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This essay compares representations of the sky in the musical Wicked by Stephen Schwartz and Winnie Holtzman, and the novel Cloud Atlas by David Mitchell.[footnoteRef:1] In particular, this essay will focus on how sky, as a sacred space, is used as a narrative device to act as a stage for contests of reality and power, and will compare, across the two works, attempts at control of this truth and power via control of the sky, as well as how comet imagery is used, as a plot device, to foreshadow changes of power.  [1:  Schwartz, Stephen and Winnie Holtzman, Wicked, (2003), New York: Decca Broadway; (script from) David Coté, Joan Marcus, and Stephen Schwartz, Wicked: The Grimmerie (Hyperion, 2005), pp.140-176 [hereafter Wicked]; David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas, Hodder & Stoughton, 2008 [originally published London: Sceptre, 2004, hereafter Cloud Atlas]] 

Overview of The Works
Wicked is a musical adaptation of a novel by Gregory Maguire, inspired by the novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.[footnoteRef:2] Wicked focuses on the characters of Glinda, the ‘good’ witch, and Elphaba, the ‘wicked’ witch. The story sees Glinda, in a flying bubble, as she recounts the enmity and friendship between herself and Elphaba, and their relationship to The Wizard of Oz and his press secretary, the sorceress, Madame Morrible. Unlike Baum’s book, Elphaba and Glinda become friends and ultimately work to undo The Wizard’s hegemony. [2:  Gregory Maguire, Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West, New York: ReganBooks, 2000; L. Frank Baum, and W. W Denslow, The wonderful Wizard of Oz, Chicago, New York: G.M. Hill Co., 1900] 

Cloud Atlas is a novel separated into six individual stories which span hundreds of years of time, from the mid-nineteenth century to a post-apocalyptic future. A comet shaped birthmark helps link the characters and narratives across all six stories.
Sky, Power, Truth
Contests of power and reality, via appropriation of sky, are examined in both Wicked and Cloud Atlas. Sky, according to Mircea Eliade, has “sacrality” and is therefore a sacred space.[footnoteRef:3] In Cloud Atlas, attempts at controlling sky differ through the various time periods in which the novel is set. The mid-nineteenth century protagonist, Adam Ewing, remarks on a “banshee tempest” whilst at sea, connoting sky as a dangerous power outside of human control.[footnoteRef:4] He cites a biblical passage, where God “rebuked the wind…& there was a calm”, suggesting that, for Ewing, the sky is not a contested space, with only God having dominion over it.[footnoteRef:5] Later, in a period set in a dystopian future, Sonmi-451, a servant clone travelling to higher ground at “Moon Tower”, comments on how “the immense lunar projector on far-off Fuji beamed adV after adV on to the Moon’s face”, and how “SeedCorp was the lunar sponsor that night”, demonstrating that, in this future, the Moon becomes, unlike in Ewing’s time, a contested space for the advertising industry, with the Moon artificially lit up though the month with adverts (adV).[footnoteRef:6] The cultural significance of this is demonstrated by a conversation between an older man, who remembers a time before the Moon was used for adverts, and a younger man, who remarks how “an adV-less Moon would freak him out”, suggesting that the appropriation of the Moon for advertising has become culturally normalised within one generation.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich London), 1959, [hereafter Eliade, 1959], p60]  [4:  Cloud Atlas, p.4]  [5:  Cloud Atlas, p.8]  [6:  Cloud Atlas, p.236]  [7:  Cloud Atlas, p.236] 

Eliade argues that “the sacred is equivalent to a power, and to…reality”, and whilst Ewing recognises the sky as sacred space and attributes this power to God, part of the narrative of Cloud Atlas is the appropriation of the sacred, and by extension its power and reality, by corporate interests; the sky is still sacred in Sonmi-451’s time, but the power and reality belongs to corporations, not god(s).[footnoteRef:8] What a contemporary audience may see as profane, Sonmi’s timeline sees as sacred: capitalism. Reinforcing this theme is reference to ‘Souls’, a form of technology fused to the body, which are ‘debited’ for consumer purchases, whilst Sonmi believes that the Sun is created by “the Prime Chairman” of the company she was created to work for.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Eliade, 1959, p.12]  [9:  Cloud Atlas, p.187 & p.210] 

In Wicked, when the protagonists arrive in Oz, where The Wizard resides, the townsfolk proclaim how everyone is “honeymooning” because of The Wizard’s “hot-air ballooning”.[footnoteRef:10] It’s strongly implied both by the townsfolk and by The Wizard himself that his arrival in Oz by hot-air balloon so impressed the people of Oz, who The Wizard claims needed something to inspire them, that they worshipped him, in large part because of this ability to fly.[footnoteRef:11] As Eliade points out, those who “ascend” to the sky “share in the divine condition”, suggesting that those who can fly through the sky, even by hot-air balloon, might be seen as semi-divine, just as The Wizard suggested.[footnoteRef:12] The Wizard is not the only character, however, with connections to sky and power. At the play’s opening, we see Glinda arrive from the upper recesses of stage left in a flying bubble, as people call out their love for her.[footnoteRef:13] Madame Morrible, the sorceress responsible for The Wizard’s propaganda, is revealed to have control over the weather, enough to send a house flying through the sky.[footnoteRef:14] Finally, The Wizard summons Elphaba and tricks her into using her latent magic on The Wizard’s caged monkeys, mutating them to have wings, as The Wizard delights that his new flying monkeys will be perfect spies.[footnoteRef:15] Sky, therefore, is seen, by The Wizard at least, as a medium for conferring power via the sacred, a power that he wishes to have monopoly over to further his hegemony. The sky, however, only becomes a contested space for Eliade’s definition of power and reality, when Elphaba, rejecting The Wizard flies for the first time into the night’s sky, screeching that she’s “defying gravity” and that “no Wizard that there is or was, is ever going to bring me down”, informing the guards, and the audience, that she is contesting The Wizard’s rule, and simultaneously his monopoly over the sky, and acting as a divine figure, this time of fear, arguably reminiscent of Ewing’s “banshee”. [10:  Wicked, Chapter IX, p.155]  [11:  Wicked, Chapter XV, p.167]  [12:  Eliade, 1959, p.119]  [13:  Wicked, Chapter I, p.140]  [14:  Wicked, Chapter VIII, p.154 & p.170]  [15:  Wicked, p.159] 

Another way in which contesting power and reality is portrayed in Wicked, via the sky, is through ownership of history and truth. Green skies are used frequently in Wicked’s staging, often coinciding with misunderstanding of truth or with propaganda and lies, particularly those of The Wizard. Overpowering green skies are depicted in Oz, known as The Emerald City, where The Wizard resides, and the first instance of green sky occurs with Elphaba’s vision of meeting The Wizard there, and being the focus of a celebration – unbeknownst to her, the celebration is for her death because The Wizard outcasts and demonises her.[footnoteRef:16] These twists on truth and mistruth, usually to do with The Wizard are always accompanied by green sky in the staging of Wicked. Brenda Marshall describes the postmodern as considering the question of “whose history gets told?...For what purpose?” and suggests that we “exert control through language”, suggesting that language, particular surrounding that of history, can be used to advance authoritative power.[footnoteRef:17] In Wicked The Wizard tells Elphaba that people “believe all sorts of things that aren’t true. We call it history”, which appears to critique the postmodern, equating it with an ‘anything goes’ pluralism, of the kind Marhsall rejects.[footnoteRef:18] The Wizard however, goes on to use the very tools he critiques to promote his own narrative as definitive, and, to paraphrase Marshall, “takes control of meaning”.[footnoteRef:19] If sky is analogous with power and reality, as per Eliade, and language and history are about control, as per Marshall, The Wizard can be seen to be attempting to control both, which the staging of Wicked reflects via green skies. One of the most notable examples of this is when Glinda proclaims her happiness whilst promoting The Wizard’s false narrative of history.[footnoteRef:20] There is a moment when Glinda questions if she is truly happy, admitting how “the joy and the thrill, doesn’t thrill like you think it will”, suggesting that her apparent happiness might be a façade.[footnoteRef:21] The sky is entirely green until this point, when she questions if the happiness The Wizard provided her with is real, as the music slows and an orange hue breaks through the green, only to vanish as The Wizard’s propaganda resumes. Skies seem to reflect, therefore, the power narrative of Wicked, with The Wizard’s control over language, history and truth reflected in the sky itself, portrayed to the audience via a green hue. [16:  Wicked, Chapter II, p.144]  [17:  Brenda Marshall, Teaching the Postmodern, Critics of the Twentieth Century (Taylor & Francis, 2013). [hereafter Marshall, Teaching the Postmodern], p.4]  [18:  Wicked, Chapter XV, p.167; Various Artists, “Wonderful”, Wicked: Original Broadway Recording, [CD], (2003) [hereafter Wicked Soundtrack]; Gordon, Haim and Rivca Gordon, Heidegger on Truth and Myth: A Rejection of Postmodernism, G - Reference, Information and Interdisciplinary Subjects Series (P. Lang, 2006). p. 5;]  [19:  Wicked, Chapter XV, p.167; Marshall, Teaching the Postmodern, pp.2-5]  [20:   Wicked, Chapter XXIII, pp.164-165]  [21:  Wicked, Chapter XXIII, pp.164-165; “Thank Goodness”, Wicked Soundtrack] 

In both Cloud Atlas and Wicked, therefore, the sky is a contested space for the appropriation of the sacred, and, by extension, power and reality. Whilst Cloud Atlas focuses on the dangers and extremes of neo-liberal capitalism, and Wicked focuses on overthrowing hegemony and mistruth, both use sky as the staging ground for contests of power and reality.
Comets, Disruption, Recurrence
The image of a comet is used as a metaphor for disruption and recurrence in Wicked and Cloud Atlas. As Patrick McCafferty notes, comets announce power changes, such as the death of kings, “behave unpredictably, warn of disaster, and change the plot”, and, unlike meteors, they recur.[footnoteRef:22] The character of Glinda arguably performs a similar role to that of a comet. The musical begins with a sparkling Glinda flying through the air overhead, announcing the departure of The Wizard and the death of The Wicked Witch; hence a change of power and the “death of a king”, suggestive of McCafferty’s descriptions. Themes of recurrence are demonstrated in that this opening scene recurs, in a new perspective, at the end of the musical, the beginning having taken place at the end of the narrative. Tellingly, in the final song before this recurrence, Glinda describes her relationship to Elphaba as “a comet” pulled by Elphaba, whom she describes as “a sun”.[footnoteRef:23] It can be argued, therefore, that Holtzman and Schwartz, consciously or otherwise, used the idea of a comet, which flies through the air and announces power change, and associated it with Glinda, who performs a similar role.  [22:  Patrick McCafferty, “Comets and Meteors: The Ignored Explanations for Myths and Apocalypse”,in The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, ed. by Darreln Gunzburg (Equinox Publishing Limited, 2016), pp.23-43]  [23:  Wicked, Chapter XX, pp.175-176] 

Cloud Atlas has a similar plot device, where the novel begins and ends with the same story. The major characters in all six stories, spread throughout time, share a birthmark, described as “undeniably shaped like a comet”, an image which recurs in each of the six sections.[footnoteRef:24] In each story, the birthmarked character attempts to announce misuse of power, or warn of changes of power, with various success – ideas similar to associations of cometary omens and to Glinda’s attempts with The Wizard. Comet imagery, therefore, is used a plot-devices in both Cloud Atlas and Wicked to foreshadow, via recurrence, changes of power. [24:  Cloud Atlas, p.124] 

Conclusion	
Respecting Eliade’s definition of sky as a sacred place and with the sacred connoting power and reality, both Cloud Atlas and Wicked use the sky as a staging ground to discuss appropriation of power and reality (which includes authority on truth), by dystopian neo-liberalism and by hegemonic governments. Imagery associated with sky, such as with comets and sky colour all serve to inform the audience, without stating it aloud, about the misuse of power and foreshadowing of changes in that power.
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