

1
K. Z. Maruf 2220969


[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated]


Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment coversheet & feedback form

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name: Khaldun Maruf

Student University Email: 2220969@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: HPCA7015

Module title: Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology

	Student ID number:
2220969
	Educational support needs:
No

	Assignment title: Essay based on a Sky Journal


Assignment due date: 30 November 2023

	[bookmark: Check13][bookmark: Check14][bookmark: Check15][bookmark: Check16][bookmark: Check17][bookmark: Check18]This assignment is for the       1st |X|    2nd  |_|     3rd  |_|      4th |_|      5th |_|      6th |_|   module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.
Signed ……………………………………………………………
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box |X|
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	
Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.




For completion by Marker 1 :
Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:













	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)












	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:






1
K. Z. Maruf 2220969


‘Essay based on a Sky Journal
Attending to the Moon’
word count: 2002



	From the 22nd of October to the 21st of November 2023, I kept a sky journal to log my observations of Earth’s Moon. These observations were carried out from my roof deck in Colorado, USA using a small refracting telescope and a digital camera. I had initially planned to record and examine some quantitative data of the lunar terminator as it moved across the Moon’s surface over the course of the month. Despite this analytical intent, what ultimately ended up in the journal while recording these data was phenomenological in character. This essay will examine two categories of thought which manifested through this exercise. It will finally conclude by relating these themes to a quotation from Vincent van Gogh related to enchantment. 

The Rediscovery of Transcendence

	I have spent many pleasant hours observing small parts of the night sky over the years. The way I have engaged in this has transformed as time passed. Since I began focusing upward on the heavens at night in earnest, roughly two decades ago, the amount of time I spend looking has diminished while the amount of time I spend recording and processing data has increased. Until this project began, my astronomical observations in recent years have involved a larger telescope and a specialized camera secured to a robotic mount, and a calibration which maps several dozen photos taken through the telescope to a star map database. I then proceed to take long exposure photographs overnight, which I process using various software on a computer the next day. I did not consider this in these terms before the sky journal project, but after spending hours both on the recording and processing stages, I have generally only spent seconds looking at the final image which comes out at the end of any particular session. Perhaps, in turning the practice of looking up into a mechanical one, I have strayed from the deeper meaning.
Though I possessed only a superficial awareness of the detriments to this pattern in my own behavior, I noted in my journal before the first observation session that ‘I will keep the process simple so I can focus on the observation, leaving aside most of the gadgetry I usually deploy for astrophotography.’ I used a smaller telescope and a regular camera attached to a simpler mount, and simply pointed this apparatus at the Moon to begin. Most of what I logged in the journal’s first entry was technical in nature. However, by the second night, having shifted my focus from recording and analysis to in-the-moment experience only twice at that point, my perspective had already started to change. In my journal I quipped ‘Reading Cooper’s paper on Galen… lightheartedly thinking about the Moon as some sort of liminal space between the superlunary and sublunary.’ This playful statement foreshadowed a realization that was only beginning to develop. I had begun to encounter and engage with meaning in what I was experiencing. This stands in contrast to what my astronomical observation had become over the years until this project, where most of my time was spent recording the measured value of photons on a camera’s sensor and manipulating those values to achieve some surface level aesthetic effect. In recent years and until this sky journal exercise, I have spent far more time processing this recorded astronomical data than marveling at the wonders which were captured.
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Figure 1. 27th October 2023 - Colorado, USA. Photo: K. Maruf

	In the astrophotography I have practiced in the last decade, moonlight is something I have intentionally avoided – particularly the moonlight from a full Moon, which can wash out the dimmer light of more distant objects. When photographing a deep space object, such as a galaxy or nebula, moonlight recorded at the same time is noise (in the statistical sense) which one must spend additional time in the processing stage to filter out. As such, even though I have always considered the Moon to be beautiful, in practice I have avoided moonlit nights and deprived myself of its grace. Toward the end of my journal, I began to wonder how this came to be. The transformation in my thought called to mind Foucault crediting Borges in the opening of The Order of Things. 

‘This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter that shattered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought – our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and our geography – breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things…’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, 2nd edn (Boca Raton, FL: Routledge, an imprint of Taylor and Francis, 2018), p. xvi.] 


Reflecting on the notes in my journal, I have come to recognize that I inadvertently adopted some epistemic assumptions over the years that have structured my conceptions of the Moon, and indeed heavenly bodies in general, as weighted primarily toward the ontological. Put another way, I have come to diminish the phenomenological and subjective even in the face of astronomical formations grander in scale than my imagination can environ. I have also become aware of the fact that this is not a frame which is limited to my astronomical interests alone, but seems to have permeated my relationships with other people and work as well. 
Through this sky journal project, I have recognized that somewhere along my amateur astronomy journey I lost sight of the transcendence which first sparked the delight I derive from gazing upon the night sky. Merleau-Ponty wrote:

‘The very experience of transcendent things is only possible if their project is borne and found within myself. When I say that things are transcendent, this signifies that I do not possess them, that I do not encompass them; they are transcendent to the extent that I am unaware of what they are and blindly affirm their bare existence.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Donald A. Landes, Phenomenology of Perception,  (Abingdon, Oxon ;: Routledge, 2012), p. 388.] 


Near the end of my journal, I vividly recalled a frigid night more than twenty years ago. I had been alone in the dark with my telescope and eyepiece, rather than a camera, peering into the night for some hours. I had decided my final observation target for the night earlier in the day when planning the observation session, and the time had come to attempt it. After several attempts in the piercing cold, trying to hop from guide star to guide star, I finally beheld the Andromeda Galaxy with my own eyes for the first time. It was only a splotch of light in the dark, with little of the detail one can elicit with a longer exposure; yet the experience made me feel both small and alive as I never had before. I heard later, from those who remained inside the house, that my yelp of astonishment was audible even at some distance. The joy of this experience reverberates across the time and space that separates me from that night. The difference was not that the photons from Andromeda activated my retina instead of a camera sensor. Rather, the difference was viscerally experiencing something beyond me, rather than imagining the surface I perceived to be the entirety of what was (figuratively) before me.
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Figure 2. 22nd October 2023 - Colorado, USA. Photo: K. Maruf

From Liminality to Inspiration

	As previously noted, at the outset of the sky journal project I already had the notions of sublunary and superlunary on my mind, in part because these were new words to me. From my first encounter with these terms, I wondered at the Moon being situated between these realms (though after further reading I understood that the Moon is classically considered part of the superlunary region). When I set out to study the lunar terminator, I carried within me the mental picture that the terminator, too, is a space between that which is lit and that which is not on the side of the Moon that faces Earth. As I observed the lunar terminator sojourn across the Moon’s face, it stirred within me thoughts of boundaries and liminal spaces. The lunar terminator itself divides; but this division moves ever onward, never hesitating. In my sky journal, I considered that this is quite different from a concern I sometimes bear for my own behavior. I worry that I might get to a critical point, the border or decision between one stage and the next, and then hesitate. Since my youth, this passage from Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock has resonated with me:

‘And indeed there will be time
To wonder “Do I dare?” and “Do I dare?”
Time to turn back and descend the stair
With a bald spot in the middle of my hair
(They will say “How his hair is growing thin!”)
My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin
My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin —
(They will say “But how his arms and legs are thin”)
Do I dare . .
Disturb the universe?
In a minute there is time
For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse . . .’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  T. S. Eliot, Inventions of the March Hare: Poems 1909-1917,  (Harcourt Brace, 1998), p. 40.] 


After having spent time in the moment with the Moon, and after considering the notes in my sky journal, looking at the Moon has come to gird me against such tendencies.
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Figure 3. 23rd October 2023 - Colorado, USA. Photo: K. Maruf
 
After considering this notion of standing at a precipice and either hesitating or moving on, at the end of the month I returned in my sky journal to the border between sublunary and superlunary. I asked myself:

‘Does the Moon enchant me so because it is the border separating me from the superlunary? Is life enchanted precisely because of the existence of the Moon and that which is beyond it, far beyond me? Or is it helping me realize something about what is much closer, or even myself?’

Though I do not yet have the answers to these nascent questions, the journey of recording a sky journal and reflecting upon it has reawakened in me an awareness of the transcendent. 

Conclusion

On the 3rd of September 1888, in a letter to his brother Theo, Vincent van Gogh wrote:

‘When you are in good health you should be able to live on a piece of bread while doing a full day’s work and have enough strength left over to smoke and have a drink, because you need that under those conditions. And yet be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Vincent van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh,  (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 


Though I cannot be sure of exactly what van Gogh intended to say, I read into his message that he thought an awareness of the heavens can alloy the mundane everyday to enrich one’s life. This aligns with what I have begun to understand by attending to the Moon and journaling the experience. It has helped rekindle within me a different and deeper appreciation for what I observe in the superlunary spheres. While the grandeur of what one can see so far away from our planet is something I have never mislaid, the majesty of the experience itself is something I had lost and have now found once again. Throughout the process I also considered several lines of thought related to liminality, which ultimately provided inspirations both profane and sacred. The Moon has become for me a symbol of movement and resolution in the face of hesitancy. Finally, as all of these experiences, feelings, and observations coalesced within me, I began to rediscover a side of my self long dampened by instrumentality to distinctly quantitative systems.
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Figure 4. 25th October 2023 - Colorado, USA. Photo: K. Maruf
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