Whitney Hill – HPCA7015 – Essay 2   |  2



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: Whitney Hill

Student University Email: 2209673@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: HPCA7015

Module title: Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology

	Student ID number:

2209673
	Educational support needs:
Yes/No

	[bookmark: _Hlk149380836]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 |_|    2nd  |X|     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: Whitney Hill
Email submission: if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box □
(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:



 
Essay Based on a Sky Journal 
Bringing Ancient Egypt to life via an observation of constellations

Word count: 2087 excluding captions


Introduction
This essay discusses my sky journal, focusing on the observation of constellations rising and culminating from night to night. The inspiration for this study is the use of stars or constellations for overnight timekeeping by the Ancient Egyptians as discussed in O. Neugebauer and Richard A. Parker’s Egyptian Astronomical Texts, Vol. I: The Early Decans.[footnoteRef:1] I sought to understand how the Ancient Egyptians would have observed the physical sky and determined both the hour of the night and the start of a new decade (defined as a ten-day week) by noting which stars were rising or culminating. As a practicing astrologer with a deep interest in Ancient Egypt, I try to position myself within contexts similar to those of ancient practitioners, rather than studying the past from a more etic stance. [1:  O. Neugebauer and Richard A. Parker, Egyptian Astronomical Texts, Vol. I: The Early Decans (Providence, Rhode Island: Brown University Press, 1960)] 

This research elicits a sense of wonder and connection. Vincent Van Gogh wrote, ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’.[footnoteRef:2] The enchantment I experience with this project is the sense of kinship and connection with Ancient Egyptian priests, watching the sky and taking careful note of the movements of the constellations. I also marvel at how skilled they were; even with all the modern technology available, noting the minute movements of constellations over time is challenging. [2:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 


Methodology
Using the calculations of the number of days for which a star was considered to ‘work’ as an hour keeper in Egyptian Astronomical Texts[footnoteRef:3], I calculated the degrees at which stars might start and end work, arriving at 50 above the eastern horizon for starting and 56 above the western horizon for ending (Figure 1). [3:  Neugebauer and Richard A. Parker, Egyptian Astronomical Texts, Vol. I, p. 41.] 


Figure 1: Drawing approximating the degrees above the horizon at which a star would start or end "work" as a timekeeper. Created by Whitney Hill.

Starting in June 2023, I went out onto the grounds of my apartment complex in Durham, North Carolina roughly monthly and took note of stars approximately 50 above the eastern and western horizons, as well as stars that appeared slightly south of directly overhead. From 17 October to 16 November 2023, observations were taken nightly. Generally, these observations occurred late in, or shortly after the end of, evening civil twilight, when the sky becomes dark enough to allow observation of stars. However, in an effort to understand the movement of the sky over time and through the night, occasional observations were carried out at different times. One reading was taken from a dark sky location one degree of latitude north of the others for a better understanding of the number of stars the Ancient Egyptians would have been working with.
Software and apps used include the paid version of the Stellarium[footnoteRef:4] mobile app for identifying constellations and individual stars and the ‘Parans according to Bernadette Brady, PDF’ report from Astrodienst[footnoteRef:5] to determine the given date’s heliacal rising and setting stars. I used the Luna astrology web app[footnoteRef:6] to cast astrological charts and determine the position of the ascendant and midheaven at the time of observation. I also used the Time and Date website[footnoteRef:7] to ascertain the start and end of civil twilight for my location. Finally, considering that the Ancient Egyptians did not have exact 60-minute hours[footnoteRef:8], I used Astro-Seek’s planetary hour calculator[footnoteRef:9] to determine the hour of the night as it may have been counted by the Ancient Egyptians. [4:  Stellarium Labs, Stellarium Mobile and Stellarium Plus (2023) <https://www.stellarium-labs.com/stellarium-mobile-plus/> [accessed 17 Nov 2023].]  [5:  Astrodienst, Extended Chart Selection – Special charts (2023) <https://www.astro.com/cgi/genchart.cgi> [accessed 17 Nov 2023].]  [6:  LUNA, Transits (2023) <https://www.lunaastrology.com/> [accessed 17 Nov 2023].]  [7:  Time and Date AS, Durham, NC, USA — Sunrise, Sunset, and Moon Times for Today (2023) <https://www.timeanddate.com/astronomy/usa/durham> [accessed 17 Nov 2023].]  [8:  Juan Antonio Belmonte and José Lull, Astronomy of Ancient Egypt: A Cultural Perspective (Cham, Switzerland: Springer Nature Switzerland, 2023), p. 113.]  [9:  Petr Soural, Planetary Hours of the Day: Astrology Online Calculator (2023) <https://horoscopes.astro-seek.com/planetary-hours-today-astrology-calculator> [accessed 17 Nov 2023].] 

Light pollution and clouds were the main challenges encountered during research. The main viewing location is brightly lit and only the brightest stars, the planets, and the moon could be observed, and the end of the year brought cloudier weather. Finally, concerns for personal safety meant that more remote observational sites were visited on only one occasion when the company of others could be arranged.

Observations
The Moving Sky
Attempts to view the stars too early in the first hour of night—just after sunset—failed because it was too bright out, so although the sky journal often notes Hour 1 as the viewing time, observations tended to be from the middle of the first hour or nearly at the start of Hour 2 of the night. Occasionally, clouds or storms prevented observation. This made me wonder how the priests measured time before water clocks or other overnight timekeeping methods were invented.
In addition to the stars, I also noted astrological primary and secondary motion with the moon. While constellations moved east to west through the night sky (primary motion), the moon appeared to move from west to east as it progressed through the zodiac (secondary motion), until it appeared in the day rather than the night. This too offered a sense of wonder at the visible manifestation of multiple things being true, i.e. the sky and celestial bodies can ‘move’ in multiple ways, each of which is correct even if, on the surface, they seem directly contradictory.
During the month of observation undertaken for this essay, the stars moved far less than anticipated given the ten-day ‘week’ used by the Ancient Egyptians. Jupiter, retrograding through the middle degrees of sidereal Aries, reliably appeared on the eastern horizon early in the first hour of the night alongside Hamal (projected to 13 sidereal Aries), with Alpheratz (projected to 20 sidereal Pisces) being the primary star at about 50 above the eastern horizon each night.
However, given that research started in June 2023, I noted the progression of the star starting work at the first hour of night in July (Altair, projected to 7 sidereal Capricorn) eventually being just south of directly overhead in October (see Table 1). 

	Date
	Time
(US East)
	Hour of Night
	Location
	Latitude
	Longitude
	Altitude (m)
	Civil Twilight
	Heliacal Rising
	Heliacal Setting
	(Visibly) at 50° above Eastern horizon
	(Visibly) Culminating overhead

	2023-Jul-12
	21:04
	1 (Sun)
20:34 - 21:21
	Durham, NC
Apt parking lot
	35.912
	-78.932
	91
	20:33 - 21:03
	Alhena (July 6)
	Rasalhague (July 12)
	Altair (1 Aqua)
	Alphecca (12 Scorp)
Visible: Arcturus
MC: 21 Scorpio

	2023-Oct-26
	19:22
	1 (Moon)
	Durham, NC
Apt parking lot
	35.912
	-78.932
	91
	18:26 - 18:52
	Spica (Oct 18)
	Alpheratz (Oct 15)
	Jupiter (12 Taurus)
Hamal (7 Taurus)
Alpheratz (14 Aries) - highest in eastern sky
	Altair (1 Aquarius) - more southerly than Deneb


Table 1: Excerpt of two lines from sky journal kept by Whitney Hill, with notes on the position of Altair in mid-July and late October, 2023.

According to the work of Lull and Belmonte in ‘A Firmament Above Thebes: Uncovering the Constellations of Ancient Egyptians’, the decanal stars may have been single stars or entire constellations[footnoteRef:10] and Altair may have been part of a much larger asterism called The Giant, which included the modern constellations of Aquila and Pegasus.[footnoteRef:11] This means my focus on Altair as a single decanal indicator is likely at least partially off given that, at the time of writing, the star has only about twenty more days to make it to the calculated setting point from its current position overhead at the first hour of the night. However, the entirety of the constellation (whether Aquila or The Giant) was not visible due to the aforementioned light pollution. [10:  José Lull and Juan Antonio Belmonte, ‘A Firmament Above Thebes: Uncovering the Constellations of Ancient Egyptians’, Journal for the History of Astronomy, vol. 37 no. 4, 373-392 (p. 373).]  [11:  Lull and Belmonte, ‘A Firmament Above Thebes’, p. 383.] 


The Dark Sky
The opportunity to visit a darker location revealed that light pollution has an even greater impact on this research than anticipated. The image below, taken at a dark sky location in southern Virginia, USA, shows Altair and dozens of other stars which were visible to the naked eye, with yet more that my camera was unable to capture but which I could see. These additional stars likely did more to serve as the decan indicators for the Ancient Egyptians than the single star I was able to witness for much of my sky journaling. 


Figure 2: Night sky at dark sky location in Virginia, USA. The star Altair appears as the brightest star in the upper left. By Whitney Hill (November 2023).

At the primary viewing location, only Altair would be visible of all the stars in this image. The sky appears much emptier, a deception which I noted increased my sense of enchantment and excitement upon viewing the sky as it is rather than as modern society has made it for many of us.
The dark sky experience also reminded me of the depictions of stars on the ceilings of tombs in Egypt’s Valley of the Kings, which I saw when I visited in March-April 2022. It had been seven years since I had last seen a dark sky, in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe and while I carry a mental impression of countless stars glittering against a velvet darkness, after so many years it has more of a dreamlike quality. Upon encountering the Egyptian tomb ceiling (depicted in Figure 3 below), the crowded rows upon rows of stars seemed an exaggeration compared to the sky I had become accustomed to seeing in the suburban United States. 


Figure 3: Photo of the ceiling in tomb KV8 (Merenptah) in the Valley of the Kings, Luxor, Egypt. By Whitney Hill (April 2022).

Yet upon carrying out the dark sky observation for this sky journal, I was reminded that the sky truly is this full and this wonderous. I became emotional, moved to the verge of tears at the sight of a more ‘populated’ sky and the stronger connection I felt to the Ancient Egyptians who not only would have simply lived under a sky more like this, but particularly to those who would have been the temple priests watching the sky for the right time to engage in rituals. 

The Living Sky
This connection prompted me to consider Van Gogh’s quote from a magical angle. It is not only the impressiveness of the full night sky that offers enchantment; it is also any literal effort to enchant the mundane and bring the sky to earth—or even to life as part of magic or astrology. Yes, we ought to be aware of the stars simply for the sake of their own beauty, but in being aware we open a path to actively enchanting our lives in a magical sense, not just an aesthetic one. We come into devotion with the sky and the stars as non-human beings or entities, imbued with selfhood and agency. 
As a practicing astrologer I spend a lot of time looking at charts and constructing meaning from them, and I also make it a habit to look at the sky while I am out and about to estimate what house any visible bodies are in and form a working knowledge of the sky. But in engaging more reverently with the living sky and seeing what feelings, inspirations, or synchronicities come up, a more symbolic or relational understanding of the stars came through.
I also found this connection with the magical sense of enchantment in one of the original uses of the decans as presented in Anne-Sophie von Bomhard’s The Naos of the Decades.[footnoteRef:12] As von Bomhard notes, ‘the naos deals with the influence the stars may exert on terrestrial life’ with those influences being, for example, affirmative statements of protection against enemies.[footnoteRef:13] In one instance, von Bomhard translates Decade 34 as reading, ‘The Great God at the Beginning; it is he who protects the land, and who assures its protection against the rebels; it is he who kills the serpents which are in the [river]’.[footnoteRef:14] With this, I was given to understand that the stars were not only observed in reverence or as part of ritual, but also actively worked with for magic and protection. It created yet another link for me between the ancient past and the astromagical practices of today. [12:  Anne-Sophie von Bomhard, The Naos of the Decades: Underwater Archaeology in the Canopic Region (Oxford: Oxford Centre for Maritime Archaeology, 2008).]  [13:  von Bomhard, The Naos of the Decades, p. 105.]  [14:  von Bomhard, The Naos of the Decades, p. 177.] 


Modern cultural contexts
While the majority of this project inspired excitement, enchantment, and a deeper emotional connection to both the stars and ancient peoples, I also experienced frustration stemming from lacking a sense of safety related to going to more remote locations for better observation, many of which are in areas where it would be dangerous for me to be alone. Being a Black woman in the United States comes with the threat of violence against both Black people and women judged to be in the wrong place. 
In the past, I have had dogs brought out to threaten me while doing nature photography and, in some places locally, people fly flags glorifying the Confederacy, which fought a war to keep my recent ancestors enslaved. This is always in the back of my mind when I am out, especially alone. Life is indeed enchanted, but we do not all have the same access to the sky. Aside from light pollution, some of us have additional considerations for society, politics, and personal safety when we seek it out whether for research or for simple wonder—a cultural context which may not always be considered in evaluating primary sources and who has authored them.
Despite this, I reflect on the work of Rupi Kaur, who wrote, ‘the world / gives you / so much pain / and here you are / making gold out of it / - there is nothing purer than that’.[footnoteRef:15] Despite the emotional pain and frustration of the situation, I still find ways to transmute it into gold for myself and others. [15:  Rupi Kaur, milk and honey (Kansas City: Andrews McMeel Publishing, 2015), p. 185.] 


Conclusion
Although this sky journal took a rational, mathematic approach, a desire to reconnect with not only the wonder and sense of enchantment with the sky but also with the ancient past is what drives my work. Although observations started a few months prior, the commitment to nightly observation inspired new insights related to themes around the moving sky, the dark sky, and the living sky.
It also forced me to confront frustrations related to modern cultural contexts—and yet, despite the intrusion of these negative feelings, I retained my determination to study the sky and became even more enchanted with it.
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