Mengyao Liu 2400507
Mengyao Liu 2400507
[image: ]


Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment coversheet & feedback form

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name: Mengyao Liu 

Student University Email: 2400507@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: HPCA7015

Module title: Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology

	Student ID number: 2400507
	Educational support needs:
No

	Assignment title: Essay based on a Sky Journal


Assignment due date: 28 November 2024

	[bookmark: Check13][bookmark: Check14][bookmark: Check15][bookmark: Check16][bookmark: Check17][bookmark: Check18]This assignment is for the       1st |X|    2nd  |_|     3rd  |_|      4th |_|      5th |_|      6th |_|   module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.
Signed ……………………………………………………………Mengyao Liu
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box □
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	
Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.




For completion by Marker 1:
Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:













	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)












	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:




Mengyao Liu 2400507
Mengyao Liu 2400507



Essay based on a Sky Journal
Gazing at the Infinite: Sunlight, Perception, and the Enchantment
Word Count: 2045

Introduction 

[bookmark: _Hlk183704479]This essay summarises and analyses my month-long sky journal, which serves as primary material comprising photographs of specific sunlight scenes captured around 3:30 pm, paired with corresponding journal texts. Using Vincent van Gogh’s poetic words in a letter to his brother Theo van Gogh in 1888—‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’[footnoteRef:1]—as the discussion background, this essay focuses on the concept of ‘enchanted’. The main discussion is divided into two key aspects about the ‘enchantment’: how sunlight directs attention and how sky observation fosters courage and compassion. Through these two themes and additional observations, this essay aims to seek the deeper connection between the sky and human life and explore the effects of sky gazing on people’s perception and understanding of the world. [1:  Vincent van Gogh, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, ed. by Ronald de Leeuw (Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 


Methodology 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]	From October 18 to November 19, 2024, at around 3:30 pm each day, I used my smartphone to photograph the sun shining in the western sky of a public square near my home (Figure 1), located in a northern city of China at 38°03’ north latitude and 114°29’ east longitude. At the same time, I recorded in my notebook (Figure 2) the mood of the moment, the sounds and smells around me and human activities in the square. I also described the characteristics of the sky, including the clouds and the sun’s rays—such as their density, length, and colour—as well as other details. Occasionally, I drew a tiny sketch to record the sun rays I have captured with my naked eye in case the electronic device misses some details. This information served as a complementary source of material, enabling me to link my sensory experiences with the observed natural phenomena.
	Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961), in his book Phenomenology of Perception, states that ‘sensing is this living communication with the world’[footnoteRef:2]. This essay will follow this view, that is, vision is not a passive, mechanical sensory input but an active, interactive process. By sitting quietly on a square public bench for half an hour each day, observing the sun and the same direction of the sky, I tried to realise the ‘gaze’ Merleau-Ponty describes[footnoteRef:3]. I gazed at that sky, at my surroundings, and immersed myself in a kind of ‘pausing’ of time. And then, I recorded all the intuitive sensations. Through this practice, I seek to understand, experience, and engage with the sky through dynamic, life-affirming visuals. [2:  Maurice. Merleau-Ponty, and Donald Landes, Phenomenology of Perception (Taylor & Francis Group, 2012), p. 53.]  [3:  Maurice. Merleau-Ponty, and Donald Landes, Phenomenology of Perception (Taylor & Francis Group, 2012), pp. 69-71.] 

	The photographs and notebook entries were analysed qualitatively, with particular attention to recurring patterns, in the way the sunlight, sky, and surrounding natural environment shaped my perceptions. I also focused on specific phenomena, such as changes in mood or weather: anger, sadness, or cloudy and rainy conditions. Furthermore, I discussed how these changes have affected my ‘gaze’ or made life ‘enchanted’.

[image: 城市街道与高楼大厦的树

低可信度描述已自动生成]
[bookmark: _Ref183691870]Figure 1: Photographs of the sun and sky on the southwest side taken from the public square. November 7, 2024, at 15:24 PM, Shijiazhuang, China.
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[bookmark: _Ref183687632]Figure 2: Partial record presentation. (left) Journal entries on October 27, 2024. (right) Journal entries on November 3, 2024. 

The Dance of Light: How Sunlight Directs Attention 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]	Although the previous text set the timeframe for this study as starting from October 18, I actually started photographing and recording on October 10. However, I was less engaged with the work at that time. I shot from various disorganised perspectives and recorded very perfunctorily. After about a week, I decided to switch to handwritten records, selecting a fixed location and perspective for my observations. In my journal entry for October 23, I reflected on the reasons for this shift: I wanted to note nature in a more natural way, and I realised that observing the sky is not a dull task. The sun, though a constant presence, is ever-changing. The fact that I noticed a change in its colour, light rays, and even size (as perceived by the naked eye) during the first few days of observing. This idea sparked my curiosity, which then fuelled a deeper desire to explore more forms of the sun.  Fortunately, the use of electronic devices did not hinder the presentation of these changes, and the following set of photos offers a clear comparison (Figure 3). The sunlight rays are getting stronger, and the colour of the sky changes. It reminds me of Van Gogh’s reference to ‘the stars and infinity on high’[footnoteRef:4]. I could not record the sun in all its forms, but in this constant observation, I felt the infinite variations of the sky so attractive. In my journal entry of November 3, I described this anticipation as an open-blind-box surprise. The desire to explore is the first thing I would label enchantment. [4:  Vincent van Gogh, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, ed. by Ronald de Leeuw (Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 

[image: ]
Figure 3: Photographs of the sun and sky on the southwest side taken from the public square. (upper left) Journal entries from November 8, 2024, at 15:46 PM. (upper right) Journal entries from October 25, 2024, at 15:34 PM. (middle left) Journal entries from October 27, 2024, at 15:35 PM. (middle right) Journal entries from October 29, 2024, at 15:34 PM. (bottom left) Journal entries from November 2, 2024, at 15:37 PM. (bottom right) Journal entries from November 4, 2024, at 15:38 PM.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]	Two contrasting weather conditions, which are cloudy days and great sunny days in these sunlight variations, provided me with new perspectives. As illustrated in the series of photographs (Figure 4), when the sunlight is strong, my eyes are more drawn to the light rays and the sky. In contrast, on days without sunlight, the buildings, sculptures, and plants become more prominent in the photographs. The same attention shift is also reflected in my journal entries. In my journal entry for October 31, which corresponds to the upper picture of Figure 4, I described the sense of relaxation I felt after completing my first essay and noted the personal schedule of getting my hair styled. I even mentioned my lack of makeup and dress code. In another scene, the journal entry corresponding to the bottom picture of Figure 4, I described the burning sensation of the sun’s rays on my skin, the size of the halo, and the colour of the sky. 
Consequently, this leads me to the second aspect of enchantment: sunlight can guide the direction of human perception. More specifically, the varying brightness of the sunlight not only captured my curiosity but also affected how I allocated my attention. Juhani Pallasmaa (1936-) noted that bright light enhances visual sharpness, yet it can make an overly focused vision and thinking, while dim light softens this focus, encouraging more fluid and imaginative thought[footnoteRef:5]. In line with this, I found that my attention was more focused on sun-related elements in bright sunlight, while my mind became more diffuse when the sky was overcast. It made me realise that the relationship between humans and nature is a two-way street: I observe the sky and then reconnect with the world on the earth as it changes, sometimes converging on the same theme and sometimes enjoying a sense of free time. [5:  Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, 1st edn. (Wiley, 2024), <DOI: 10.1002/9781394200702>, pp. 46-49.] 

The change in sunlight brings the most straightforward visual perception, but in the process of analysing my journal, I noticed that on nearly every day with visible sunlight, I coincidentally recorded other sensory perceptions. For example, I noted the type of music playing in the square, the topics of conversation of the people around me, the smell in the air, and the touch of the leaves that fell at my feet. One particular detail that surprised me was the variety of scents I described. In my journal entry for October 23, I wrote about the smell of freshly watered grass; for October 26, I noted the scent of pure, healing air; and for October 27, I described the smell of fallen leaves. It is hard for me to imagine that I can distinguish so many scents from what seemed like ordinary air. I am not a very careful, imaginative person in general. Therefore, I believe the enchantment influenced my multiple senses as I gazed at the sky and consciously observed the stars high above. Jane Bennett (1957-) also links the ‘enchantment’ with human sensuous experience, including ‘sounds, smells, tastes, forms, colors, textures’. As a mood, enchantment can cultivate meticulous perceptual patterns and lead people to feel more specificity of even simple things[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics (Princeton University Press, 2001), pp. 36-38. ] 
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[bookmark: _Ref183713674]Figure 4: Photographs of the sun and sky on the southwest side taken from the public square. (upper) Journal entries from October 31, 2024, at 15:50 PM. It was a totally overcast day. (bottom) Journal entries from November 3, 2024, at 15:36 PM. It was a sunny day.

	The definition of the term ‘enchantment’ is complex. Beyond the meticulous sensory perception discussed earlier, Tara Woodyer and Hilary Geoghegan summarised a geographical perspective on enchantment, describing it as ‘to express delight, wonder or that which cannot be simply explained’[footnoteRef:7]. The Cambridge Dictionary defines ‘enchant’ as ‘to attract or please someone very much’[footnoteRef:8]. This subsection explores how variations in the sun and sky that captivated my desire to explore, influenced my attention, and heightened my multi-sensory sensitivity. These experiences overlap with the ideas of sensory perception, delight, and attraction, as mentioned above. This is the first layer of enchantment I aim to characterise, coming from the comparison of the surface images with the written record of the phenomenon. Next, I will focus on describing the impact of observing the sky in terms of my state of mind. [7:  Tara Woodyer and Hilary Geoghegan, ‘(Re)Enchanting Geography? The Nature of Being Critical and the Character of Critique in Human Geography’ Progress in Human Geography, 37.2 (2013), 195–214 (p. 195)<DOI: 10.1177/0309132512460905>.]  [8:  Cambridge Dictionary, enchant (nd), <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/enchant>.] 


Embracing the Infinite: Courage and Compassion Under the Sky 511

	In my journal entry for October 26, I met with a little red spider and wrote that it crawled up my leg, then I caught it in my hand and carried it safely to a rock. On November 12, a bee flew around me and possibly moved toward the plants behind me. On November 2, a group of children played with balloons in the grass across from me, laughing and scuffling (Figure 5). I picked out these records because I have a strong fear of insects, especially bees, and I would typically avoid areas with children, fearing their loud screams. Unlike the previous subsection, which was enchanting through comparison, summarisation, and retrospection of the sky journal after the fact, this moment was distinctly different. The emotions I experienced at the time were clear to me in that present moment. I repeatedly used the words calm, peaceful, and joyful in my journal to describe my feelings—emotions that seemed out of place given my usual fear and irritation. On November 19, I began by writing, ‘Outrage is the uncontroversial keyword of today.’ In this journal entry, I recorded a change in my inner attitude. Initially, I hoped that the sun could heal my anger, but after a half-hour of sitting in meditation and gazing at the sky, I released that expectation. The anger was still there, and it was much clearer. I no longer reject it. I began to accept that it should be there, as if a new sense of power had emerged within me to face the unjust events that had triggered my anger. I stopped thinking of anger as a negative emotion.
	Taken together, these experiences suggest that gazing at the sky allowed me to let drop my prejudices against children and eliminate my fear of insects. Furthermore, observing the sun and sky instilled in me a sense of courage and tolerance. Interestingly, during the first week of November, I was preparing for a presentation about Marsilio Ficino’s The Book of the Sun[footnoteRef:9] (1494), and since my sky journal also focuses on the sun, this part of the episode showed up in my journal as well. Ficino views the sun as the son of God, with sunlight representing the vision of the pure and noble cosmic soul, embodying goodness, much like God himself[footnoteRef:10]. Although I am an atheist, what struck me was the concept of ‘goodness’. The comfort, the pleasure and the acceptance I feel when I smile at things that would otherwise bore me all stem from a sense of goodness, which seems to resonate with the sunlight. At the same time, this kind of good, or this inspired courage and tolerance, gave me a tangible experience of what is called the enchantment. Similar positive effects have been suggested in some academic science papers. For instance. Mihyang An and others confirm a correlation between employees' mental health and the adequacy of sunlight exposure[footnoteRef:11]. Keita Taniguchi and others stated that access to sunlight, green spaces, and physical activity all have a positive impact on mental health[footnoteRef:12]. [9:  Marsilio Ficino, The Book of the Sun (De Sole), translated by Geoffrey Cornelius and others (North Atlantic Books, 2006), <http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~alfar2/ficino.htm> [accessed 2 November 2024].]  [10:  Marsilio Ficino, The Book of the Sun (De Sole), translated by Geoffrey Cornelius and others (North Atlantic Books, 2006), <http://www.users.globalnet.co.uk/~alfar2/ficino.htm> [accessed 2 November 2024], Chapter II, IX, XI.]  [11:  Mihyang An and others, ‘Why We Need More Nature at Work: Effects of Natural Elements and Sunlight on Employee Mental Health and Work Attitudes’, ed. by Igor Branchi, PLOS ONE, 11.5 (2016) <DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0155614>.]  [12:  Keita Taniguchi and others, ‘Influence of External Natural Environment Including Sunshine Exposure on Public Mental Health: A Systematic Review’, Psychiatry International, 3.1 (2022), pp. 91–113 <DOI: 10.3390/psychiatryint3010008>.] 


[image: ]
[bookmark: _Ref183713868]Figure 5: Photograph of the sun, children, rose and balloon in the park from November 2, 2024, at 15:31 PM.

Conclusion 

	Based on Van Gogh's quote, this paper synthesises, compares, and reflects on a one-month-long sky journal to explore the connection between the sky and human perception, centred around the concept of ‘enchantment’. My observations demonstrate how this awareness changes one's perception of the surrounding world in multiple dimensions, expanding from simply contrasting light forms to an embracing and acute perception of nature, emotions, and human activity. As Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) said, sensory perception is active communication with the world[footnoteRef:13]. My connection to the sky is not only visual, but emotional and spiritual. The universe is multifarious and unpredictable, and the variations in sunlight that I have observed are one of the expressions of this infinity. Changes in light activate my curiosity, redirect my attention, and heighten my sensory acuity. Being aware of the magnificence of the universe has made my time with life more peaceful, inclusive and positive. [13:  Maurice. Merleau-Ponty, and Donald Landes, Phenomenology of Perception (Taylor & Francis Group, 2012), p. 53.] 
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