Wisconsin Horticulture, University of Wisconsin–Madison, https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/articles/virginia-creeper-parthenocissus-quinquefolia/ (accessed 15 November 2025).] 
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Fig 4.  (A)  Bright red Burning Bush (not native). (B)  Virginia Creeper, turning brown and brittle. (C) Red Maple. (D) pools of red and yellow stain the ground. 

I had always noticed the trees and vines separately, but now with my interest peaked I stumble into a world where vines spiral around tree trunks directing their energy not into their own support but into a fast-moving dash to get sunlight from the tree tops. Figure.3. shows tightly coiled vines climbing the tree trunks.   It is often the highest sun exposed leaves of plants that undergo their autumnal shift, thus blotches of red (Virginia Creeper) and yellow (Wild Grape Vine) can be seen on otherwise green trees giving the impression that they wear the stains of the wounded bear.  
[image: ]Fig. 5.   (A) Bright green Ginko trees, (B) the same tree two weeks later.  (C) Each leaf looks like a brilliant yellow butterfly. 
Within a few weeks the bright crimson red of Virginia Creeper faded, but the cosmic wounds continued to paint the landscape.  The Ginko trees and sugar maples shone with vibrant yellows, whereas the red maple and ornamental burning bushes blushed bright red and fiery orange.   Even as leaves littered the ground, they took on the appearance of pools of blood and oil.  See, Fig.4 (D)

The process of witnessing the Fall colors and relating them to the annual and eternal cosmic hunt, was not just fascinating from a purely academic sense, but had a sense of magic to it.   Patrick Curry suggests that enchantment is inherently participatory as evidenced by the etymology of the word, meaning to be “in-song”[footnoteRef:10] This was also the case with Sky journal experiment.  I did not just wait passively to be mesmerized, impressed or enchanted, I consciously I actively participated in the perception and sense of liminality.   [10:  Patrick Curry, Art and Enchantment: How Wonder Works (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2023), p. 8.] 

It was a conscious decision to see more than just images, this conscious decision did not detract from the sense of enchantment, but allowed me to be receptive and appreciative of it.  Did the enchantment for Vincent van Gogh simply happen to him, or was it a conscious decision to see more than just an image?  The Merriam-Webster dictionary,[footnoteRef:11] describes enchantment as “Having or seeming to have a magical quality” It does not imply magic, but the sense of awe that one gets from witnessing magic I would argue is similar.    [11:  “Enchanted,” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/enchanted (accessed 14 November 2025).] 

Over the next few weeks, I stood witness to the advance of the autumn colors, mindful of their cosmic origin. The initial vibrant crimson red and turned brown and brittle just as one might expect from stains of an old wound.  SeeFig.4 (D).   Other tress became totally drenched in vivid red flaming oranges and bright yellow as the heavenly struggle continued to unfold, See Fig.6.
 Sky Journal Entry 31st October: Wind and Rain and Ginko Butterflies.  
The rain clings to the leaves on the tree making them bow in obedience to gravity with a glistening sparkle.   The great bears spilled blood and oil lay in wet glistening pools. The Ginko leaves shine bright yellow like a million butterflies readying for their short ariel exploits.
Celestial Hunt by Night, Wounds and Growing Shadows by Day.
The landscape bears witness of the celestial hunt, acknowledging the prowess of the hunters and the demise of the bear, all under a sinking sun and a ballet of fast-moving shadows.   As the Bear tires from the hunt, I turn my gaze to the ground.  Long morning shadows, begin their steady recoil gliding across the ground, only to stretch out again like a giant yawn for the approaching night.    The sinking sun, shortening days and longer shadows are all part of a never-ending cosmic choreography. 
[image: ]
Fig 6.   Morning Shadow of one tree being projected on to another to turn sunlit yellow in to a shadowy fiery red.
The Cosmic Chronology of Breath and Bone.
I could see the shadows of the trees, diffuse and moving with the wind and I could also a more defined shadow of my rooftop.  I watched the shadow steadily progressing forward and wondered how many people throughout history would have tried to measure the shadows speed with no rulers or stopwatch.    Distances could be measured with body parts, fingers, hands and feet.[footnoteRef:12] I chose to use the length of my forefinger as a unit of distance.   To measure time, I used the simplest thing I had, my breath, not just regular breathing but a deep mediative breath that caried a sense of belonging.   [12:  “Melting Pot of Pre-Columbian Weights and Measures,” Taking Measure (blog), National Institute of Standards and Technology, 13 October 2020, https://www.nist.gov/blogs/taking-measure/melting-pot-pre-columbian-weights-and-measures (accessed 15 November 2025).] 

[image: ]Fig.7.  (A) 39 breaths to move one forefinger, (B) shadow progression every 39 beaths.

Sky Journal Entry 27th October 2025:    Shadow Speed:  39 Breaths per Forefinger. 
 The deep breaths transitioned without any consciousness effort from being the chronometer of shadow movement and to being perceived as the engine that drove the shadow forward.  Each exhale a salute to the previous inhale. Each breath counts an invisible driving force. For just a very brief moment I dared to wonder, if in some ontological fashion, my focused breath was gently carrying the shadow forward, I instinctively knew not to stop and test the idea.  To do so would dishonor and collapse this fleeting reality I had been permitted to inhabit.    The time taken to move the length of my forefinger was 39 breaths. I tested this several times.  Always 39 breaths!


Sky Journal Entry 2nd November 2025:  Concluding Remarks.
The great bear and the hunters are still present, low in the Northen sky.  There is no longer any new blood to drip down.  What there was is now pooled beneath the trees, shades of fading yellow and reds.   The journal started near the end of September thru to the first week of November, for the Seneca this would have approximated to the Harvest Moon, Falling Leaf Moon and Frost Moon.   The Seneca names for their months are mentioned in this context since they provide an additional layer of “feeling and connectivity” when entering observations into the sky journal 

Conclusions:
The 6-week sky journalling experience became an exercise in purposeful awareness that gradually transformed itself into enchantment.   Three primary insights emerged from this activity. 
1. Mythic Perception of Autumnal Change:  The shift in awareness from viewing the leaf color change from an internal biochemical process to an external celestial consequence of blood and oil dripping from the heavens was deepened by the perverseness of both trees and vines growing together, especially, since vine leaves high in the Maple and Oak trees often changed color more swiftly further perpetuating the validity of the mythic bear hunt.      
2. Shadow Chronology: As autumn advanced, shadows grew noticeably longer and moved with increasing urgency. Measuring their speed using an index finger and controlled breaths was a deeply moving experience and produced a liminal sense of being an active participant as opposed to a static observer.  Bone, breath and presence became a scaffold of communion. 
3. Awareness and Enchantment:   The sky journal experience offered a greater insight into the passage “by Vincent van Gogh to his brother Theo.  His enchantment was not elicited by passive observation but a deliberate attunement to the infinite.  Through this practice I also was able to enter an enchanted state where myth, magic and minutia converge. 
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