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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology					5619 Words


There are essentially two kinds of creation myths. Myths where creation emanates from chaos, and myths where creation is made to divine design.[footnoteRef:1] Cosmos translates from its Greek origin as “beautiful order” and can be taken to mean everything that is not God.[footnoteRef:2]  It is now recognised that the creation of order and meaning at an individual level is a combination of both.  The theory of social constructionism ‘challenges the objective basis of conventional knowledge’[footnoteRef:3] asserting that an individual’s understanding of the world is dependent on the capacity to place new information in the context of their own previous experience. Thus, on an individual level, reality is emergent.  It is made and remade as new experience is understood and becomes part of the context for understanding future experience. Recent scholarship acknowledges the participatory nature of the development of individual conceptions of cosmos. Cosmology is then a study of perception as well as perceiving.  It is anthropological as much as philosophical or scientific.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Bernadette Brady, Cosmos Chaosmos and Astrology, (Lampeter; Sofia Centre Press, 2014), p.23, p.10.]  [2:  Nick Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York, London: New York University Press, 2012), p.4.]  [3:  Kenneth J. Gergen, ‘The Social Constructionist Movement’, American Psychologist, (American Psychological Association, 1985), Vol 40, No.3, p.267.	Available at: <DOI: 10.1037/0003-066X.40.3.266> 	[Accessed 20/3/22]
 Terry L. Brink, IBRCG, 1978, p.82.]  [4:  Bernadette Brady, Cosmos Chaosmos and Astrology, (Lampeter; Sofia Centre Press, 2014), p.12.] 


This is an account of research conducted in West Wales in April and May 2022 using mixed methods[footnoteRef:5] to investigate three facets of contemporary cosmology.  What people can see when they look at the sky, how well they understand what they see, and how they feel about what they see.  It is a phenomenological investigation of personal perceptions of the solar system and the stars beyond. Three overlapping phases of data gathering comprised participant enquiry, a questionnaire, and individual interviews. The research was intended to investigate whether people who spent time walking in a group on a regular basis took much notice of the natural calendars created by the movement of the earth in space. It is a simple query about the immediacy of experience and has been designed to answer the question ‘Do people create their own calendars of ritual ‘celebrations’ from direct observations of celestial phenomena?  [5:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, 7th edition, 2018 (London, New York: Open University Press, 1987), p.26.] 


Background to the Research.
Well-being and the sky the health and well-being benefits of exercising outdoors have been thoroughly researched and reveal that any activity in any location is beneficial as long as the participants are outside; the most significant factor is the sky.  
Well-being and dark skies - frequently asserted but poorly evidenced.  -BLAIR
My research looks to link these two established avenues of enquiry by asking what people for whom regular social walking is an integral part of the lifeworld see when they look at the night-sky and how they feel about what they see. The key text for this project is Ada Blair’s Sark in the Dark: Well-being and Community on the Dark Sky Island of Sark,[footnoteRef:6]published in 2016. Blair’s final thoughts on her research express the opinion that although her participant group was small, the consistency of their responses is an important finding. [6:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark: Wellbeing and Community on the Dark Sky Island of Sark, (United Kingdom: Sofia Centre Press, 2016).] 


My research therefore has begun to address the missing sky factor within the fields of ecopsychology and health and environmental psychology, connecting up land and sky. My hope is that these findings can be used to strengthen the Dark Skies movements claims that dark night skies can have a positive impact on well-being.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ada Blair, p.146.] 


There is a consensus in public health research that demonstrates significant health and well-being benefits to exercising outdoors.[footnoteRef:8] I wanted to find out the nature and significance of awareness of the sky to people who enjoy these benefits. [8:  Melissa R. Marselle, Katherine N. Irvine, and Sara L. Warber, ‘Walking for Well-Being: Are Group Walks in Certain Types of Natural Environments Better for Well-Being than Group Walks in Urban Environments?’, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 2013, p.5619.] 


Methodology
Three methods of data-gathering for this project. Participant enquiry documented in a research diary facilitated an understanding of the culture of the walking groups; a questionnaire provided a quantitative measure of exactly what people see when they look at the night sky; and interviews elicited phenomenological, ‘thick description’[footnoteRef:9]in the participants own words. Lampeter is not in a recognised Dark-Sky Area, but it sits between the three National Parks and the sky is quite dark. This makes it an ideal area to investigate non-astronomers’ perceptions of a dark sky.  I approached the Lampeter and Teifi Valley Ramblers Group and an informal group of ‘friends who walk’ that has been gathering to walk once a week since 2014. The core sample group was chosen because they are regularly what the poet Leslie Scalapino describes as a ‘walking person who has sky flowing-by’;[footnoteRef:10] People who are familiar with the sky and comfortable in it.  [9:  Geertz and Le Compte, 1984 cited in Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London, California, New Delhi, Singapore: SAGE, 2011), p.]  [10:  Leslie Scalapino "walking person who has sky flowing–by one who beside is as if...", New Time, (UK: Wesleyan University Press, 1999), p.84.] 


A researcher can never be taken out of their research, and cultural differences between their discipline and the participant group can obstruct or colour the research design and obscure the findings. Barbara Prost[footnoteRef:11] has described the method of participant enquiry as a method that recognises this and helps the researcher negotiate the space between the two cultures. [11:  Barbara Probst, ‘Both/and: Researcher as Participant in Qualitative Inquiry’, Qualitative Research Journal, Vol.16. No.2 (2016),] 


…the direct experience of non-dichotomized identity may be a useful way for a new researcher to appreciate the importance of relinquishing role, distance, and presumed authority within a post-modern framework of mutuality and co-construction.[footnoteRef:12]  [12: Barbara Probst, ‘Both/and: Researcher as Participant in Qualitative Inquiry’, Qualitative Research Journal, Vol.16. No.2 (2016), pp.149–58. ] 


I walked with the groups and was able to explain the research and answer other sky-related queries, as well as learn about the groups and their interests.  Field notes and a research diary were used to facilitate an appreciation of the social and cultural context of the sample group and the researchers’ relationship to them.  This phase also facilitated inductive reasoning,[footnoteRef:13] allowing the design of the questionnaire to be informed by the culture of the group and make it more accessible.  In this way the second and third stages of the project became a truly collaborative effort. We all contemplated the limits of our awareness of our dark(ish) sky and the personal significance it holds. [13:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Baiey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London, California, New Delhi, Singapore: SAGE, 2011). pp.81-82.] 


The second phase of the research used a questionnaire to conduct a quantitative survey of naked eye observations.  The objective of the questionnaire was two-fold.  It was designed to quantitatively gauge the general awareness of celestial objects and their cycles, and whether this influenced the behaviour of the walkers; and to identify participants for the interview stage of the research. There was space for people to register qualitative responses if they wished.  The questions fall into three groups. The first group is about walking habits, this establishes the extent to which the participants life-worlds include a regular practice of ‘flowing through the sky.’ The next section asks about observations, these questions were inspired by the artist Andrew Yang’s 2016 project ‘Conversations with the Milky Way’,[footnoteRef:14] his response to the shocking truth that in many places around the world it is simply not possible to see the Milky Way. An excess of artificial light bounces off every particle and every drop of water vapour in the atmosphere to obscure the view.  Ada Blair’s question “Do you recognise any constellations, planets etc.?” was broken down and expanded to ask participants if they can identify any constellations or planets and how often they might do this. The final part of this section asks about responses to lunar and solar phenomena.  [14:  Andrew Yang ‘Interviews with the Milky Way’, (2016). Available at: <https://andrewyang.net/interviews-with-the-milky-way>] 

A question is included about the practice of ‘planting by the moon’. This frequently reported example of lunar-lore adopted by twenty-first century permaculture gardeners[footnoteRef:15] reflects a very ancient tradition.  The timing of agricultural practices according to the phase of the moon is described in Classical sources including Pliny and Vergil.[footnoteRef:16]  Regarding these sources and their Greek antecedent Democritus, Lehoux states ’The instructions concerning the beneficial lunar phases are based on perceived sympathies between the phase of the moon and the state of things on Earth.’[footnoteRef:17] These traditions demonstrate the survival of the third century BC Stoic concept of sumpatheia, described by Bernadette Brady as ‘a web of connectivity which binds all to everything.’[footnoteRef:18]It is one of the principles that underpins astrology by providing the rationale for events in the sky relating to events on the earth.  Two questions about seasonal signifiers ask participants to list three observations they might make that they would associate with spring, and three observations they would interpret as signs of winter. The final part of the questionnaire expanded on Ada Blair’s question ‘Do you consider yourself a spiritual/religious person?’[footnoteRef:19]with the addition of two questions that asked about religious affiliation in early life and at the present time, taken from Liz Greene’s investigation onto ‘Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers’.[footnoteRef:20] My initial query was about whether people created their own personal calendars in response to their experience of the seasonal cycles generated by the earth’s movement through space.  These questions about spirituality were considered relevant to the construction of personal calendars as all religious calendars are based on celestial cycles.[footnoteRef:21] Social constructivist theory[footnoteRef:22] asserts that personality is constructed from a plethora of influences.  Consequently, an individuals’ worldview, their framework of perception is culturally conditioned. Familiarity with a faith-based calendar might influence the way in which a person perceives the passage of time, or rather the units by which the passage of time is measured - the cycles of the sun and the moon.   [15:  ‘Moon Planting Guide’, Permaculture Principles, Website Available at: <https://permacultureprinciples.com/permaculture-calendar/moon-planting-guide/>	[Accessed 20/5/2022]]  [16:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Parapegmata’, Unpublished Phd Thesis, pp.148-151.]  [17:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Parapegmata’, Unpublished Phd Thesis, p.153.]  [18:  Bernadette Brady, Cosmos, Chaosmos and Astrology, (Lampeter: Sofia Centre Press, 2014), p.10.]  [19:  Ada Blair Sark in the Dark, p.150.]  [20:  Liz Greene, ‘Mystical Experiences Among Astrologers’ Culture and Cosmos, Vol.13, no. 2, Fall 2009, pp.31-32.]  [21:  Nick Campion, Cosmology and Astrology in the World’s Religions, (New York, London: New York University Press, 2012). ]  [22:  Kenneth J. Gergen, ‘The Social Constructionist Movement’, American Psychologist, (American Psychological Association, 1985), Vol 40, No.3, p.267.	Available at: <DOI: 10.1037/0003-066X.40.3.266> 	[Accessed 20/3/22]] 

The final section of the questionnaire invited participants to contribute to phase three of the research.  If participants accepted the invitation, they were asked to supply an email address so that I could contact them to schedule an interview. Participation required internet access and a link to the questionnaire. The questionnaire and all responses were securely stored on Google Forms.  I liaised with a gatekeeper[footnoteRef:23]in each group. This person knew all the members of the group and was able to forward the link to the questionnaire by email.  This limited the amount of personal data I needed access to and protected the identity of participants. Completed questionnaires were numbered and the only personal data collected was the email addresses of potential interviewees.   An invitation to schedule a thirty-minute interview, and a Participant Interview Release Form were sent to these people by email. Interviews were scheduled according to participant availability. This third phase was designed as a qualitative investigation of the experience of the sky.  Interviews were conducted either outdoors or on zoom, using Ada Blair’s list of interview questions.[footnoteRef:24]All interviews were fully transcribed and coded before analysis. [23: Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter & Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London, California, New Delhi, Singapore: SAGE, 2011). pp.92-93.]  [24:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, pp.149-150.] 

Ethics
The project was designed and implemented in accordance with the guidance set out in the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, UWTSD Research Data Management Policy and the BERA Ethical guidelines (2018).  Method specific ethical considerations were applied to each stage of the project. I participated in the groups’ regular weekly walks on several occasions. This afforded the opportunity to outline my research and answer queries about it and to make clear the voluntary nature of participation.  My position as ‘researcher’  Data from the questionnaire was collected and stored anonymously on Google Forms[footnoteRef:25]. Interview participants supplied their names and email addresses which were securely stored on my password protected computer and university OneDrive. The email address of the researcher was available to participants at every stage of the project.  The participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the project at any stage.  Interview release forms were sent to participants by email with an invitation to schedule a meeting.  The name and email address of the Programme director were supplied on the interview release form should any participant have concerns about the research or the researcher.  [25:  Google Forms.  Available at: <https://www.docs.google.com>] 


Results and Analysis

Basic Data
Four participant responses to the questionnaire were removed from the sample before analysis because they did not agree to the use of their data by ticking the box on the form.
This reduced the sample size to 12 participants. Five participants agreed to be interviewed but one provided no email address to contact them, and one had to cancel.  Three interviews were conducted. 

Questionnaires
The voluntary nature of participation was emphasised at every stage of the research and not all respondents answered all the questions.  The dataset is thus incomplete, but the comments are helpful, and the omissions are interesting too.  

Part One – Walking Habits
The aim of this section of the questionnaire was to establish the walking habits of the research participants.  Previous research has established a positive relationship between walking outdoors at least three times a week for thirty minutes or more and health and well-being.[footnoteRef:26] There has also been research comparing the efficacy of outdoor exercise in different environments, alone and with others.[footnoteRef:27]These large scale studies have utilised scientific psychological methods  [26:  NHS STUDIES ? 2012ISH]  [27:  Melissa R. Marselle, Katherine N. Irvine and Sara L. Weber ‘Walking for Well-being: Are Group Walks in Certain Types of Environments Better for Well-Being than Group Walks in Urban Environments?’ International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, (2013), 10, pp.5603-5628.  Available at: <https://doi:10.3390/ijerph10115603>	 [Accessed 21/4/2022]] 


The results show that with one exception all participants reported walking outside with other people for more than half an hour at least once a week. Six people, half the sample reported that they did this more than once a week.  The next question asked about solitary walks of the same minimum duration.  One participant chose not to answer this question and one commented that they didn’t consider their daily walk into town ‘walking’ and relied on the group activity once a week ‘to get them out there’. One person said they walked more than once a month but less than once a week.  The other five participants all reported that they walked every day for at least half an hour.  The final question was about walking particular routes on specific dates or times of year. Two participants did not answer this question, five responded that they did do this, one commenting ‘I like to walk past lambs in spring’ and another ‘I like to walk in woodlands in spring and winter’. Five responded that they didn’t have any preference. However, the following response demonstrates that there can be a difference between what people do and what they think about what they do.

Do you have particular routes that you prefer to walk at particular times of year or on specific dates? 

Not really.  We are blessed to live in a rural environment.  Every season is beautiful from the point of view of nature.  It is more pleasant to walk in the warm and dry.  Spring is glorious as new life abounds.  Bluebell Wood has become a bit of a tradition with Thursday Night Walkers, it marks a move from winter street walking to summer off-road walking.  I try to encourage family to go to Parc Cefn Onn for the rhododendrons.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Questionnaire comment in response to Question 3. Do you have particular routes that you prefer to walk at particular times of year or on specific dates?] 


The initial non-committal statement is followed by a description of two favoured springtime walking routes.  The first is associated with a seasonal change that liberates the walking group from winter practices, the other an annual family occasion.  Rafaela Giavagnoli[footnoteRef:29] has explored the distinction between habit and ritual and summarizes that habit is individual, and ritual is social. Roy Rappaport[footnoteRef:30] writes that context specific recurring rites constitute one of six different forms of ritual.  As these activities involve a group and are specific to the time of year, they can be considered examples of seasonal rituals. They unite communities of walkers or family members in observation of the secondary effects of solar phenomena. The bluebells and the rhododendrons flower in May when the rate of increase in daylength begins to slow after the mid-point between the march equinox and the summer solstice. [29:  Rafaela Giovagnoli, ‘From Habits to Rituals: Rituals as Social Habits’ Open Information Science 2, no. 1 (2018): 181-188.  Here p. Available at: <https://doi.org/10.1515/opis-2018-0014>  [Accessed 21/4/22]]  [30:  Rappaport, Roy A., and Roy Rapaport. “OBVIOUS ASPECTS OF RITUAL.” Cambridge Anthropology 2, no. 1 (1974), pp.3–69.  Available at: <http://www.jstor.org/stable/23816434.>   [Accessed 20/4/2022]

] 


All the participants were regular walkers. For a significant proportion of the sample group walking is a regular habit independent of their membership of the group. For others it is a social activity.  Half of respondents indicated no preference for particular routes on particular dates.  The evidence of their comments suggests otherwise, with an observable enthusiasm for spring walks in woodlands.

Part Two – Observations of the Night sky
The second section of the questionnaire asks about observations of the sky.  Three questions about sighting the Milky Way, identifying constellations and locating Polaris revealed that a small number of people (2-3) reported making these observations more frequently than twice a month. Only one respondent reported never having seen the Milky Way. However, 5 people reported that they could never identify constellations or Polaris.  An equal number of people (5) reported that occasionally (less than twice a month) they can observe the Milky Way and identify constellations and Polaris. 

I had anticipated respondents using the space for comments to list the constellations they can identify. No-one did. One person commented that they have an app on their phone to help with identification of constellations.  Other comments revealed that respondents felt that they didn’t know what they were looking at. 

My lack of seeing these things is not because they are not there - but 'cos I don’t know what I am looking for.

I am ignorant concerning locations in the sky.

This perceived gap in knowledge may be at the root of why three respondents did not answer the question about seeing the Milky Way. I did not include a ‘don’t know’ option but one person made the comment 

Not sure what the Milky Way is.  I see stars.  Mostly in the winter as the sky is dark before I go to bed.

No-one expressed concern at their lack of knowledge, rather an enthusiasm for what they did know and curiosity about what they didn’t. Eleven respondents answered a question about whether they could identify Planets. Of these, three reported that they could not identify the presence of planets in the night sky. Of the remainder four reported noticing and tracking the position of planets more than twice a month and four reported making the same observations less than twice a month. Here again though, the comments revealed a gap in the scientific astronomical knowledge of some participants that may have skewed the accuracy of this section of the questionnaire.

If the moon is a planet, I notice the different places it seems to be. 

Especially the moon, with respect to the tides.

Even from the pages of the dry quantitative investigation of the questionnaire, the moon emerges as an object of mystery and fascination. The next section of the questionnaire focussed on lunar-observations. Ten people responded that they noticed moon phase. Of these, eight reported noticing it more frequently than twice a month and two reported observing the phase of the moon more frequently than twice a year. These habits of observation did not necessarily tally with knowledge of cultural conventions of the perception of the moon, be they scientific or folkloric. Five people responded that they did not know where to expect to see a new moon.  The other six responses were equally split between seeing a new moon near the western horizon after sunset and near the eastern horizon before dawn. Even though sightings of the moon were one of the most frequently reported observations, only three people could correctly identify when and where the first sliver of a new moon appears.  One respondent commented

Never really think about it as its path changes.

People who knew where to look for the new moon (low in the western sky after sunset) did not necessarily know when to plant by the moon. Six respondents expressed that they did not know which phase of the moon was considered beneficial for planting.  
[image: Timeline  Description automatically generated]
Figure 1 Table generated by Google Forms to show responses to question 12 on the Cosmology Questionnaire.


 The chart in figure 1 shows the distribution of opinions about when to plant in sympathy with the moon’s cycle of waxing and waning. Option 1 corresponds to the new moon and was the most popular choice, all respondents who expressed an opinion chose this option. Some people selected more than one option, the selection of option four which represents the full-moon, accords with Columella’s mid-first century CE advice for planting beans.[footnoteRef:31] It is interesting to note the lack of support for the dark of the moon (Option 8), considered by Pliny to be the most opportune time for planting vetch and fodder crops.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Columella, Rei Risticae, H. B. Ash, E.S. Forster and E.H. Heffner, eds., (Cambridge MA, 1948-55),
 	II.x.10: XI.ii.85, cited by Daryn Lehoux in ‘Parapegmata’, Unpublished Phd. Thesis, (University of Toronto, 2000), p.148.]  [32:  Pliny, Naturalis Historiae, H.Rackham, ed., (Cambridge, MA, 1938),
XVIII.314: hoc silente luna seri iubent, cited by Daryn Lehoux in ‘Parapegmata’, Unpublished Phd. Thesis, (University of Toronto, 2000), p.148.] 



Part Three – Solar Observations
The final part of this section of the questionnaire was about observation of solar phenomena.  Ten participants responded to questions about witnessing sunrise, sunset, and observations of natural phenomena caused by the seasonal movement of the earth in relation to the sun. Three people reported witnessing sunrise more than once a week and four responded that they witnessed sunrise less than once a week but more than once a month, one commented ‘Depends on time of year’. Other comments concurred that it was a winter seasonal practice

Always up around 6.30am so only see the sun rise regularly in the winter these days. I do love seeing it rise and have had some magical moments over the years.

Every day in winter - when it is dark when we get up.  Never in the summer.  Sunrise at Kanyakumari - South India is a pilgrimage event.  The morning we went - hundreds of people present but cloud so no visible sunrise.  I think also as a Girl Guide in Cardiff we were taken on a dawn hike but don’t recall seeing the sun then, either.

These responses demonstrate an appreciation of the experience of witnessing sunrise and acknowledgement of the significant range of times at which it occurs at this latitude. The person who made the second comment draws attention to two things. The first is that on occasion people make a special effort to gather to experience sunrise together; the second is that although it happens every day, sunrise may not be visible.
Sunset is a more frequent observation amongst these respondents. Four people answered that they witness sunset every day and another four responded that they witnessed it more than once a week. Two people responded that they witnessed sunset less than once a week but more than once a month.  The comments reflect the same seasonal variation in observations as the previous questions about the stars and the moon ‘Frequently in winter’ wrote one respondent.  At this latitude sunset and sunrise are less than nine-hours apart for two months between early November and early February and the short days of winter make the experience of witnessing them more likely.  Other comments reflect a contemplative mood associated with sunset.

The west is a peaceful direction at sunset, I look that way.

In contrast to the mood of sunset, many of the responses to the next question about signs of spring were descriptions of dynamism.  Nine of eleven responses referred in general to new growth of plants and trees ‘Certain plants waking up’; there were also nine responses relating to birds. These ranged from the general ‘increased bird activity’ to increases in more specific types of activity such as nesting or singing.  Two people mentioned swallows and one ‘the song of the lark’. Two people listed ‘lambs’ as signs of spring.  Six respondents named specific flowers as signs of spring and five of them mentioned daffodils.  The question asked for three observations, but some responses listed more.  Six responses referred to the increased hours of daylight that stimulate dramatic changes in growth rates and activity levels.  One person listed ‘the position of the Plough’ as a sign that spring had arrived.

The signifiers of winter were the subject of the next question. Descriptors focussed on the consequences of the increased distance of the northern hemisphere from the sun after the September Equinox. 

It feels as if nature has gone to sleep

Ten of the comments referred to shorter days, darkness or the long shadows that accompany the days when the sun stays low in the sky all day. Six responses related to cold and frost, one person listed ‘cool calmness’ and another a change in their mood.  One person commented that they noticed a change in the position of the Plough and that the moon rising higher in the sky.  The majority of responses to this question were concerned with direct observation of the primary effects of the suns position in relation to the earth; the lower temperatures and the reduction in daylight hours.  No-one responded to the questions about signs of spring or winter with a date in a calendar.

The final section of the questionnaire enquired about spirituality.  
The questions about spirituality were included to inform any data that suggested the creation of personal calendars.  The data up to this point demonstrated seasonal variation but not the specificity to necessitate comparison with religious calendars.  The responses to these questions are shown in the excerpt from the Cosmology Questionnaire Results Table in figure 2.  That the responses pose more questions than they answer is a reflection on the questionnaire design. It might have been helpful to have space for people to specify the religion they were referring to if they answered ‘other.’  Question 18 gave a list of twelve religions to select from, but two respondents selected ‘other’.  Question 19 may have provided interesting data if there had been space to specify what ‘other’ referred to.  It is also interesting to note that although two people did not respond to question 17, and two people responded that they didn’t know if they were spiritual, no-one described their current religious affiliation (question 19) as agnostic. The central enquiry of this research was about the contemporary cosmology of walkers in West Wales.  

Interviews
Open questions revealed some interesting and unexpected correspondences between the answers given by different participants. In common with Ada Blair,[footnoteRef:33] I found all my interviewees expressed sentiments of Noctcaelador, the term derived by William Kelly to denote intense attachment to the night-sky.[footnoteRef:34] Several participants commented that when I introduced the research, they didn’t think they had any ‘sky stories’. The specificity of the questionnaire had prompted recollections, and they were excited to share the stories of their own experience. [33:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, p.100]  [34:  William E. Kelly, ‘Development of an Instrument to Measure Noctcaelador: Psychological Attachment to the Night Sky College Student Journal 38.1 (2004). pp.100-102.] 


I asked Ada Blair’s open questions[footnoteRef:35] but omitted two from the interviews that I had included on the questionnaire. Blair identified seven themes that emerged from her interviews.  My interview sample was only three people but even so, for the most part the same themes emerged. The first theme identified by Blair was ‘Meaning and Significance: the human desire to connect with the night sky.’ Two of my three interviewees talked about their habit of checking the sky.   [35:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, pp.149-150.] 


How often do you notice the night sky?

Every night! (Laughs)…I’ve got a lovely view out of my bedroom window, its hills and forests, and I can see the sky changing colour, and then I can see the stars, and then I actually open the window so that I can stick my head out. (more laughing).[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Direct quote, Interviewee One.] 


Most evenings. I’m not the most patient person when it comes to cloud in the evening…I often pop out for a look and if it’s cloudy, I tut…I do look forward to just popping out even if it’s only for a couple of minutes. It’s something that I want to do in the evening ‘n er I want to feel that feeling or those feelings...but yeah, I genuinely do love it…[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Direct quote, Interviewee Three] 


All the interviewees who participated in this project talked about discussing phenomena such as the appearance of the moon, or the sunrise with friends and family. Blairs second theme is ‘Community: observing the sky with others as a means of building and maintaining family/community connection.’ My interviewees described calling family members outside to share the view, chatting about the sunrise with people in town and phoning family members to compare views of the setting sun.  In response to the question What is the most powerful experience you have had when looking at the night sky? One interviewee had this to say about observing the moon from a veranda in India many years ago,

…one night I saw the moon and realised that it was the same moon that my family saw in Wales. … the fact that it stayed with me means it’s a kind of uniting force. That’s all I could really say about that.  It made me feel connected with them. Connected because it was a long physical distance, but I did feel connected with them.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Direct quote Interviewee Two.] 


Participants reported that they felt a sense of connection to others when observing the sky even if the phenomena are not witnessed with other people. To date there are no star-gazing events or observatories in the immediate area and no astronomy club or similar that might organise the sorts of community events that Blair describes occurring on Sark.[footnoteRef:39] Nevertheless people reported a sense of connection to others engendered by the night sky.  [39:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, p. 115, 121. ] 


Blair asserts that her research provides oral testimony in support of the claims made by organisations promoting dark skies that dark skies enhance human well-being.[footnoteRef:40] The next of her themes is ‘Well-being: Experiencing positive feelings through observing the night sky.’ These 2022 interviews add to that body of evidence [40:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, p.116.] 

 
I’m calmed and em…em…humbled by it. Even though I only spend a couple of minutes a day (looking at the night sky) I think I do I think, I genuinely believe I reach a calmness that I would find difficult to attain otherwise.  I find it simpler to only think about the sky for a moment…without the chatter. Erm, erm, yeah, similar to when I’m in water actually, similar to that state.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Direct quote, Interviewee Three.] 


the benefits are…it takes stress out of the equation…it slows everything down in my mind…yeah, peace, calm, happiness.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Direct quote, Interviewee One.] 


The similarity between these two responses is striking. Both were provided in response to the question, What feelings come up for you when you look at the night sky? When I asked Interviewee Two the same question they laughed 

…I would have said none, except I should be honest and say the first thing that came into my head!

The interviewee then demonstrated the next theme identified by Blair, nostalgia.  This was not Blair’s nostalgia for childhood memories of the night sky but for warm evenings on holiday in Tenerife…

…and he and I used to walk down to the coast in the evening after work and chat to the night sky…what was the question? I went right off on one…(laughing)
What feelings come up for you when you look at the night sky?
Ah so I suppose Romance. Yes. Yes.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Direct quote, Interviewee Two.] 


This answer is a reminder that significance, feelings, and meaning are all words that are subjectively defined.  This stage of the research was designed to elicit a sense of the emic significance of taking notice of the sky; in full awareness that this is unique to each individual. When the same themes present themselves repeatedly it is tempting to generalise and helpful for organising the findings. However, this type of qualitative enquiry must attempt to allow the data to speak for itself, attending to all the stories not just the ones that fit a favoured theoretical narrative, or the worldview of the researcher. 
The fifth theme to emerge from Ada Blair’s data was ‘fear and fearlessness of the dark.’  When I asked the question How do you feel about being out at night in the dark in Lampeter or elsewhere? All the interviewees asserted that they felt more alert but not afraid, and stressed that they might feel different somewhere else.  This consensus is consistent with that expressed by research participants on Sark in 2014.[footnoteRef:44] Blair discusses the diminution of her own fear of the dark over the course of her research as she became acclimatised to the dark sky.  [44:  Ada Blair, Sark in the Dark, pp.122-127.] 

None of my interviewees or the people who completed questionnaires made any comments in relation the Blair’s sixth theme ‘The dark sky movement and astronomical tourism’.  They expressed gratitude for their dark sky and awareness that they had access to something not every-one does. One interviewee related this personal sky story

Two friends came up to visit me from London. I knew they had arrived I’d seen their car go past. They just didn’t appear because they had basically got out of the car and were just stood there, they were completely gobsmacked by the stars. Yes. We’re lucky, were seriously lucky.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Direct quote, Interviewee One.] 


All the interviewees had experience of visitors who had arrived and then needed to be fetched into to the house because the stars had waylaid them.

People who visit say “wow! your sky, you get more stars than us.” I do genuinely feel for them you know because I know what they’re getting…maybe the odd glimpse of the sun and maybe the north star. That really gets me when people go “Wow! Your sky.”[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Direct quote, Interviewee Three.] 


This participant had lived in a large city for many years and was speaking from experience.
The sample group was selected because their weekly gathering bring them into contact with the landscape and the skyscape as they walk through them. Familiarity with the local landscape is a natural consequence of their behaviour. In my research diary, I made a note that in conversation the walkers expressed a sense of location specific skies. They referred to house or street or village skies as if they were individual separate entities.  The distinction they were making was an assessment of the quality of the atmosphere in those locations, the cleanness of the air, the levels of light pollution and the relationship between the land and the sky.   

I think mine is the nicest…I think I’d like to at least pretend that I know my sky, from my house and that it is nicer than anywhere else.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Direct quote, Interviewee Three.] 


This comment reflects an attachment to the view of the sky from ‘home’ that was a frequently expressed sentiment amongst the admittedly small sample group.  In conversation, and in response to the questionnaire participants contemplating the experience of looking at the night sky often prompted expressions of gratitude for being in the right place at the right time, here and now. 

CONCLUSION

My initial query about personal calendars devised in response to observations solar and lunar natural calendars was partially satisfied by participants reports of seasonal visits to favoured natural environments.  Observation of primary and secondary solar phenomena does impact participants sense of time and influences their behaviour. People love their dark skies but frequently don’t know what they are looking at. Although generally perceived by participants as unpredictable and mysterious, the moon holds great fascination. These West Wales walkers experience an emergent cosmos. It is at once perceived as familiar and constant and shifting and changing.  The facts of scientific description are known about, but not really known; considered interesting but distant from immediate subjective experience.
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