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2000 Word essay. Compare and contrast the expression or representation of the sky in two works of film, music, art, architecture, celestial cartography or literature in their expression or representation of the sky
(Word Count: 2020)

Introduction
The purpose of this essay is to compare and contrast the expression or representation of the sky in the chosen genre of film. This will be done using the primary sources The Aeronauts[footnoteRef:1] and Gravity.[footnoteRef:2] To approach this task both films will be compared and contrasted via the themes of portrayal of the sky and the meaning of the sky concluding with an appraisal of the findings.  [1:  The Aeronauts. 2019 [film], Tom Harper, dir, UK, Mandeville Films]  [2:  Gravity. 2013 [film], Alfonso Cuarón, dir, U.S. and U.K, Heyday Films and Esperanto Filmoj] 


The Portrayal of the Sky
In both films the sky is portrayed as a place of mathematical and meteorological meaning. The main purpose of the characters in the narrative of both films is the collecting of scientific data.
At various points during The Aeronauts the scenes change from the activity of the characters to a panoramic view of the sky to turn the viewer’s attention to the altitude to which the balloon is travelling.[footnoteRef:3] The sky is shown as a land/skyscape, overlaid with an animated graph which draws a moving line up to the balloon accompanied by the ticking of a clock to emphasise the importance of timing to the scientific purposes of the storyline. This also possibly reflects the meaning of the sky to the people of the culture portrayed and how they were generally relating to the sky during that era; In 19th century, English society was experiencing the industrial revolution, a time of exploration and imperialism. Glaisher, makes a passionate speech before the Royal Society about how the meteorological data he could gather in a balloon would advance scientific progress but faces resistance. A divide between science and belief in the numinal or esoteric is perhaps reflected when the character Greene shouts “Sir, we are scientists not fortune tellers”.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  The Aeronauts, 0:12:23, 0:28:50 Graph showing altitude of balloon and time taken.]  [4:  The Aeronauts, 0:16:10 Glaisher’s speech to the Royal Society.] 

In Gravity, the first scene opens with a view of Earth from space, overlaid with the statement; 
“At 600-9km above planet earth the temperature fluctuates between +258° and -148° Fahrenheit. There is nothing to carry sound. No air-pressure. No Oxygen. Life in space is impossible”.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Gravity. 0:00:13-0:00:33 Opening statement.] 

Both films reflect how the experience of sky travel is limited to a particular, elite group of people. Up until the time of writing of this essay, vehicular travel by air has involved circumstantial criteria which is not necessarily available to all. As depicted in The Aeronauts, to merely watch the balloon take off incurred the buying of a ticket to the fair. In a period of stark social differences, having the money and time to buy a ticket was beyond the means of a large section of community. We see the boy in the red coat run through the streets passing people of varying social classes only to sneak through an opening in the fence because he has no ticket.[footnoteRef:6]  Once inside, the gathering crowd are smartly dressed in colourful clothing, indicating that they can afford the expense of such garments and the time to enjoy a leisurely stroll in the park, they are of a certain social background. In Gravity, it is an elected few who are fit enough, intelligent, skilled enough and have the advanced technology to take on the challenges posed by a space mission who get to participate. [6:  The Aeronauts, 0:02:51 The Boy in the red coat climbing through the fence.] 

 Both films portray the political background to the eras in which they are set. Set in an unknown date of recent years to it being filmed (2013), Gravity relays the sentiments of competition and rivalry once held by the U.S. and U.S.S.R. during the post-war ‘race to space’ era has been reduced to nothing more than what could be interpreted as a friendly jibe; the characters discuss the dangers of debris caused by the Russians shooting their own satellite to remove evidence and when Kowalski refers to finding the bottle of vodka which the Russian astronauts keep hidden. There is acknowledgement to the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 as the main character, Stone, is free to move between space stations without fear of starting a war back on Earth.[footnoteRef:7] In contrast to this, the English culture portrayed in The Aeronauts is at competition with the French.[footnoteRef:8] Not only is Glaisher embarking on scientific exploration, he, along with Amelia, is also trying to break the world record. [7:  D. Kimball, The Outer Space Treaty at a Glance, Last reviewed 2017, in Arms control Association, < https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/outerspace#:~:text=The%201967%20Outer%20Space%20Treaty,exploration%20and%20use%20of%20space.>’ [accessed 03/06/2020]]  [8:  The Aeronauts, 0:07:40 Amelia’s speech about changing the world- 0:08:13 the French world record.] 


The Meaning of the Sky
In both The Aeronauts and Gravity there occurs a time where the main characters experience a moment of reflection as they are looking down to Earth from their viewpoint. Amelia, as pilot, encourages Glaisher the novice aeronaut and scientist, to stop worrying and take in the view from the balloon. Kowalski, as the experienced astronaut, encourages Stone a novice astronaut and scientist, to admire the emerging sunrise to the east. The scene carries Kowalski’s appreciation but thoughts about Earth, as he begins to play American Country music in his headset and distracts Stone with questions about her usual life back home. The explorers are now looking backward for reassurance which could indicate that their current environment (outer space) has become one of hostility and threat. Likewise, in The Aeronauts, Amelia distracts Glaisher with questions about the readings on the equipment, reminding him of his role and purpose for being there. It could be said that although the characters of both films venture into the skyscape and although Amelia claims they are ‘creatures of the air’ they might essentially need a re-establishment of their connection to Earth as part of their psyche. Although we venture into the numinal perhaps we can only do so with the reassurance of ‘grounding’ in order to feel secure. 
In The Aeronauts there are moments of inspiration which happen unexpectedly as though to contrast the controlled scientific aspects with the chaotic and the beautiful. Amelia looks out from the balloon basket and quotes Edmund Spenser’s Fate of the Butterflie.[footnoteRef:9] Further on she spots an aureole which improves Glaisher’s mood.[footnoteRef:10] Glaisher expresses his awe of the stars and how they are the true reason he wants to be up there.[footnoteRef:11] Comparatively, Gravity displays an allowance for spiritual belief to coincide with the scientific. Later in the film, Kowalski, having drifted off to die in space, returns temporarily in the form of a vision, or spirit, to motivate Stone to get moving and save herself.[footnoteRef:12] Stone then tells him to pass a message on to her dead daughter. In doing this, the film writer may be inferring a belief that the sky/space and heaven (where spirits are) exist simultaneously and/or independently. [9:  E. Spenser. Fate of the Butterflie,<www.spenserians.cath.vt.edu/TextRecord.php?action=GET&textsid=118>, stanza 27, [accessed 03/06/2020]]  [10:  The Aeronauts, 0:29:33]  [11:  The Aeronauts, 0:57:17]  [12:  Gravity, 1:02:44, vision of Kowalkski.] 

The orbiting space around Earth is interrupted by intervals created by objects of human construction; the floating rooms of the space stations. Each station providing a way for human existence within the inhospitable conditions of space, places within space. In Gravity, it becomes a location for several cultures the Russians, the Americans and the Chinese as each of these nations have a space station from which astronauts can deploy. The space stations provide a dwelling place for the astronauts who in turn, represent, their nation so there is not only provision for individuals but provision for the representation of nations. 
From within each space station or shuttle, astronauts are able to look out into their surroundings but are drawn to turn their attention to the nearest and largest object in view, the spectacle of planet Earth. Ironically, after overcoming numerous obstacles and an enormous amount of effort which is undertaken just to be able to be present in a space station the astronauts are instinctively drawn to look back to Earth. A recent online article for magazine Business Insider writes ‘many people who visit space and take in the finiteness of Earth describe an overwhelming and almost transcendental shift in perception.’ 
In the interview with Apollo astronaut Bob Behnken suggested there is a oneness, a collective unity of all who share planet Earth. 

You see that it's a single planet with a shared atmosphere. It's our shared place in this universe. So, I think that perspective, as we go through things like the pandemic or we see the challenges across our nation or across the world, we recognize that we all face them together.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  D. Mosher, Astronauts often describe a powerful 'overview effect' when gazing at Earth. Here's what it is and why it may be essential to space missions. <https://www.businessinsider.com/astronauts-describe-overview-effect-seeing-earth-from-space-emotions-feelings-2020-6?r=US&IR=T>, [accessed 06/06/2020]] 


In addition to Behnken’s comment philosopher Frank White (who created the term ‘overview’) said that during a normal flight he was able to understood the same feeling as Behnken and it ‘overwhelmed him’. The sky became a point of profound reflection.
In neither of the films does there appear to be any consideration of the skies as sacred, as held by other cultures. For indigenous cultures such as some Native American tribes, the Maori of New Zealand and others the sky is where the souls of the ancestors come from and depart to. The star lore of the Maori tells of the god Taramainuku, who, during the month of Pipiri, sails across the night sky in his canoe, collecting the souls of the dead in his fishing net and scattering them up in the sky as stars.[footnoteRef:14] For Native American tribes such as Ojibwa, Iroquois. Chickasaw and a number of others, the milky way is traditionally regarded as the ‘Path of Souls’, a route taken by the souls of deceased ancestors along with many other beliefs pertaining to the stars.[footnoteRef:15] There is also the matter of the sky as a calendrical resource. For some, like the Maori and their time of Whakamoe Tau, the sky gives insight into the agricultural year ahead. One could ask if it were that science does not consider indigenous cultures as equal to their own status as posited by Levy-Bruhl.[footnoteRef:16] The Aeronauts is set in a time with imperialistic authorities and the non-representation of the sky as sacred in Gravity could infer that a less obvious imperialism is still represented. In recent news, concerns have not been raised because the sacred ‘sky-scape’ has been violated or tradition lost but that the presence of additional satellites are obstructing the view of the astronomers.[footnoteRef:17] It could be said that in The Aeronauts we see an expression of a movement which gave birth to the industrial complex and in Gravity we see the continuance of that same industrial movement. In both films the focus is on the scientists who take on the role of authority and conduct their business, backed by funding in the name of progress.  Their authority given by being the only ones privileged enough to participate in the sky as opposed to those left on the ground looking up at the sky. It may be that the scene where Stone talks with the vision of Kowalski represents a cosmological belief that can exist alongside the progress of science and that being, only because it does not form any obstruction to the progress of science. That the scientists in an imperialistic manner commandeer the frontiers still.  [14:  R. Matamua. Matariki The Star of the year, Huia, 2017, p.64]  [15:  G. Lankford. Reachable Stars, Patterns in the Ethnoastronomy of Eastern North America, university of Alabama, 2007, p.201]  [16:  L. Levy-Bruhl. How Natives Think, George Allen & Unwin, p.90 (23)]  [17:  N. Drake, Will Elon Musk’s Starlink Satellites Harm Astronomy?, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2019/05/elon-musk-starlink-internet-satellites-trouble-for-astronomy-light-pollution/, [accessed 06/06/2020]] 



Conclusion
In this essay the films Gravity and The Aeronauts have both depicted the sky as a scientific resource. They have both given similar narratives where there have been brief acknowledgements of spirituality. However, these aspects are individual and introduced by the female. Both films have depicted that science appears to dominate the paradigms of exploration which has allowed the same continuance of the industrial complex beginning in the 19th century and continuing to this decade.
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