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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Clouds, Childhood, Caves and Clarity – A New View for Hexham’s Skyscape
  To think as a five-year-old is a marvellous thing, with an ever-curious mind and appetite to understand the world unfolding around. Platonic philosophy puts forward the notion ‘subjects that are worth further study are those that inspire confusion, not understanding.’[footnoteRef:1] Local folklore surrounding ‘Egger,’ in Hexham, Northumberland is an example of such phenomena. Ask any child native to the area about such a sight and they will assuredly state, it’s ‘The Cloud Factory.’  [1:  Sommers, Claire, The School of Shadows: The Return to Plato’s Cave, (Boston University, 2018), p. 143. ] 
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Figure 1, ‘The Cloud Factory,’ Egger chipboard plant, Hexham, U.K, 1.11.22, 11.43am


LOCAL FOLKLORE
  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:2] 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.  [2:  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. Throughout this research it seems 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 my hometown. It must be pretty dark down there, at the bottom of that long, grey steel column. Reminds me of Plato’s Cave. (Journal entry 13.11.22, 11.19am)
  Local folklore regarding ‘Egger’ is so deeply entrenched ask any adult over forty and they too will state, (with a side order of melancholy) it’s ‘The Cloud Factory.’  Cashman pertained traditional stories are powerful rhetorical tools in the creation, maintenance, and revision of group identities, that they were vehicles through which personal and shared meanings orientations maybe passed on, instilled, or critically assessed and reconsidered. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Cashman, Ray, Storytelling, p. 1. ] 

ACADEMIC RATIONALE 
   The aim of this assignment is to observe the skyscape of Hexham and its relationship with the infamous ‘Cloud Factory’ throughout a four-week period. Inspiration for this research is influenced by Alexandre Harris, ‘To think is to walk among clouds,’[footnoteRef:4] and through Plato’s notion of the soul’s ascent through the Allegory of the Cave it is hoped a new paradigm of thought might emerge. Through comparison, this essay will use ‘Eggers’ white smoke an exemplar for the artificial or illusionary (shadows upon the cave wall), and the natural skyscape as an example of what is natural, and or true (‘The Good’).   [4:  Harris, Alexandra, Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies, (London: Thames & Hudson, 2015), p.245. ] 
























SKYSCAPE ONE 
‘Oh my love for the first time in my life
My eyes are wide open.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  www.azlyrics.com/JohnLennon/OhmyLove.html] 

                          [image: ]
Figure 1, two miles from Egger, Hexham, U.K, 2.11.22, 6.57am
  To think is to sharpen the tools of discernment. Sadly, this five-year-old child had no such tools and as result her thinking became the product of well-meaning adults leading her to believe she lived in a place that created clouds, for your sense impressions and mine have different neighbours though we confront the same environment and scene.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Rowell, E.M, A Cloud of Witness, (Cambridge University Press, 1944), p. 130. ] 

  I believe children’s eyes can distinguish the difference between manmade smoke and the natural world, but through blind belief in external authority figures this intuitive knowing gets clouded. Perhaps, this outsourcing of power at a young age is the entry point for Plato’s Cave, which is an analogy for human nature. Plato’s allegory illustrates the soul’s journey and the state which drives man to seek education, and knowledge of The Good.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Losin, Peter, Education and Plato’s Parable of the Cave, (Sage Publications Inc, 1996), p. 50. ] 

  Skyscape one encapsulates the moment, I wonder what drives me and if, like the clouds themselves, ‘The Good,’ will forever remain out of reach?

















SKYSCAPE TWO
‘Oh my lover for the first time in my life
My eyes can see.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure three, two miles from Egger Plant, Hexham, U.K, 3.11.22, 7.33am
  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. Skyscape two illustrates how effortlessly the boundaries of perception can blur as the smoke from ‘Egger,’ seamlessly blends with the environment. 
   Skyscape two, taken from the balcony of the gym at Wentworth Leisure Centre is memorable for a good reason.  A woman, in a beige bodysuit squats up and down upon the screen of her iPhone wearing a virtual headset. I feel jaded, I gulp down my coffee and try my hardest to swallow too the judgement building inside. What would Plato say? Ferguson 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:9] [9:  Ferguson, A.F, Plato’s Simile of Light Part II The Allegory of the Cave (Continued), (Cambridge University Press, 1922), p. 16. ] 

  Could AI ever take precedence over the natural world? It’s an unnerving thought. Julia Annas sees the shadows that entertain the prisoners inside Plato’s cave as a reflection of a corrupt society.[footnoteRef:10] Socrates offers a bleak assessment of their plight: ‘The shadows of artifacts constitute the only reality people in this situation would recognize.’[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Sommers, Claire, The School of, p. 135. ]  [11:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 50. ] 










SKYSCAPE THREE
‘I see the wind, oh I see the trees
Everything is clear in my heart.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure four, five miles from The Egger Plant, Hexhamshire, U.K, 7.11.22, 1.27pm
  To think is to re-evaluate things from another point of view. Standing further afield, and through a panoramic view my five-year-old eyes are back. Once again, 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. 
  From this vantage point, the light, and colour of the natural world outweigh ‘Egger’s’ influence on the skyscape, context has shrunk its size and stature, and with that an experience of hope. Skyscape three is reminiscent of the soul’s ascent, for ‘the upward journey out of the cave into daylight is the soul's ascent to the intelligible realm.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 49. ] 
























SKYSCAPE FOUR
‘I see the clouds, oh I see the sky
Everything is clear in our world.’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure five, eight miles from Egger, Hexhamshire, U.K, 15.11.22, 8.05am
  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, the movement, the texture is different.
   In her work Ferguson notes how the cave has no window’s, therefore the inhabitants have no access to a larger world,[footnoteRef:15] Plato explains how their senses are warped keeping them in a state of delusion.[footnoteRef:16] Witnessing the natural mist merge with the artificial smoke across the skyscape generates empathy for the prisoners as I begin to realise why deception is often seductive, because it’s so beautiful.  [15:  Ferguson, A.S, Plato’s Simile of Light, p.22. ]  [16:  Ibid. p. 21.] 




















SKYSCAPE FIVE
‘Oh my love for the first time in my life
My mind is wide open.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure Five, ten miles from Egger, 17.11.22, Hexhamshire, U.K, 3.15pm
  To think is to imagine, and to create anew. The hint of a double rainbow makes for dramatic viewing and creates a bridge between land and sky. I feel the shackles begin to loosen for the prisoners in Plato’s Cave, even the plumes of smoke seem ethereal. 
  The transient nature of rainbows in the ever changing, yet ever present is 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:18] [18:  Robinson, T.M, Plato’s Psychology (2nd Edition), (University of Toronto Press, 1995), p130. ] 

I wonder what thought forms 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:19] [19:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure Six, five miles radius from Egger, Hexham U.K, 18.11.22, 4.15pm
  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. Skyscape six might be the reward of such endeavour! For Plato, the sunlight was a symbol of knowledge and truth, ‘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:20] [20:  Sommers, Claire, Education, p133] 

  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:21] [21:  Ibid. p.133.] 





























SKYSCAPE SEVEN
‘I feel sorrow, oh I feel dreams
Everything is clear in my heart.’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  www.azlyrics] 
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Figure Seven, 4 miles from Egger, 20.11.22, Hexham, U.K, 3.40pm
  To think to challenge yourself and have the courage to adventure into new territories. In Cratylus, Socrates rhetorically asks his companion “Do you not perceive how far images are from possessing the same qualities as the originals which they imitate?” [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Sommers, Claire, The School, p.144.] 

  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. Losin explains, ’in order to make clear what something is, one does this by relating it to other things, saying exactly how it is like some things and unlike others,’ I worry if I don’t re-enter the cave soon, I won’t be able to see the latter.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Losin, Peter, Education, p59.] 

  It is hoped through re-entering with adult eyes some element of mastery will have occurred, enabling recognition of the shadows as phantoms, and with this understanding use this 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, two miles from Egger, Hexham, U.K, 20.11.22, 3.45pm
  To think is to feel the weight of your own inadequacy. Moving location (skyscapes 7 and 8 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! It seems ‘Egger,’ and its relationship with the skyscape of Hexham seems much less philosophical on closer inspection.  
  My inertia, and apathy are palpable, it reminds me how the human condition can be so easily swayed, whether it is our attention co-opted by the metaverse, or our intentions hijacked by sensory pleasures. Although I am comforted by the knowledge my fears and failings aren’t that uncommon, ‘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] [27:  Losin, Peter, Education, p. 54. ] 

 CONCLUSION
   Yet in 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. 
   Findings from skyscape two highlight such a notion and through observation of a gym goer evidence suggests some are already too warped. Yet hope resides in the notion that if caught young enough some can be rescued, as the sun, and its light is the natural medium for the eyes. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ferguson, A.S, Plato’s p. 21.] 

 In watching a gym goer wearing a virtual headset whilst simultaneously witnessing skyscape two comparisons on the notion of truth and illusion are made. Firstly, how reality is increasingly shaped by external influence, a parallel to the five-year-old whose perception was manipulated by external authority figures. Secondly, how a manmade construction such as ‘Egger,’ (illusion) can masquerade as a cloud manufacturer (nature), similar to social media filters and how their manipulation of reality is often preferred to the natural. Is the Metaverse the New Age Cave for Platonic philosophy? (Sky Journal entry 19.11.22 4.45pm)
    Through her work Ferguson ask’s her reader what is the loosening and healing the prisoners must undergo if they are to leave the cave?[footnoteRef:29] An adult with a renewed interest in philosophy, ready to curate a new narrative for the skyscape of her hometown might be enough to loosen the shackles? Whilst the afore healing could emerge from addressing any delusional thinking left over from childhood?  ‘For ‘nothing is ever accomplished in a stationary world, ’[footnoteRef:30] which is a comforting reminder, that through synthesis and growth, we can evolve, change, curate and create anew.  [29:  Ibid, p.15.]  [30:  Rowell, E.M, A Cloud, p. 132.] 
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