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Essay based on a sky journal 
[Word Count: 2500 > 2625]


INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Hlk66954818][bookmark: _Hlk66954900]This essay aims to reflect on some selected topics from my Sky Journal, a piece of fieldwork which consisted on the observation of the constellations seen from my backyard (Porto, Portugal), framed in-between walls, from a fixed position, over a three-week period. As a major framing, Nicholas Campion’s book on Astrology and Cosmology in the world’s religions was quite striking regarding ‘the sky as a theatrical device’, where ancient civilizations would project some of their most structuring life references onto it.[footnoteRef:1] The way I felt when observing the constellations was somehow measured against some of this content, as I set two main goals. On one hand, I wanted to learn how stars’ patterns changed each night; on the other, I wanted to observe myself throughout the process, see how I felt while watching the stars and which connection I established with that faraway stuff. While reaching these goals, another framing reference took shape as I sensed I was immersed in a kind of relationship that resonated with Bruno Latour’s idea on the ability for objects to have ‘agency’.[footnoteRef:2]  It was as if the sky lost its unquestioned key role to unexpected ‘participants’ as these acted on me through my moods. The discussion below reflects on my most constant moods, by disclosing the objects that triggered them, as they become actors, i.e., ‘anything that …modify a state of affairs by making a difference’.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the world’s religions (New York University Press, 2012), p. 3.]  [2:  Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford University Press, 2005), pp.63-86.]  [3:  Latour, Reassembling the Social, p. 71.] 

METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Hlk66955972][bookmark: _Hlk66534058][bookmark: _Hlk66992055]As aforementioned, the most suitable way to my Sky Journal was the reflexive methodology held within the phenomenological approach. Framed by Martin Heidegger’s understanding that the latter is ‘primarily a methodological conception’ aimed at characterizing the ‘how’, I interpreted its focus following Christopher Tilley’s reading of Merleau-Ponty: “object” and “subject” are ‘related moments of a totality’ where the human body is the fundamental mediator factor between thought and the world.[footnoteRef:4] This non-dualistic approach acknowledges both object and subject but privileges neither, as both are equal parts of the whole. Reflexivity naturally fits into the process since, as Kathrin Haynes said, it implies a mutual and continuous affect between the researcher and the object of study, allowing a thought-process that is ‘a form of interpretation of the interpretation’.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Martin Heidegger in Dermot Moran, Editor’s Introduction to The Phenomenology Reader, by D. Moran and T. Mooney (Routledge, 2002), p. 1 and Christopher Tilley, The Phenomenology of Landscape (London, Berg, 1994), p.14.]  [5:  Kathryn Haynes, ‘Reflexivity in qualitative research’, in Qualitative Organizational Research: Core Methods and Current Challenges, ed. by G. Symon, and C. Cassell, pp. 72-89 (SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012), p. 73.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk66955463][bookmark: _Hlk66955414][bookmark: _Hlk67079259][bookmark: _Hlk66960253]Therefore, as a Caucasian female architect in my early fifties, with certain values and preconceptions, I was my own subject of research, whilst exploring the constellations up in the sky. I sat in a reclining chair for at least twenty minutes every night around 10 pm, between February 12th and March 5th, 2021, and took a picture with my smartphone looking up at the zenith, towards the southwest, on latitude N 41° 8’ 54.97” and longitude O 8° 36’ 39.60”, according to Stellarium (Fig.1). I then marked the photo with coloured dots in accordance with the approximate position of the visible stars as I could see them through naked eyes and wrote my thoughts on a diary.
[image: ]
Fig.1. The opening page of my Sky Journal: My location in Porto/Portugal (latitude N 41° 8’ 54.97” and longitude O 8° 36’ 39.60”) and my observation setting. Image: Free composition, Sara Sucena.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Constellations are not represented in prehistoric rocks like the moon, the sun and individual stars, as remarked by Alexander Gurshtein. Nevertheless, he argued: ‘this does not mean that prehistoric peoples did not connect the points of light into patterns in the night sky’.[footnoteRef:6] Not only did they do it, but they represented some of these patterns in the Paleolithic rock paintings, as Lascaux caves (France) seem to show. According to Juan Antonio Belmonte, there are depicted ‘what may be the oldest drawings of the constellations’ with both the Pleiades ‘riding on the back of the great celestial bull’ and, maybe less literally represented, the Ursa Major constellation in the ‘well scene’, providing this is taken as one pictorial version of the ‘Cosmic Hunt’, as hypothesised by Julien d’Huy.[footnoteRef:7] Stars and human life were, therefore, intrinsically related through stories and myths, even if, initially, figures were not immediately or systematically put ‘in a celestial context’, and thus, in Bradley Schaefer’s words, they ‘had not yet been projected onto the sky’.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Gurshtein, Alexander A., ‘The Origins of the Constellations: Some provocative hypotheses link the origins of the constellations to the precession of the earth's axis and the symbolic imagery of ancient peoples’, American Scientist, Vol. 85, 3 (1997), p. 264-5.]  [7:  Juan Antonio Belmonte, Finding Our Place in the Cosmos: The Role of Astronomy. Ancient Cultures Journal of Cosmology, 9 (2010), pp. 2052-2062 and Julien D’Huy, ‘The Evolution of Myths’, Scientific American, Vol. 315, 6 (2016), p. 69.]  [8:  Bradley E. Schaefe., ‘The Origin of the Greek Constellations’, Scientific American, Vol. 295, 5 (2006), p. 98.] 

But they would be in time, and constellations gradually played an ever more controlled part within ordinary life, both as markers of time and travellers’ guide, as Campion described in his book.[footnoteRef:9] The stars’ cycles brought regularity and order, and a certain sense of safety out of it. They gave way to calendars, set the seasons and the organisation of the correlated labours (namely when to plant/harvest), and, as well as, the steering across the seas. Besides these functional roles, they also served as privileged messengers from the sky/gods and indicators for the rituals. Campion summarized it in a sentence: ‘Everything in Polynesian life could be related to the stars, from seafaring to farming, religious ritual and the rise and fall of dynasties.[footnoteRef:10] Though referring to Polynesians, his description of other pre-modern cultures is not essentially different, being the Australian aboriginal, whose life-world navigation was enabled by the stars, or the Sumerian for whom the stars’ movement was the “writing of heaven”.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology.]  [10:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 34.]  [11:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 28, 127.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk66565131]By connecting past and present, James McFarland sees the mythic cosmos giving way to ‘a law-governed astral environment, and eventually… [to] the astrophysical universe we inhabit today’, but, as well, to the loss of the constellations’ self-evidence, which ‘remain in the night sky merely as familiar patterns without scientific significance’.[footnoteRef:12] Dismissing to question this irrelevance, this essay focus instead on the seemingly lasting awe still coming today out of the sky’s observation, mainly the night/dark skies. Belmonte highlights the ‘view of the starry celestial vault’ on the top of a mountain as a spiritual experience, Daniel Brown reports the emotional impact felt by stargazers engaged as visitors/participants in the project “Astronomy in the Park”, and Tyler Nordgren refers the growing number of International Dark Sky Parks (IDSPs) – thirty-four certified between 2007-2016,[footnoteRef:13] raised up to ‘over 130 certified IDSPs in the world’ in February 2020, according to the International Dark-Sky Association website. Most likely the dark skies emergent topic explains itself in the increasing of both the world urbanization and the associated urban lighting that face the twenty-first-century inhabitants with the possibility of sooner than later seeing ‘no more than the sun and moon beyond’ the atmosphere’s glow, as remarked by Nordgren.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  James McFarland, ‘Sailing by the Stars: Constellations in the Space of Thought’, MLN, 126(3) (2011), p. 474.]  [13:  Belmonte, Finding Our Place; Daniel Brown, Brown, Daniel, ‘Skyscapes: Present and Past – from Sustainability to Interpreting Ancient Remains’, in Skyscapes. The role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. by Fábio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 36-38 and Tyler Nordgren, Nordgren, Tyler, ‘At night’s end’, in The Imagined Sky, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg (Sheffield Equinox Publications, 2016), pp. 210-11.]  [14:  Nordgren, At night’s end, p. 192.] 

FINDINGS/DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Hlk66957490][bookmark: _Hlk66957589]Within the context above, three topics stood out from my Sky Journal, which are consistent with my recurrent moods while I interviewed the sky: my impatience/irritation over clouds that stood in the way while I was taking the stars’ alignments/measurement; my awe on the starry sky revealed under special visibility conditions; and my introspection as stemmed by the presence of the Gemini constellation above my home patio. The sections’ titles are quotes from my Sky Journal.
‘Stupid clouds’ (16-02-2021) 
I hardly ever use this adjective; but that one time I did. In some nights, clouds got in the way, obstructing my measurement of the stars’ alignment, and I became impatient with them, even frustrated. As mentioned above, I looked up at the zenith every day, and within my man-made horizon (a kind of window into the sky framed by walls), I would see stars rise on my left, above the building, and set on my right-hand side, beyond the backstreet wall. To mark the stars on my photo I needed to relate their position in-between them and to the sky vault’s enclosure. That took time and clear skies were required.
Reflecting on the fact which created my impatience, I recognised a feeling of urgency, as if time was running out, maybe not so different from the one John Constable must have felt when he wanted to draw the clouds and the ‘cloud-model kept moving’ forcing him ‘to commit to memory’ their shape.[footnoteRef:15] I felt pretty much the same thing he did, the need to trust my memory, even if, diversely, I wished clouds would disperse (Fig.2). [15:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland; Writers and Artists under English Skies (London Thames & Hudson, 2015), p. 241.] 

[image: ]
Fig.2. Pages from my Sky Journal, reflecting both on stars’ alignment/measurement and clouds. On February 16th, a picture from John Constable joins my window into the sky. John Constable, Cloud Study, Hampstead, Tree at Right, 11 September 1821, Oil on paper laid on board, red ground, 241 mm x 299 mm, Royal Academy of Arts. Image: Free composition, Sara Sucena.

I was not immediately aware of my impatience nor that I was personifying clouds till one night it happened. On February 19th, I wrote: ‘I’m like prehistoric peoples!’ Giving life to clouds, I meant. And I took this huge leap back in time to my readings on the Cosmic Hunt – three hunters pursue a bear becoming the Ursa Major; Orion is a hunter who pursues a reindeer, Cassiopeia.[footnoteRef:16] In my story, the clouds were the pursuers and I the persecuted. [16:  Julien d’Huy, The Evolution of Myths, p.64] 

‘Wow!!...’ (12-02-2021)
[bookmark: _Hlk66957828]‘Wow!!’ and after a few silent seconds ‘So many [stars]!’ These were my exclamations of surprise and wonder when, suddenly, the streetlamp went out and I could see the countless stars that before I could not. It didn’t take long, maybe thirty seconds, while I remained with my eyes stuck in the sky, my mind emptied, just gazing. I then wrote in my Sky Journal: ‘How different is today’s skyscape from that of the olden days!’ – whilst I imagined the Pleiades as young females, both Orion’s belt and dirk as young men, and Aldebaran as ‘an old man keeping time to the dancers’.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  W. E. Stanbridge (1857), cit in Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 28.] 

On February 21st I had a different awe experience, though equally strong. After my daily sky observation, as I was walking up the stairs to enter my home and still looking at the sky, as I regularly did, my eyes caught the sight of other stars. Many more, luminous, and I started to recognize them. Stellarium was on, I turned my smartphone up and gazed. The brightest stars were all there. It was a cloudless dark sky and I could see them clearly despite the street lighting. I then felt the eagerness to register them and grabbed the first paper I saw, marking their spot by the light of the streetlamp (Fig.3). I was smiling, my heart full of joy. ‘It’s a party! …They’re all here!!’, I wrote later in my journal portraying my thought of that moment.
The following night the brightest stars were still around the patio (for the last time I would see them all together) and I felt happy about that, but the impact was not quite the same as before. I believe that being caught by surprise made some difference. I had similar feelings when I watched the sky during the other two blackouts, on February 20th and March 2nd. On both occasions, although the view of the starry sky triggered in me a childish excitement, I felt thrilled but more rational, wanting to memorize everything, the number and the position of the stars, their diverse brightness… as they would soon be taken from my sight. On February 21st, stemmed by this event, I looked for the Bortle scale in Porto and wrote in my Sky Journal: ‘we’re in class 8/9 …I feel really sad!’, and I added: ‘It is true, I can write (even read!) under the lit of this streetlamp!’ (Fig.3)
[image: ]
Fig 3.Pages from my Sky Journal, and a photograph, representing my register of the brightest stars. My brief research on the light pollution in Porto and its consequences according to the Bortle scale are also present. Image: Free composition, Sara Sucena.
This fact, and adding to the above, did not mean I wanted to go back in time and live without electricity, but I felt that some natural beauty has been taken away without notice. Eventually more than that. Maybe my awe feeling (like my sadness) is my intrinsic response to a deeper loss, of that connection Tim Ingold synthetizes in the inspiration and expiration of the world, us living in and with it.[footnoteRef:18] If day and night are taken as representations of this breathing, markers of the world’s natural rhythm, then my reaction to the starry sky may be a signal of this innate recognition of belonging. Through my body – eyes – I confirmed the transparency of the atmosphere surrounding the Earth and the stars beyond this emptiness, as Ingold puts it, i.e., the natural light of the celestial objects briefly captured by the blackout of the artificial one.[footnoteRef:19] Maybe I felt connected to this deeper mechanics. Fortunately, according to Dan Duriscoe, ‘the night sky is 100% recoverable’.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Tim Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13 (2007), pp. S28-32.]  [19:  Tim Ingold, Ingold, Tim, ‘Reach for the stars! Light, Vision and the Atmosphere’, in The Imagined Sky, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg (Sheffield Equinox Publications, 2016), p. 225.]  [20:  Dan Duriscoe, ‘Preserving Pristine Night Skies in National Parks and the Wilderness Ethic’, The George Wright Forum, Vol. 18, 4 (2001), p. 30.] 

‘…but what is the message?’ (27-02-2021)
I had never observed the night sky for so long or so systematically before I started this piece of fieldwork. I did not know what to expect and my only wish was to have as much dark sky nights as possible granting me the view of the stars above and the creation of my Sky Journal. So, when on February 12th, around 10 pm, I sat in my reclining chair and pointed my smartphone up, Stellarium showed me the constellation taking over my walled-window into the sky was Gemini: Castor and Pollux, its brightest stars, were just entering the patio, rising above my house (Fig.4). And they would be my main references over the three-week period of observation, sometimes the only ones I saw. In fact, on the last night of the fieldwork, March 5th, the twins were the only visible stars against a cloudless black sky, right above, in the middle of the patio. Their position had changed from the first time I saw them (Fig.5). And looking back, it was quite surprising to witness their motion as I had no idea how the sky worked, how fast stars moved on the hour, and slightly changed their relative setting every night.
On February 25th, noticing the enduring presence of the twins’ constellation up in the sky, I wrote in my journal ‘What is the sense of this? …Castor and Pollux persist.’ I started wondering about their symbolic meaning. I have studied a little bit of astrology and know the Gemini sign, in general traits, stands for duality, and ruled by the planet Mercury/Hermes also for the urgency of communication.[footnoteRef:21] Kathleen Burt, in Archetypes of the Zodiac, describes Gemini as ‘cheerful, playful, somewhat evasive’.[footnoteRef:22] So, what were the skies telling me? My belief in astrology had me comfortable [21:  Monsaraz, Maria Flávia de, A Onda de Úrano, de Mercúrio à sua oitava (Marginália Editora, 2004), p. 189. [My free translation]]  [22:  Kathleen Burt, Arquétipos do Zodíaco (Pensamento, 1997), p. 85. [My free translation]] 

[image: ]
Fig.4. From my observation setting (the lower part of my double-height backyard) where I watched the sky, took photos, marked the stars, then overlapped with Stellarium. Above, its outcome on February 12th. Photos: Sara Sucena.
[image: ]
Fig.5. The stars in the sky: Castor and Pollux’s motion between February 13th and March 5th. Photos: Sara Sucena.
with the notion of receiving messages from the sky, being aware of its millennial tradition namely through Campion’s particular reference to Babylon.[footnoteRef:23] Thus, I guess what most stroke me in this matter was Gurshtein’s findings about the genesis of the 12 zodiacal constellations. Believing these ‘owe their origins to epochs since 6500 B.C.’, [footnoteRef:24] he concluded the Gemini quartet must have been the first one as, between 6500 BCE and 4400 BCE, this was the constellation that was high in the sky in the vernal equinox (Fig.6). So, ‘…what is the message of the oldest zodiacal constellation to me?’ [23:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, pp. 124-134.]  [24:  Gurshtein, The Origins of the Constellations, p. 268.] 

[image: ]
Fig.6. The Gemini quartet high in the sky in the vernal equinox. Gurshtein, The Origins of the Constellations, p. 267.
[bookmark: _Hlk66882242]Acknowledging the twins’ image as a shared symbol of ancient connotation, Gurshtein interprets Gemini ‘as a pointer for new life, the springtime renewal of nature’ based on a mythological story ‘about the heavenly twin children of a supreme sun-god’.[footnoteRef:25] But the fact is that in-between older and more recent meanings the symbolic interpretations of the Gemini twins are broad. In A dictionary of symbols, Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant make it very clear as they open the corresponding section stating ‘all cultures and mythologies bear a particular interest in the phenomenon of twins’, devoting the topic almost two full pages.[footnoteRef:26] Thus, going back to my introspective writing in my diary, on March 5th, I asked myself: ‘Why did this come to mind now?’ I was referring to the coincidence of deciding to run my Sky Journal on this topic, to have picked the 10 pm on February/March to stargaze, when this was the prominent constellation over my patio, and even to the timing of my enrolment on this particular seminar/academic degree. No definite answers have yet been reached and I believe they won’t once questions are indeed what most triggers a reflexive process of research. [25:  Gurshtein, The Origins of the Constellations, p. 269.]  [26:  Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant, Dicionário dos Símbolos (Teorema, 2010), pp. 349. [My free translation]] 

[bookmark: _Hlk66959417]To conclude this section and returning to Latour’s perception on the agency of objects, even if he was considering it in the context of the social and I shifted it to the individual under a personal interpretation, I recognise that agency above. Though it may seem marginal to my Sky Journal, it is not because it was the agency of the clouds, of the artificial streetlight lamp, and of the stars Castor and Pollux that provided me with the opportunity to enter a reflexive thought-process. They were the objects that unexpectedly interfered in my relationship with the sky forcing my attention by provoking certain moods, which I questioned and, consequently, uplifted me into a deeper level of self-consciousness – they made the difference.
CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _Hlk66961395]This essay reflected on some selected topics from my Sky Journal which consisted on the observation of the constellations seen from my backyard, framed in-between walls, from a fixed position, over a three-week period. Two main goals were set, one was focused on learning how stars’ patterns changed each night, and the other on observing myself throughout the process. Referring to a reflexive methodology held within the phenomenological approach, I used my body as a mediator between what my eyes saw, how I felt over the sky’s observation, and what I accounted for from that process as an objective-subjective research matter. Thus, within the above setting, every night around 10 pm, between February 12th and March 5th, 2021, I took a picture with my smartphone looking up at the zenith, towards the southwest, and marked the visible stars’ approximate position as seen through naked eyes, then writing my thoughts on a diary.
Framed by both the notion of sky/star watching as a constant practice that structured life’s both generic and/or specific aspects, since the prehistory, and the more recent awareness of the importance and implications of that loss over time, mainly due to the increasing light pollution, three topics stood out from my Sky Journal. Stemming from my recurrent moods while I interviewed the sky, I discussed: my impatience/irritation over clouds that stood in the way while I was taking the stars’ alignments/measurement; my awe on the starry sky revealed under special visibility conditions; and my introspection as stemmed by the presence of the Gemini constellation above my home patio.
The main finding emerging from this study is the way unexpected objects came to interfere in the sky’s observation, acquiring a prominence that somehow overlapped that of the case-study, the constellations, or even of the sky itself as the general research subject matter. Bruno Latour’s perception on the agency of objects resounded in the agency of the clouds, of the artificial streetlight lamp, and of the stars Castor and Pollux as they triggered certain moods and, consequently, the questioning that uplifted me into a deeper level of self-consciousness – they made the difference.
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Gemini quartet

Pisces|

autumnal equinox summer solstice vernal equinox winter solstice

Alexander Gurshtein used the notion of quattets (a rigid system referenced both on the

summer and winter solstices and the vernal and autumnal equinoxes), took precession into
account, and ok d the Gemini quartet must have been the fit 3 6500 BCE and
4400 BCE), this was the constellation that was high in the sky in the vernal equinox, with Vit
Sagittatius and Pisces designating the remaining markers of the quartet.
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