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‘Essay based on a Sky Journal’.
The significance of ‘The moon and its phases, and or its rising and setting positions’ (i.)
in relation to the statement from Alexandra Harris[footnoteRef:1]: ‘To think is to walk among clouds’ (1.). [1:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies. London: Thames & Hudson, 2015, P. 245.] 

Word count: 2049


This essay, based on a Sky Journal, considers the significance of ‘The moon and its phases, and or its rising and setting positions’ in relation to the statement from Alexandra Harris: ‘To think is to walk among clouds’. After offering information about the author, it will begin with the closest interpretation of Alexandra Harris' statement and will consider the moon as a projection of our minds. Next, the essay will examine the eight phases of the moon, as eight ways of thinking. Finally, the essay will bring about a reversal from the initial point of view and consider how our minds are influenced by the phases of the moon.

First of all, the author of the statement has a fairly original background. Indeed, “Alexandra Harris won the Guardian First Book Award and a Somerset Maugham Award for Romantic Moderns (2010). Since then she has written a short biography of Virginia Woolf as well as many essays and reviews. As a BBC Radio 3 New Generation Thinker, she has presented programmes on subjects including cold, light and fireworks. She is a Senior Lecturer in English at the University of Liverpool and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. She lives in Oxford and Liverpool.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland: Writers and Artists under English Skies, Thames & Hudson, Limited, 2016, P. 6.] 

Her statement, “To think is to walk among clouds”, is, in the end, a consequence of John Keats’ experience of mist and blindness, which “became symbolic of man’s occluded mind”. He asks what is a “thought” and “makes the cloud around him a projection of his own mind”, so that “standing in the mist we are suddenly looking round at the great interior of Keat’s brain”[footnoteRef:3]. Then, Alexandra Harris refers to Caspar David Friedrich. For him, the sky “was the true image of infinity. In Friedrich’s painting the mind is cloud”[footnoteRef:4]. Finally, “both Friedrich and Keats go further and suggest that mist is an accurate figuration of all mental life. To think is to walk among clouds”[footnoteRef:5]. This last sentence, which is the statement from Alexandra Harris, can be considered in relation to the moon and its phases: in this sense, the moon would be a projection of our minds. [3:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland: Writers and Artists under English Skies, Thames & Hudson, Limited, 2016, P. 201.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Ibid.] 

Moreover, such a meaning may turn out to be true in the literal sense, since there is an artwork by the French sculptor Anilore Banon, called the Vitae project – or a million handprints on a lunar sculpture –, a work designed to be exhibited on the moon. “As we put our hands on caves walls, we reproduce this gesture on Vitae who will deposit them on the Moon. Vitae is a breathing sculpture, alive, through which we shall be all connected in this artistic odyssey. The artist will collect thousands of handprints that will be integrated onto the sculpture. The Moon always gathered us in a shared dream, eyes up, we shall meet up there tomorrow, reassured, because “Space is us”! A concrete utopia, which reminds us that everything is possible. [footnoteRef:6]” Thus, what Anilore Banon has thought about, designed and achieved is actually intended to take place on the moon. [6:  Source: Anilore Banon (https://www.anilorebanon.net/vitae-project).] 
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On the left, a photograph from Anilore Banon’s website representing Vitae, the first deployable sculpture on the Moon.
On the right, a photograph representing the closed Vitae artwork, taken by myself on November 25, 2023, at 12:11 p.m., at the Arts et Métiers Museum in Paris, one of the world’s oldest museums of technology and industry.

On October 14, the ephemeris announced a new moon. In my Sky Journal, I noted that I had walked several streets of Paris in the hope of seeing something. But it was “a wasted effort, because whatever I do and wherever I go, whatever time of day or night, it is by definition impossible to see the moon during the new moon. A feeling of emptiness invaded me and I had the impression that the sky was only a reflection of it”[footnoteRef:7]. However, the sky – the moon – is the same for everyone and, in this sense, it connects us; for everyone, with the new moon, a new cycle begins, the meaning of which it is still too early to grasp. John Donne's famous poem seemed to me to perfectly illustrate this point[footnoteRef:8]: [7:  Extract of my own Sky Journal.]  [8:  John Donne, “Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions, and severall steps in my Sicknes”, Meditation XVII, No man is an island (1624).] 


No man is an island,
Entire of itself,
Every man is a piece of the continent,
A part of the main.
If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less.
As well as if a promontory were.
As well as if a manor of thy friend's
Or of thine own were:
Any man's death diminishes me,
Because I am involved in mankind,
And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee.

What seems to be universally felt, and of which the moon is only the projection, is that the time of the new moon is – in the words of Paul Bogard – linked to “Solitude. Sleep. The pause between breaths. The night before your birth. The moment before you arrive.”[footnoteRef:9] No one is self-sufficient; everyone relies on others. [9:  Bogard, Paul. “The Path and Pull of the Moon.” Creative Nonfiction, no. 36, 2009, P. 36.] 


The projection of our mind on the moon varies depending on the phase in which the moon is. In this regard, we are used to distinguishing eight phases of the moon, as eight ways of thinking. Indeed, as Mark Hollabaugh writes, “The Moon goes through its monthly cycle of phases from new moon and again to new moon over the 29.5-day synodic period. When it’s the new moon, the Moon sets at sunset and is not visible due to its position almost directly between the Earth and the brilliant Sun.”[footnoteRef:10] To be more precise, in the week after the new moon, according to Kaler, we “see progressively more of the daylight side in a waxing “gibbous phase”, the Moon rising in the afternoon and setting after midnight. After a half turn of 180 degrees, the Moon is opposite the Sun, and there is, the full daylit lunar face, the full Moon, its nighttime side now directed away from us. Opposite the Sun, the full Moon rises at sunset, sets at sunrise. If the alignment is exact, the Moon passes through the Earth’s shadow and is eclipsed. We then just see all the phases repeated backwards through the waning gibbous, to third quarter, which rises around midnight. The show end with the waning crescent, which gradually disappears into dawn.”[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Hollabaugh, Mark. “The Sky.” The Spirit and the Sky: Lakota Visions of the Cosmos, University of Nebraska Press, 2017, P. 28.]  [11:  Kaler, James B. “Tides of Life.” Heaven’s Touch: From Killer Stars to the Seeds of Life, How We Are Connected to the Universe, Princeton University Press, 2009, pp. 26–27.] 
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Extract of Hollabaugh, Mark. “The Sky.” The Spirit and the Sky:
Lakota Visions of the Cosmos, University of Nebraska Press, 2017, P.29.

Hollabaugh explains that “the phase cycle is caused by the changing location of the Moon with respect to the Earth and Sun. Only the hemisphere facing the Sun is illuminated. So at first quarter moon, when the Moon is on the meridian at about sunset, we see one-half of the illuminated Sun-facing hemisphere.”[footnoteRef:12] For me, the first quarter moon gave rise to contradictory experiences. I had learned previously, in my astrology classes, that this period corresponds to a crisis of action, a phase of decision where one must leave a certain comfort and demonstrate courage and determination. “On October 21, 2003, the sky was very cloudy and it was raining, I couldn't see anything. While on the occasion of her daily walk, we had walked a lot in the hope of seeing the moon, my little dog Olympe was desperately wet, seeming to look around without success, just like me. I also couldn't make a decision regarding the problem I was facing at that time. Then this decision matured, and, a month later, on November 19, 2023, when I had managed to position myself internally, I was able to see the first quarter of the moon.”[footnoteRef:13] So until things were clear in my head, it was impossible for me to see the moon, but once everything became clear, in the form of synchronicity, I clearly saw the first quarter of the lunar phase. [12:  Hollabaugh, Mark. “The Sky.” The Spirit and the Sky: Lakota Visions of the Cosmos, University of Nebraska Press, 2017, P. 29.]  [13:  Extract of my own Sky Journal.] 
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On the left, a photograph taken by myself on October 21, 2023, at 19:13 p.m., during the evening walk of my dog Olympe, under the rain.
On the right, a photograph taken by myself on November 19, at 18:51 p.m., in Paris Center, close to my home: in the Sky, the first quarter moon.

Another example, always according to Hollabaugh, after the first quarter, “the waxing gibbous moon appears even more illuminated and closer to the eastern horizon on successive nights”[footnoteRef:14]. In my opinion, this phase is a reaction to that of the first quarter: something is falling into place. It always brings clarification, we decide to take things head on and we stop doubting. “On October 22, 2023, I was at the start of this phase, and things started to take shape. On October 24, 2023, things took their course and my choice was made. The moon became more discreet, so I no longer needed to force it.”[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Hollabaugh, Mark. “The Sky.” The Spirit and the Sky: Lakota Visions of the Cosmos, University of Nebraska Press, 2017, P. 28.]  [15:  Extract of my own Sky Journal.] 
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On the left, a photograph taken by myself in Paris Center, on October 22, 2023, at 19:14 p.m., during the beginning of the waxing gibbous phase.
On the right, a photograph taken by myself on October 24, 2023, at 20:04 p.m., always in Paris Center, during the waxing gibbous phase.


If we wonder about the moon’s influence on land animals, we notice with Brunner that “Pliny (A.D. 23-79), known for his interest in the natural world, believed that monkeys are depressed while the moon is waning and happy during the New Moon – but only the ones with tails”[footnoteRef:16]. Following this point of view, we can also consider how our minds are influenced by the phases of the moon. “Moonlight has been shown to influence the activity of many animals. (…) Their lives are indeed affected by the moon – but what about our own?”[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Brunner, Bernd. “Lunar Choreography.” Moon: A Brief History, Yale University Press, 2010, P. 172.]  [17:  Brunner, Bernd. “Lunar Choreography.” Moon: A Brief History, Yale University Press, 2010, P. 173 and P. 175.] 

To make a comparison with the relationships between artists and landscapes, inspiration often comes from walking in the landscape. Indeed, according to Tilley and Cameron-Daum, “the experience of walking on the headland influences the work of an acrylic artist, Caroline, indirectly in another way: ‘it’s an important part of the reflective process, a reflective time for me’. For her the heathland conjoins emotion, imagination, movement and memory.”[footnoteRef:18] Unlike artists with landscapes, according to Bogard, most of people think that “the moon has nothing to do with their lives. And maybe it doesn’t. The moon doesn’t care one way or another. The moon isn’t a “he”, though some have seen a man in it. And to say “she” or talk of “her” isn’t fair, either, though plenty of us do. The moon is the moon and doesn’t mind. He, she, it answers to any call. Sometimes bright and beautiful, sometimes hidden by clouds, the moon is a lot like we are: following a path followed before, going in circles, changing over time.”[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Tilley, Christopher, and Kate Cameron-Daum. “Art in and from the Landscape.” Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, UCL Press, 2017, P. 245.]  [19:  Bogard, Paul. “The Path and Pull of the Moon.” Creative Nonfiction, no. 36, 2009, P. 32.] 

So and in my experience, since the moon is very similar to us, it can influence us and our thoughts, even if it is not male or female. My best example of my point is undoubtedly that of the full moon. It is a phase of realization, where we see the concrete manifestations of what has been put in place since the new moon. In this phase, like in John Keat’s poem, always in the words of Bogard, “you feel alive, one of us, human, connected to the experience of living on Earth, which connects you to all of those other creatures living here, too.”[footnoteRef:20] “This evening of October 29, 2023 while I was looking to see the moon, it suddenly appeared to me, of magnificent beauty. While it seemed to be hiding, there was suddenly an illumination. And, in the most curious of those coincidences that don't exist, I then noticed that standing next to it was a sculpture of Seth that I hadn't noticed before. It represented a child with his head in the clouds, as if to signify, in the form of synchronicity, that our thoughts are indeed the result of the phases of the moon.”[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Extract of my own Sky Journal.] 
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Two photographs taken by myself in Paris Center, on October 29, at 19:05 p.m. On the left: the full moon. On the right, the sculpture of Seth: “Up to the sky”.
On October 11, 2023 was the last crescent. Despite difficulties, I still managed to see it, thin and barely visible. In fact, I had been walking in the center of Paris for a while, looking for the moon. It was actually when I let go and accepted the idea that I might not witness this celestial spectacle that I finally saw this moon. “I noticed that my state of mind was like it, partly in the mental fog, partly in the tenuous nature of letting go, of taking stock of the cycle which is ending, while waiting to discover the new perspectives that will open up during the next moon.”[footnoteRef:22] This last phase is in fact supposed to allow us to mourn the cycle which is ending and to turn towards the germination of the new cycle. In this sense, my mind was clearly influenced by the moon, as if I was aligned with the same phase as it. [22:  Ibid.] 
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A photograph of the last crescent, taken by myself in Paris Center, on October 11, at 7:40 a.m.

In conclusion, thanks to the work of Bogard, Brunner, Hollabaugh, Kaler, Tilley and Cameron-Daum, we observed that, just like clouds, the phases of the moon can be projections of our minds. And this is true for the eight phases of the moon, which, in turn, can also influence our minds: why should we choose one side or the other? My Sky Journal taught me that both are probably true. I spent hours walking the streets of Paris hoping to see the moon, so much so that it influenced my thoughts, but also surprisingly, I felt like it perfectly reflected mine. With Alexandra Harris, I could have said “to think is to walk searching the Moon”. Of these coincidences which do not exist, it is on a full moon day, November 27, that I put an end to this essay. However, in the end and for a long time to come, the Moon will retain its mysterious influence on our way of thinking. As Bogard says, “the moon is about longing for things no telescope will ever help us see”[footnoteRef:23]. [23:  Bogard, Paul. “The Path and Pull of the Moon.” Creative Nonfiction, no. 36, 2009, P. 32.] 
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FIG. 2. Moon phases. The set of images on the left shows the appearance of the Moon
as seen from the Earth. The images on the right show the orbit of the Moon around the

Earth viewed from above the Earth’s north pole. The Earth-Sun line is fixed. The side
of the Moon facing the Sun s illuminated, the side away from the Sun (the dark side) is
shaded. Starry Night image courtesy of Starry Night Education, used with permission.
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