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Exploring wonder and enchantment through night-sky events
Word count: 3098
Introduction
The aim of this research was to explore the themes of wonder and enchantment in the night sky by observing the newfound Comet NEOWISE, the Perseid meteor showers, lightning, and SpaceX’s Starlink satellite trains. This research is based on a sky journal I created during July and August 2020, in which I undertook a qualitative, reflexive exploration of these sky events. In addressing the events and themes, I drew on the work of several academic authors including Patrick McCafferty (comets and meteors), Laura Anne Kalba (aesthetic experience), Philip Fisher (wonder) and Patrick Curry (enchantment).
Methodology
I observed the night sky from 5 July to 16 August 2020, either under open skies or from my conservatory, in a familiar rural-Edinburgh (Scotland) landscape. I chose to do naked-eye observation, which Royal Museums Greenwich recommends as the best instrument for viewing meteor showers, as binoculars and telescopes have narrow fields of view.[footnoteRef:1] Having sourced online the dates and times for best visibility of these sky events, I made a specific point of spending these periods observing in the open. Apart from these planned observation sessions, I also adopted a non-prescriptive visual-wandering approach to the night sky, to account for anything that attracted my attention. [1:  Royal Museums Greenwich, ‘Perseid meteor shower 2020’, https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/explore/space-stargazing/meteors-comets-asteroids/Perseid-meteor-shower [accessed August 10, 2020].] 

After each session, I journalled my observations, experiences and reflections in a notebook in whichever way they presented – mostly free-writing (writing in a state of flow) and occasionally poetry. According to Paul Leedy and Jean Ormrod, this type of descriptive quantitative research involves examining a situation ‘as it is’ and, by adopting a phenomenological and reflexive approach, there was potential for additional qualitative insights.[footnoteRef:2] Excerpts from my sky journal were used to convey my interpretation of the night sky and the events I observed. This accords with Judith Bell’s description of qualitative work as being ‘concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world’ and Christopher Tilley’s description of phenomenology as ‘the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by the subject’.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Paul Leedy and Jean Ormrod, Practical Research: Planning and Design, 8th edn. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, 2005), p. 179.]  [3:  Judith Bell, Doing Your Research Project, 5th edn. (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2010), p. 5; Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, paths and monuments (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p. 12.] 

Reflexive considerations
As Monique Hennink, et al. point out, researchers bring subjective influences to the research process, and the narrative, therefore, will in some way reflect my own experience of engaging with the sky.[footnoteRef:4] Although I was born in the mid-1960s and mostly raised in Edinburgh by parents of dual cultural heritage, I spent most of my adult life living in South Africa (19822016). Having lived in both the northern and southern hemispheres, in very different skies and cultural contexts, I have an appreciation of divergent perspectives. Studying clinical psychology and working professionally in the publishing industry has also exposed me to different people’s experiences and beliefs, and the ways in which stories tend to unfold. I approached this research as an ‘unfolding story’ and, as such, did not anticipate arriving at an understanding of the sky events I observed, concurring with Patrick Curry’s view that enchantment is both personal and ‘mythic’.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE Publications, 2011), p. 19.]  [5:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment: Wonder in modern life (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2019), pp. 22, 24.] 

Literature review
According to Patrick McCafferty, ‘comets and meteors have the greatest ability to inspire the imagination’, which was often conveyed through the medium of myth.[footnoteRef:6] This aligns with the view of Seneca (c.4 BCE65 CE) that imagination is dulled by the repetition of the daily wonders of the universe and that, if something unusual occurs in the normal order, it becomes a spectaculum dulce.[footnoteRef:7] McCafferty also relates that Cicero (10643 BCE) regarded these celestial objects as ‘natural phenomena that inspire religion’ and that, for Mircea Eliade, ‘everything that fell from above partook of the holiness of the sky’.[footnoteRef:8] While many inferences of wonder have been shaped by religious discourse, in Paula Seth’s research on the lived experience of wonder there was no allusion to the ‘ultimate knowable – God’.[footnoteRef:9] Philip Fisher’s exploration of wonder tells the story of how rainbows came to be scientifically understood and yet remain always new, unexpected and wonderful in the moment of perception and experience. He has suggested that secularised feelings of the infinite and the insignificance of human powers enable people to ‘hold onto covert religious feelings under an aesthetic disguise’.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  McCafferty, Patrick, ‘Comets and Meteors: The ignored explanations for myths and apocalypse’, in The Imagined Sky, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzberg (Sheffield: Equinox Publications, 2016), p. 23.]  [7:  Richard G. Wittmann, ‘Flying saucers or flying shields’, The Classical Journal, 63:5 (1968), p. 223.]  [8:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and Meteors’, pp. 30, 32.]  [9:  Paula Seth, ‘Being Opened: A hermeneutic phenomenological enquiry into the existential psychotherapist’s lived experience of wonder’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, New School of Psychotherapy and Counselling/Middlesex University, 2017), p. 81.]  [10:  Philip Fisher, Wonder, the Rainbow and the Aesthetics of Rare Experiences (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), p. 2.] 

For Seth, phenomenological reduction at its most basic level comprises the attitude or mood of wonder: the ‘unwilled willingness’ to meet the strange in the familiar and allow things to present and speak to us in their own time.[footnoteRef:11] Similarly, Martin Heidegger, et al. related wonder as a mood of beginning, but have argued that, in modern times, its inauthentic form is curiosity.[footnoteRef:12] Russell Quacchia described the experience of wonder as dependent on awe, differentiating awe as representing an attentive stance and wonder as an appreciative stance at an affective rather than a cognitive level of aesthetic experience.[footnoteRef:13] While Fisher suggests that remembering and explaining, rather than directly engaging, inhibits wonder and enchantment, he concurs that wonder is an inherently visual experience.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Seth, ‘Being Opened’, p. 24.]  [12:  Martin Heidegger, Richard Rojcewicz, and Daniela Vallega-Neu, Contributions to Philosophy (Of the Event) (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2012).]  [13:  Russell Quacchia, ‘The aesthetic experiences of aura, awe, and wonder: Reflections on their nature and relationships’, Contemporary Aesthetics, 14 (2016).]  [14:  Fisher, Wonder, the Rainbow and the Aesthetics of Rare Experiences, p. 17.] 

Enchantment, according to J. McCarthy, et al., does not suggest that the object of enchantment must be novel, but rather that the person can see the extraordinary in the familiar.[footnoteRef:15] However, for academic art historian Laura Anne Kalba, ‘the visual language of enchantment relied on the separation between the everyday and the exceptional, the real and the imaginary’.[footnoteRef:16] A further distinction is suggested by Alfred Gell in that enchantment with technology involves being carried away by the power behind the technology.[footnoteRef:17] However, as Jarita Holbrook has indicated, the night sky has enchanted humans throughout time and has served as a source of inspiration at the root of astronomy.[footnoteRef:18] For Patrick Curry, in its simplest form enchantment is an experience of wonder; it is not a thing, but a relationship.[footnoteRef:19] He also points out that the moment, however endless it might seem at the time, does not last forever.[footnoteRef:20] [15:  J. McCarthy, P. Wright, J. Wallace, and A. Dearden, ‘The experience of enchantment in human-computer interaction’, Personal and Ubiquitous Computing, 10:6 (2005), p. 370.]  [16:  Laura Anne Kalba, ‘Fireworks and Other Profane Illuminations: Color and the experience of wonder in modern visual culture’, Modernism/modernity, 19:4 (2012), p. 674.]  [17:  McCarthy, et al., ‘The experience of enchantment in human-computer interaction’, p. 370.]  [18:  Jarita Holbrook, ‘Cultural Astronomy for Linguists’, in The Oxford Handbook of Linguistic Fieldwork, ed. by Nicholas Thieberger (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199571888.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199571888-e-16?rskey=fckcpy&result=1 [accessed August 10, 2020], p. 17.]  [19:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 7.]  [20:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 9.] 

It is through these lenses of wonder and enchantment that I was interested in finding out, through my own research, whether my findings would support some of these comments.
Field work and discussion
Each of the sky events I observed turned out to be rare experiences, due for the most part to inclement weather conditions and poor visibility, reminding me of Tim Ingold’s comment on having to ‘contend with those fluxes of the medium that we call weather’.[footnoteRef:21] Irrespective, I recorded my thoughts throughout the six-week observation period, from which I was able to identify not only moments of wonder and enchantment, but also anticipation and disappointment. [21:  Tim Ingold, ‘Bindings against boundaries: Entanglements of life in an open world’, Environment and Planning, 40 (2008), p. 1802.] 

On 5 July 2020 I wrote:
55N in July and so many hours of daylight have taken over the night.
Waiting for darkness and calm, when the bats wake and night begins.
Where are those revolving stars Aurelius talked about?[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, trans. by Gregory Hayes (New York: The Modern Library, 2003), VII.47, p. 92.] 

I sensed I was waiting for the signals and symbols of night to reveal themselves – to be a source of inspiration – but for many nights, like this one, the clouds blanketed the language of the night sky. Mostly there was silence. It was at these times that I felt the sky and earth were not communicating, but rather challenging Ingold’s weather-world description of earth and sky being ‘inextricably linked within one indivisible field’.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Eye of the Storm: Visual perception and the weather’, Visual Studies, 20 (2005), p. 390n.] 

The ritual of waking in the middle of the night to observe the skyscape became something of a ritual disappointment as night after night revealed only a blank overcast canvas. My interpretation of these nights was not dissimilar to ‘float[ing] in that dark lake of our own isolation’ – a line from the poem Watching for Nightjars by Barbara Farley.[footnoteRef:24] There was no certainty that the sky events I had chosen to observe would be revealed – just as there is no certainty, as Seth suggested, regarding objects of wonder, which she held as the divine expressed through forces of nature.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Barbara Farley, ‘Watching for Nightjars’, in Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Dunn, ‘Art in and from the landscape’, in Anthropology of Landscape: The extraordinary in the ordinary (London: UCL Press, 2017), p. 244.]  [25:  Seth, ‘Being Opened’, pp. 1617.] 

A few nights later (8 July 2020), the clouds briefly dislimned and I observed a partial night sky, feeling a sense of relief and as if I was reunited with a long-lost friend:
At last! I can see what’s been hiding behind the blanket all this time. The sky is alive again; resuscitation for the soul. It felt like a small moment of wonder … but is it wonder or enchantment? It’s always there; I just couldn’t see it. Flickering dots of hope [stars]. I’m feeling rather elated after all these nights of nothingness.
On reflection, I was surprised at how much seeing the night sky meant to me. A space had opened up where everything was possible but nothing was required. Seth, suggests that, in wonder, we find a foothold, pleasure and beauty in the midst of not knowing, and continues that ‘it is neither our knowing nor our intentionality that directs our awareness, but rather Being itself … which we must trust without knowing why’.[footnoteRef:26] For me, this was an experience of movement from the epistemological to the ontological. [26:  Seth, ‘Being Opened’, p. 109.] 

Comets and meteor showers
Comet NEOWISE was a transient addition to my nightly vigil. Its closest approach to Earth was 23 July 2020, but a rare clear night (1314 July 2020), enabled sightings of the comet over Edinburgh. That night, I recorded in my sky journal:
What a great night for comet watching, complete with a random (coincidental?) power-failure in the village – a still, silent, black-velvet landscape. Like the theatre lights going out before a performance.
Although I was aware that I was going to see a spectaculum dulce, when I located the comet I was momentarily speechless. At that point, I could concur with Seth that there was something about the experience of wonder that eluded description.[footnoteRef:27] This connection with the intangible was beyond language. A week later, I was moved to create a kiln-fired glass-enamelled copper tile (Figure 1) as a keepsake of that night, which I later recognised as a natural expression of reflexivity and a practical application of phenomenology. Using copper also, in some way, reflected Eliade’s connection of meteors, myth, beliefs and rituals to early metallurgy.[footnoteRef:28] The enamelling process is also one in which outcomes are unpredictable and often unexpected, mirroring characteristics of enchantment. [27:  Seth, ‘Being Opened’, p. 74.]  [28:  Mircea Eliade, The Forge and the Crucible: The origins and structures of alchemy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 69.] 

[image: ]
Figure 1: Comet 2020. Transparent vitreous (glass) enamel and silver clay on copper, 50x50 mm.
Image: Author.
The window of visibility for the Perseid meteor showers was 17 July to 24 August 2020, with the peak viewing dates being 1213 August. That there would be dark skies with a waning crescent moon in the first week of August bode well, but the overcast weather put paid to all attempts at watching ‘the tears of Saint Lawrence’.[footnoteRef:29] While waiting for even a break in the clouds, I read poetry and was particularly drawn to these extracts from the poem Meteor Shower (Summer, 1994) by Edwina Pendarvis, which not only reflected McCafferty’s recognition of meteor-related apocalyptic imagery, but also inspired a sense of endurance and hope:[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Carlos Trenary, ‘Universal meteor metaphors and their occurrence in Mesoamerican astronomy’, Archaeoastronomy, X (19871988), p. 104.]  [30:  Edwina Pendarvis, ‘Meteor Shower (Summer, 1994)’, Appalachian Heritage, 30:2 (2002), p. 19; McCafferty, ‘Comets and meteors’, p. 34.] 

… Meteor showers
are catastrophes
waiting to be reborn;
they’re remnants of comets
named centuries ago: ‘The Panther Leaping’
‘Plague in the World,’ ‘Floods and Famine’
‘War for years’
Whatever the century
when the golden rain is over,
and the night finally still, we carry away with us
the seeds of rebellion and conquest,
of stratagems against fate.
Having seen Comet NEOWISE, I concur with Quacchia’s notion of ‘wonders’ being something to behold, to be positively moved by and pondered over as objects of awed attention.[footnoteRef:31] However, through reading poetry, I found I could also extend this sense to not seeing the meteor showers – knowing they were there, part of the cosmic narrative, but not revealed to me at that place or point in time. [31:  Quacchia, ‘The aesthetic experiences of aura, awe, and wonder’.] 

Lightning: nature’s fireworks
On the night of 11 August 2020, within a month of sighting Comet NEOWISE, Edinburgh was subjected to a storm described in news media as ‘biblical’. The heavens opened and six hours of persistent lightning resembled what McCafferty described as an apocalyptic battle in the sky.[footnoteRef:32] For Seneca, thunderbolts were attributed to both lightning and meteors, which appeared plausible to me that night. The flashing monochromatic brightness became overwhelming in its relentlessness, and afterwards, my thoughts were contrary to Alexandra Harris’ contention that ‘it is difficult to remember what it feels like to be in any conditions except the ones we’re in’.[footnoteRef:33] In my experience a relationship with the sky can be remembered and evoke a powerful sensation of wonder. That night, I identified with Seth’s description of wonder as a liminal experience in which ‘aesthetic, cognitive and spiritual experiences are simultaneously mobilised’.[footnoteRef:34] As the storm moved on, I had a sense of exhaustion and renewal, but also a curious desire to seek out its message. According to a fifteenth-century thunder prognostication: ‘If [thunder is heard] in August, it portends prosperity of the state and many will be sick, and especially shoemakers’, which seemed unpromisingly relevant in current Covid-19 circumstances.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and meteors’, p. 32.]  [33:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers and Artists Under English Skies (London: Thames and Hudson, 2016), p. 11.]  [34:  Seth, ‘Being Opened’, p. 12.]  [35:  Marilina Cesarion (ed.), Knowledge of the Weather in the Middle Ages: Libellus de disposicione totius anni futuri (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018), p. 11.] 

Starlink satellite trains
McCafferty notes that many myths refer symbolically to gods travelling in chariots in the sky.[footnoteRef:36] The Starlink satellite trains (Figure 2) could be described as contemporary chariots in the sky, but may no longer be regarded, as Holbrook has suggested of satellites generally, as ‘transient phenomena’.[footnoteRef:37] Between May 2019 and 18 August 2020 some 653 Starlink satellites (of the anticipated 12,000) have been launched with the intention of eventually forming a global network of high-speed Internet access: a new constellation for communication.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and meteors’, pp. 2627.]  [37:  Holbrook, ‘Cultural Astronomy for Linguists’, p. 11.]  [38:  Starlink, https://www.starlink.com/ [accessed August 20, 2020].] 
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Figure 2: In the days after launch, the SpaceX Starlink satellites break away from the train to position themselves in their final orbits.
Image: Explaining Science.
Alerted by email to the launch dates and times, I watched online the live crossings to the missions and was later captivated by the line of lights I saw crossing Edinburgh’s night sky. On 11 August 2020, I wrote in my sky journal:
I remember when I was much younger not being sure if a moving light in the sky was a plane, a shooting star, a UFO or a satellite. I didn’t really understand what a satellite was or how it could do anything if it just kept moving. … My mood lifts when I see a Starlink email in my inbox. Something to look forward to – excitement, anticipation. Then I’m on to ‘Find Starlink’ [Starlink satellite tracker] to get all the information about watching this moving Morse code in the sky. It makes getting up in the middle of the night something of an adventure. It’s fascinating – also that there are people who have imagined this and are actually making it happen.
On reflection, watching the satellite trains had an autotelic quality – there is a fullness of the experience in that moment – and offered insight into the inner space of experiencing wonder before they disappeared into what seems like nothingness. It was what Kalba has described as an ‘aesthetic experience founded in science and technology’.[footnoteRef:39] While Curry suggests that nature is the ultimate source of enchantment, and that technoscience is an ‘enemy of enchantment’, this did not form part of my experience while keeping this sky journal.[footnoteRef:40] In this instance I sensed that, through experiencing wonder and enchantment, there was a promise of a future. [39:  Kalba, ‘Fireworks and Other Profane Illuminations’, p. 660.]  [40:  Curry, Enchantment, pp. 17, 109.] 

Final thoughts
Through keeping a sky journal I found, like Seneca and Kalba, that enchantment required the exceptional to be separated from the everyday, but also that the imaginary can become the real.[footnoteRef:41] While there are ancient prophesies of apocalyptic effects related to such sky phenomena as comets and meteors, at no time did I feel compelled to frame my experience in a religious context or appeal to heavenly gods which, as McCafferty has indicated, was the only option available to our ancestors.[footnoteRef:42] Rather, my nightly ritual instilled a sense of wonder and enchantment over fear, a deeper relationship with the night sky than the day, and disappointment when visibility was poor – although this opened up the potential of exploring wonder in unknowing. This journey led me to experiencing the sky and earth communicating, but also discovering that night-time was a time of quiet reflection, when things became clearer and in flow. However, there is no universality of wonder or enchantment as it is a reflexive rather than a direct experience. Based on this research, I would concur with Curry that enchantment is both embodied and embedded, and, as Fisher claims, that ‘the mind says “Aha!” in the aesthetic moment when the spirit says “Ah!”’.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  Kalba, ‘Fireworks and Other Profane Illuminations’, p. 674.]  [42:  McCafferty, ‘Comets and meteors’, p. 38.]  [43:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 17; Fisher, Wonder, the Rainbow and the Aesthetics of Rare Experiences, p. 31.] 

Conclusion
The aim of this research was to explore themes of wonder and enchantment in the night sky by observing Comet NEOWISE, the Perseid meteor showers, lightning, and SpaceX’s Starlink satellite trains. The primary source for this research was my sky journal, created during July and August 2020, in which I undertook a qualitative, reflexive exploration of these night-sky events. What this research revealed was my personal experience of wonder and enchantment as reflected through the senses of connection, unknowing, and renewal, which were also considered in relation to previous academic thought. Flowing from this research, I would suggest that wonder and enchantment related to events in the night sky are aesthetic experiences that, although intangible, can be (and have historically been) expressed not only through various creative media, but also through technological virtuosity.
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