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	For completion by the first marker:

Comments:
This is a compelling and well-written dissertation in which you explore depictions of the sky in the work of two artists, J.M.W. Turner and Vija Celmins, focusing on a small number of representative artworks which you explore in a good deal of detail.
You choose two very interesting lenses through which to view your chosen artists and their works – a significant astronomical discovery or event of the time and the concept of the ‘threshold’. You discuss these using a range of appropriate primary and secondary sources, outlining your sources in your literature review and then using your literature throughout your discussion in chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5, and in your Conclusion section, in order to situate and reflect on the material you are discussing. Your discussion of the threshold is particularly well done.
There is excellent in-depth exploration of the art works themselves. It is clear that you have not only researched into the works, with interesting detail about the artistic process, but also have made your own interpretation of each art work, examining for yourself the representation of the sun, moon, sky, weather and deep space in each case, but at the same time using your secondary literature to frame and situate your interpretations.
Your work is overall very well-referenced and you draw on both academic and art history sources as secondary literature through which to analyse the artists and the works you have chosen. 

Your work is very well-structured too. You begin with a clear introductory section in which you state your aim and introduce your artists, as well as the two astronomical discoveries and the concept of the ‘threshold’. You then introduce the literature, again well organised according to the artists you have chosen and the two themes of astronomical discovery and ‘threshold’ which you have chosen as your lens. You then follow with clear discussion of the material in chapters 2-5, before closing with a well-constructed conclusion in which you summarise the points you have made.
The List of Figures, picture captions, footnotes and bibliography are all well laid out.

In all, this is an accomplished and insightful piece of work which explores the impact of the sky and the concept of the threshold in the work of two important artists.
Here are one or two things to think about, if you are interested to continue your research and think about publishing your work:

In the first paragraph of the introduction, you say that both artists responded through their art to the scientific explorations of the sky occurring within their lifetimes. The influence on Celmins of course is obvious through her direct use of the Luna 9 photograph, but later in the introduction you acknowledge that it is not established whether Herschel’s discoveries directly influenced Turner – so you are stating a contradiction in the case of Turner. You also say you will be looking at these ‘two tipping points’ in the cultural history of the sky. Taken together, there is potentially some confusion for the reader as to your focus in the dissertation and whether your purpose is to make a case that Herschel’s lectures on the sun influenced Turner. If that isn’t your key focus, you could just tighten up these expressions in the introduction. If it is, then you need to acknowledge that the Herschel connection is primarily Hamilton’s view, which you cite on p.12, but (given the wealth of writing on Turner) are there other authors who have observed instances of Turner being influenced by Herschel, or by other astronomical/scientific discoveries at the time? For instance, Natalia Bosko’s paper ‘Exploration of the Sky: The Skies Sketchbook by J.M.W. Turner’ in The Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, August 2019, 113(4), pp.138-150 might be relevant and Hamilton’s chapter in the book by Westheider and Philipp is not the only place in which he has discussed his view that Turner was responding to the scientific discoveries of his day (see Turner and the Scientists (London: Tate Publishing, 1998)). A discussion of any existing views on the impact of science/astronomy on Turner, and perhaps other artists of the day, would be needed in order to make the case
.
Linked to this is the notion of cultural context. In the introduction, you talk about shifts in culture occurring due to scientific explorations of the sky, but you do not particularly elaborate on this. You say, for instance, on p.7 (concerning the explorations during the time of Turner and Celmins) that ‘These explorations shifted the way in which the sky was felt and understood in their respective cultural settings’, but you then need to explain what you mean, by exploring those respective cultural settings. It is only by gauging these, and the impact of the work of these two artists on the culture of their times (as artistic interpreters of new scientific discoveries), that one can assess the impact of shifts in culture. Again, this might just come down to being clear in your Introduction that your focus is not specifically on making a case for the cultural impact of astronomical discoveries. Indeed, it is a given that Celmins has been influenced by astronomical discoveries, from her choice of subject matter. Similarly, Turner painted a lot of skies, so the impact of the sky on Turner can hardly be disputed. To explore the cultural impact of astronomical events would need you to set this in the wider context of culture and changing views of the sun, the moon, sky or deep space. One way of doing this would be to describe the content and cultural impact of Herschel’s published papers on the sun in more detail – you say, for instance, on p.51, that Herschel’s descriptions of his observations were at the time ground-breaking, but we only have your word on this, with no references or discussion to back this up. Similarly, some background context on lunar exploration in the 1960s would help situate Celmins’ work, and its potential impact, more directly.
Referencing

Generally your referencing is very good. However, there are one or two places where some additional support would have been helpful. At the top of p.12, a reference is needed to back up the statement that the new understanding of the sun was indicative of the spirit of the times – what is the ‘spirit of the times’ here and why do you think Herschel’s observations indicate it? At the top of p.15 – where you refer to Laurence Gowing, you need to cite where Gowing said this – and then the following sentence after that also needs a reference, plus then ‘According to Joyce Townsend…’ for the sentence linked to footnote 35. Finally, on p.20, you say that the way Turner painted his suns was unique to him, but this also needs a reference that backs up the idea that no one else was painting like this, given that your dissertation partly hinges around an exploration of the impact of astronomical discovery on the way he painted the sun.
Chapter 2 on Turner

Your interpretations of Turner’s paintings are both sophisticated and insightful – and of course if we do not have documentary evidence from Turner himself as to what inspired him in painting his suns, then it comes down to interpretation as to what his motivation might have been. However, in terms of secondary sources you are relying on Hamilton’s theory that it was Herschel’s lectures which directly influenced Turner. As above, it would be appropriate to state this as Hamilton’s thesis and then think about looking more widely in the literature for any evidence that might corroborate it.
Chapter 3 on Celmins
Again, your interpretation of Celmins’ work is both sophisticated and insightful.  You make the statement though, on p.34, that Hariot’s drawings ‘mark the beginning of a whole new way of seeing the world’ – but you need to provide evidence for this (was it Hariot’s drawings which did this, or the invention of the telescope?). You also make the statement there that the Luna 9 photograph ‘marks a similar turning point in humanity’s visual relationship to the sky’ – but again this is a big statement and you need references to support that the whole of humanity’s relationship to the sky was changed by this photo. Again, you could situate this as part of the wider cultural context of lunar exploration in the 1960s.
Attention to details
There are quite a few instances throughout of misplaced (or missing) commas and apostrophes – it is a small detail, but important for showing the high standard of your work in the very best light.
The proper title for Turner’s painting is Snow Storm: Hannibal and his Army Crossing the Alps’ (not ‘Snow Storm Hannibal Crossing the Alps’ – p.23).  

Finally, the authors of the book Turner and the Elements are Ortrud Westheider and Michael Philipp – you misspell both their names in your referencing and bibliography.
Well done on a highly original and well-written piece of work!
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Comments:

This dissertation shows original thinking and a fresh approach to the examination of the created skies in the work of artist J.M.W. Turner in the work of artist Vija Celmins as responses to astronomical discoveries that occurred in their lifetime: Herschel’s observations of the sun, on which he lectured to the Royal Society in 1801; and the first photographs of the moon’s surface, taken by the Russian space probe Luna 9 in 1966. While Turner’s suns in his paintings have been well-trawled by scholarship in the past, it is the exploration of Turner’s work alongside that of Celmins, not in order to compare but to respond to new astronomical discoveries of their time, that gives this dissertation its originality.

Your introduction was comprehensive with a clearly stated aim—‘to add to the field of cultural astronomy through an examination of the created skies in the works of these two highly different artists by exploring in what way they have related to the sky through the language of art, upon the two dimensional picture plane.’ Your introduction also placed the rationale, scope and outline of the research. This was followed by a solid and comprehensive literature review, your methodology, a detailed examination of the two artists’ works and their approaches and responses to the sky, a robust discussion, and your conclusion. You made good use of primary and secondary sources, with good referencing and well-captioned and cross-referenced images, and a bibliography. You introduced each section and concluded before you moved to the next one, thus building your argument on solid steps.

You applied formal analysis and close observation to consider the unique features of Turner’s suns and Celmins’s moons in their works. With training in Fine Arts and the skills to examine the works through visual language, this was a strong approach. You acknowledged the problems involved with studying Turner’s works, as he left little of his own comments on his paintings behind. Thus you were careful not to attribute meaning where none was intentioned and instead applied critical assessment of the evidence that was there. For example, you noted on page 8 that, while there was no evidence for Turner having been influenced directly by Herschel’s discoveries, the Royal Academy in London at which Turner exhibited his work was situated next to the Royal Society, the oldest scientific academy in continuous existence and thus Turner would have been close at hand to hear of the new findings. On page 22, while you clearly stated that in Figure 2, ‘Turner’s reasons for pointing the viewer’s eye so directly to the sun remain unknown’, nevertheless for Figure 3, the lines of verse Turner penned to accompany the painting’s exhibition (The Fallacies of Hope) provided support  for your observation, as did the visual evidence for Figure 4 of Fearnley’s painting of Turner painting his sun on ’varnishing day’ at the Royal Academy (Figure 5). Your consideration of Celmins’s works was made easier by her being a contemporary artist still alive today who has given interviews and commented on her work and thus you were able to incorporate her views to support your line of thinking.

The structure of how you chose to approach these two diverse artists’ works was well-handled. With nothing in common apart from their fascination with the sky and their desire to capture it in paint and pencil,  in chapters 2 and 3 you focused on the medium of opposites—Turner with his painted suns at a time when Herschel was able to more accurately describe the real solar surface, and Celmins’s graphite tactility at a time when the moon was more closely in humanity’s sights through the Russian space probe.

In Chapter 2 you focused on three works by Turner across a period of twenty-five years —c. 1803, c.1812, and c.1828—that embodied a sun that filled a third or more of the canvas. Through careful observation of these diverse paintings you were able to show how Turner pointed the viewer’s gaze towards the sun as a shifting story-telling symbol, one that took on different qualities according to the story being told.

In Chapter 3 you focused on two works by Celmins that were a direct bodily response to the newspaper image of the moon sent back from the Russian probe Luna 9 and showed how Celmins brought the moon to her fingertips through the materials she used to create her pencil images. You cited an equivalent response in this same time period of Caroline, a friend of Dava Sobel, who was given moon dust which she ingested, and of Sobel who was jealous of the experience her friend had been given. You gave an insightful and well-evidenced conclusion to this section that the way artists comprehend new ways of seeing the space/the moon through haptic experience are just as valid as those observed by telescope or photography.

In Chapters 4 and 5 you considered the idea of thresholds in both artists’ works. In Chapter 4 this was Turner’s world at the liminal spaces of dawn and dusk through two paintings twenty-three years apart. This section turned on your observation of Turner’s investigation of the ephemeral and his exploration of oils through watercolour techniques to achieve this transient and luminous pace and was well-written. You could have made more of the fact that the way Rothko placed the viewer as the observer in Figure 11 was similar to the way that Turner situated the viewer in Figure 4. In Chapter 5 you considered the threshold of Celmins’s work through the technique she employed  through layering and duration, her particular way of working with a two-dimensional surface, so that the viewer felt invited in to the world of the night sky. Indeed, as her works in Chapter 3 had allowed Celmins herself to ‘touch the moon’ through the graphite, so these considered works (Figures 12, 13, and 14) placed the night sky into the realm of human touch. 

Your Conclusion was solid and robust and drew together in a cohesive fashion the themes investigated in this dissertation. Overall, the structure of your research was coherent. Small grammatical errors sometimes marred the flow of your writing, but these are easily corrected. The line of investigation throughout was strong and nuanced. Evidence was presented perceptively alongside detailed analysis of the works. When necessary you clearly defined your terms. 

This is a well-written, highly original dissertation that offered insights into the ways two artists affected by new astronomical discoveries of their time found ways to express their responses in paint and graphite so that others looking at these works could experience the sun and the moon differently. This dissertation was a pleasure to read and is worthy of publication.
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