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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Clouds, Caves and Clarity – A New View for Hexham’s Skyscape
ACADEMIC RATIONALE 
   This essay reports from a sky journal which I kept from 1.11.22 until 30.11.22 observing the skyscape of Hexham, Northumberland. The context for the essay is inspired by a quote from Alexandre Harris, ‘To think is to walk among cloud’s’[footnoteRef:1] and draws upon Platonic philosophy, specifically Plato’s Allegory of the Cave.  [1:  Harris, Alexandra, Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies, (London: Thames & Hudson, 2015), p.245. ] 

NEW LORE NEEDED
  Claire Sommers put forward the notion that ‘subjects that are worth further study are those that inspire confusion, not understanding.’[footnoteRef:2] Local folklore surrounding the skyscape of Hexham and its relationship with ‘Egger’ is an example of such phenomena. Ask any child native to the area about the chipboard plant and they will assuredly, and mistakenly state that it is ‘The Cloud Factory.’ [2:  Sommers, Claire, The School of Shadows: The Return to Plato’s Cave, (Boston University, 2018), p. 143. ] 

   In his work on Irish communities Ray Cashman states to understand local stories we must first appreciate the geographical, historical, and social context from which they originate.[footnoteRef:3] Hexham is an ancient market town surrounded by rolling hills, renowned for its heritage and history and is stationed on the periphery of Northumberland National Park, home to Kielder Observatory.  [3:  Cashman, Ray, Storytelling on the northern Irish border characters and community, (Indiana University Press, 2008), p. 32. ] 

    Living in an area of natural beauty means anything out of sync with the surroundings draw’s huge attention. On 02.11.22 I noticed that no matter where I stand, ‘Egger,’ and its endless plumes of white smoke dominates my view. It’s like a scar on the skyscape of Hexham and that it must be dark down at the bottom of that long, grey steel column. I am bored of playing along with local folklore concerning ‘The Cloud Factory,’ yet feel an empathy for those who have told those tales to children, however I am ready to reinterpret this lore with adult eyes! It is through this first observation a comparison is drawn between Egger and Plato’s Cave, a notion typified by Peter Losin who states that to give an account of something, whether it is a simple object like a wagon, or a complex psychological state like justice, one must make clear what it is, and this is done by relating it to other things.[footnoteRef:4] Furthermore, he notes one of the key functions of Platonic philosophy is ‘to jar the student's soul out of its complacency,’ by exposing it to experiences which stir and call upon their reasoning or intellect.’ [footnoteRef:5] [4:  Losin, Peter, Education and Plato’s Parable of the Cave, (Sage Publications Inc, 1996), p. 59.]  [5:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 57. ] 
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                                    Taken by Sarah Fae, ‘The Cloud Factory,’ Hexham, 2.11.22, 11.43am

PLATOS CAVE
   Plato’s Cave illustrates the soul’s journey and the state which drives man to seek education, and knowledge of ‘The Good.’ [footnoteRef:6] Throughout the assignment the allegory of Plato’s Cave will be used as a metaphor to illustrate a journey of perspective I’ve taken through observing Hexham’s skyscape. [6:  Ibid, p. 50 ] 

  In this report natural clouds will signal notions of truth, knowledge or ‘The Good,’ whilst the fake clouds (Egger smoke) will signify illusion, ignorance, and falsehood, with the tube of Egger symbolic of the cave itself. The false smoke (clouds) rising from Egger into the natural skyscape will be used as a metaphor, reminiscent of the soul’s ascent from illusion to truth. 
    Plato used his analogy to show how man’s nature can be enlightened or unenlightened, and how human’s beings are prisoners chained in a cave, distracted with a screen, like the one marionette players use over which puppets entertain them.[footnoteRef:7] In this report comparisons will also be drawn between the use of technology, and their ‘screens,’ as a modern example how human attention is still being co-opted and potentially exploited. [7:  Jowett, B, The Allegory of the Cave, (Martino Fine Books, Eastford CT 2018), p. 5. ] 

   SKYSCAPE ONE 
‘Oh my love for the first time in my life
My eyes are wide open.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  www.azlyrics.com/JohnLennon/OhmyLove.html] 

                          [image: ]
Figure two was taken by Sarah Fae, two miles from Egger, Hexham, U.K, 3.11.22, 6.57am
  On 3.11.22, I learn to think is to sharpen the tools of discernment. I believe children’s eyes can distinguish the difference between manmade smoke and the natural world, but somehow their intuitive knowing gets clouded. Perhaps this disconnect is the shackles in Plato’s Cave. 
 In her work on sense perception E. M Rowell notes how our view, and scope is incomparable to that of our neighbours, despite being confronted with the same scene and environment.[footnoteRef:9] This is typified in Plato’s Cave and the confusion the prisoners face in thinking their shadows were the genuine article, ‘And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that they were naming what was actually before them.’ [footnoteRef:10] [9:  Rowell, E.M, A Cloud of Witness, (Cambridge University Press, 1944), p. 130. ]  [10:  Jowett, B, Allegory of the Cave, (Martino Fine Books Eastford, CT, 2018), p.5. ] 

SKYSCAPE TWO
‘Oh my lover for the first time in my life
My eyes can see.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure Three, taken by Sarah Fae, two miles from Egger Plant, Hexham, U.K, 4.11.22, 7.33am
  On 4.11.22 I learn that to think is know the limits of such an endeavour. How quickly things can change, capturing the same scene, from the same place twenty-four hours later reminds me how quickly perspectives can shift. Colour and texture play tricks, and their interplay challenges how assured I am of recognising truth over illusion. A woman, in a beige bodysuit squats up and down upon the screen of her iPhone wearing a virtual headset. I feel jaded, and judgemental. Could AI ever take precedence over the natural world? Is the Metaverse the New Age Cave for Platonic Philosophy, what would Plato say?
    Skyscape two illustrates how effortlessly the boundaries of perception can blur as the smoke from ‘Egger,’ seamlessly blends with the environment. The observation of AI technology whilst observing the skyscape draws comparison to Julia Annas work on Plato’s Cave who sees the shadows that entertain the prisoners as a reflection of a corrupt society.[footnoteRef:12] A notion expanded upon by A.S Ferguson who states the purpose of the cave is to keep the inhabitants entranced, and what seems on the surface to be entertainment is more akin to prison. [footnoteRef:13] [12:  Sommers, Claire, The School of, p. 135. ]  [13:  Ferguson, A.F, Plato’s Simile of Light Part II The Allegory of the Cave (Continued), (Cambridge University Press, 1922), p. 16. ] 

SKYSCAPE THREE
‘I see the wind, oh I see the trees
Everything is clear in my heart.’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure four taken by Sarah Fae, five miles from The Egger Plant, Hexhamshire, U.K, 7.11.22, 1.27pm
  On 7.11.22 I realise that to think is to re-evaluate things from another point of view. Stood further afield, with a panoramic view I feel so small, childlike. I can see the machine that makes the clouds! A large white shape in the sky appears like a portal summoning me, up I go. HOPE. 
  From this vantage point of figure four, the light, and colour of the natural world outweigh ‘Egger’s’ influence on the skyscape. Its formidable influence on the skyscape has shrunk along with its context, size and stature. This new ratio is reminiscent of the soul’s recognition of what is true as Losin states, ‘the upward journey out of the cave into daylight is the soul's ascent to the intelligible realm.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 49. ] 

SKYSCAPE FOUR
‘I see the clouds, oh I see the sky
Everything is clear in our world.’[footnoteRef:16] [16:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure five taken by Sarah Fae, eight miles from Egger, Hexhamshire, U.K, 15.11.22, 8.05am
  On 15.11.22 I learn that to think is to question everything. Without sight of the long grey tube the plumes of white smoke look even more convincing as they merge with mist across the Tyne Valley. This scene makes me appreciate how easy illusion can be mistaken for truth, and yet, though the whiteness of mist and smoke blur into one its movement and texture are different.
   Figure Five highlights how distinguishing knowledge from ignorance without experience can be tricky! Ferguson notes as the cave has no window’s the inhabitants have no access to a larger world. [footnoteRef:17] Plato expands this notion stating how their senses are warped keeping the prisoners in a state of delusion.[footnoteRef:18]  As the natural mist merges with the artificial smoke, the evidence presented makes it easy to understand how delusion, or deception is often so seductive, because it’s often also very beautiful.  [17:  Ferguson, A.S, Plato’s Simile of Light, p.22. ]  [18:  Ibid. p. 21.] 

SKYSCAPE FIVE
‘Oh my love for the first time in my life
My mind is wide open.’[footnoteRef:19] [19:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure six taken by Sarah Fae, ten miles from Egger, 17.11.22, Hexhamshire, U.K, 3.15pm
   On 17.11.22 I understand that to think is to imagine, and to create anew. I feel the shackles begin to loosen for the prisoners in Plato’s Cave as the long grey steel tube of Egger is no longer visible. Even the plumes of smoke seem ethereal within such a dramatic skyscape.
   The hint of a double rainbow in figure six makes for dramatic viewing, creating a bridge between land and sky and the transient nature of rainbows in the ever changing, yet ever present sky can be likened to Plato’s simile on what constitutes a receptacle in ‘The Republic.’
‘The Receptacle is likened to a piece of gold, can be moulded into a number of shapes, though always remaining gold. The Receptacle, like gold, takes its shape and appearance from the qualities it possesses at any particular instant. (50B1 ff.) It acts like a matrix, which takes on the shape of whatever is impressed on it, without ever becoming itself the stamp or seal.’[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Robinson, T.M, Plato’s Psychology (2nd Edition), (University of Toronto Press, 1995), p130. ] 

     Upon reflection of Figure Six later that same day (17.11.22) I wonder what thought forms (The Good) might have been impressed upon this skyscape to create such a transformation. 
SKYSCAPE SIX
‘Oh my lover for the first time in my life
My mind can feel.’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure seven taken by Sarah Fae, five miles radius from Egger, Hexham U.K, 18.11.22, 4.15pm
  By 18.11.22 I realise that to think is to find some semblance of clarity. Golden skies signify alchemical transformation through which I garner hope I’ve sharpened my tools of discernment sufficiently enough to see things as they really are. This view might just be the reward of such endeavour! 
     Encapsulated by the colourful skyscape figure seven can be likened to Plato’s philosophical comparison of sunlight as a symbol of knowledge and truth. Plato wrote, ‘the newly enlightened person would have freed himself from his chains, risen to the world above, adjusted his senses to daylight, and would now be able to see the sun, the Good.’[footnoteRef:22] However, Plato does not end his analogy there, for we must go back and educate those still in chains deep within the darkness of the cave.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Sommers, Claire, Education, p133]  [23:  Ibid. p.133.] 

SKYSCAPE SEVEN
‘I feel sorrow, oh I feel dreams
Everything is clear in my heart.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure eight taken by Sarah Fae four miles from Egger, 20.11.22, Hexham, U.K, 3.40pm
  On 20.11.22 I realise that to think to challenge yourself and have the courage to adventure into new territories.  The artificial white smoke of ‘Egger’ has taken the same tone as the skyscape, truth and illusion are blurring again, borderless like the sky herself. 
    One of the conditions of re-entry to Plato’s Cave means some element of mastery must have occurred within the budding philosopher and this new level of understanding is necessary for re-entering the cave. In her work Sommers explains how recognition of the shadows as phantoms can be used as knowledge to help those still trapped. [footnoteRef:25] [25:  Sommers, Claire, The School, p. 134.] 

SKYSCAPE EIGHT
‘I feel life, I feel love
Everything is clear in our world.’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure nine taken by Sarah Fae, two miles from Egger, Hexham, U.K, 20.11.22, 3.45pm
  Within a few minutes of the same day (20.11.22) I conclude to think is to feel the weight of your own inadequacy. Moving location (skyscapes seven and eight were taken within minutes of one another) illustrates how swiftly skies can shift just like thoughts. Re-entering Plato’s cave feels like an arduous task! 
  On 20.11.22 I record that my inertia, and apathy are palpable reminding me how the human condition can be so easily swayed, whether it is our attention co-opted by technology, or our intentions hijacked by algorithms. 
   Sensory pleasures are common distractions for fledging philosophers as Losin puts forward the notion ‘that since the goal of Platonic education is to produce philosophers, we need to know how best to bring people whose primary desires may be for food or drink, or for good reputation, to the state where their primary desires are for wisdom and truth.’ [footnoteRef:27]  Evidence suggests that due to modern technologies addictive and sensory nature it too could be added to the list of primary desires.  [27:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 54. ] 

NEW PERCEPTIONS 
   Through observing the skyscape of Hexham a new narrative may have emerged to challenge the lore surrounding ‘The Cloud Factory,’ as Cashman explains traditional stories are powerful tools for shared meanings to be instilled and critically assessed and reconsidered. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Cashman, Ray, Storytelling, p. 1. ] 

    This report hopes to highlight the importance of questioning what appear to be established facts and forewarns the children of Hexham about the use of technology over appreciation of the natural world. However, through Fergusons work there is hope that if caught young enough some can be rescued, as the sun, and its light is the natural medium for the eyes, [footnoteRef:29] as she muses, ‘what is the loosening and healing the prisoners must undergo if they are to leave the cave?’[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Ferguson, A.S, Plato’s p. 21.]  [30:  Ibid, p.15.] 

   Evidence suggests that through a world increasingly reliant upon AI, and with a growing dependence on the bright artificial lights of smartphones it seems our senses, and perceptions are under siege. What drives us to look to artificial light, as opposed to the natural light might be a question worth asking for healing to occur. Socrates offers a bleak assessment of our plight and future should this not occur, ‘the shadows of artifacts constitute the only reality people in this situation would recognize.’[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 50. ] 
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