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HPEN7018 – Researching and writing to a single focus

Research Question:
What are the ancient origins of astrology, and how did their practices interpret the influence of celestial bodies on worldly affairs? 

Reflective Essay
I decided upon my research question based on a personal interest in Western Astrology and curiosity about other types of astrology and their interpretations. I have found astrology to be a fascinating subject, as it is referenced within various religions, including the Bible, it has a rich historical lineage across many cultures, and has been used among monarchies and for political purposes throughout history.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  G. Balsamo, et al, History of Astrology. 2025, <https://www.faust.com/legend/astrology/history-of-astrology/> [Accessed 1st May 2025].] 

I chose to write poetry for my creative portfolio because I wanted to express the emotive and spiritual aspects of the topic. Furthermore, I wanted to explore the historical context by writing ekphrastic poetry, an idea which I adopted following one of our sessions. To add to the authenticity of each piece, I sought to ensure that I mostly used reputable primary sources when choosing artifacts to inspire my poems.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:   P. Gerard, The Art of Creative Research (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017) p. 40.] 

I also played around with the visual layout of the poems. For my first poem, I selected a typeface that embodied what I believe to be Coptic script. I also tried to format the writing in a way that captured the visual arrangement of the strips of parchment. In my second poem, I focused on devices such as repetition and rhythm to convey meaning through sound. The idea was that the poem should be read aloud as a chant to the beat of a drum, much like how the Mayans possibly would have done when entering battle. When writing my third poem, I intended to design the text in the shape of a snake, as the poem is about the Chinese year of the wood snake. The layout also embodies the ebb and flow of the ocean, tying in with the poem's references to water. Additionally, I chose a font that I felt represented the soft, delicate tone of the poem. In my fourth poem, ‘Rishi’, I attempted to encapsulate the visual of particles of light and how they disperse randomly as well as lightening and heavy rain drops, in keeping with the content of the poem. Lastly, in my final poem, ‘Crystal Ball of the Cosmos’, I carried out the same thought process and chose a font and a layout that I felt resembled a page in a newspaper. 

Baktiu
In ancient Egyptian astronomy, ‘Baktiu’ refers to the decans, which was the name given to star constellations used for timekeeping and religious purposes. The poem is based on an ancient Egyptian astrological manual, and although we do not know the exact transcription of the scripture, I would imagine it is likely that there would have been mention of these star groups as they played a vital role in Egyptian astrology.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  L. S. Wolf, Shamanic Egyptian Astrology: Your Planetary Relationship to the Gods (Vermont: Bear & Co., 2010) p. 23.
] 

The poem is written in a free verse style, with an irregular rhyme scheme and metrical pattern. Throughout the poem, I have used various poetic devices to convey meaning. I have used alliteration, such as in the first stanza with ' ‘long last’, ‘sacred symbols’ and ‘speak of secrets’, again in the third and fourth stanza’s with ‘symbolic snippets’, ‘pioneers in their prime’, ‘cannot create’ and ‘tests of time’ to name a few.  In the second stanza, I have used juxtaposition to conjure an image in the readers’ minds of how sand can take many forms, powerful and powerless. The notion of sand slipping through a person’s fingers is intended to represent time slipping by and the image of sand being used in an hourglass. Relating these to the shifting sand of Egypt’s past. I end the poem by referring again to this imagery, with the lines ‘lost in the abyss of an eternal desert sea’. The Egyptian zodiac was closely tied to the cycles of the Nile River, enabling them to predict floods. [footnoteRef:4] I wanted to convey an image of how the peaks and troughs of the desert are reminiscent of how water moves, even how the sand blows in the desert could be likened to sea spray.  Furthermore, how remarkable it is that parts of the scripture survived, whereas the missing remnants will likely be lost forever, just like the sea has swallowed many relics since the beginning of time.  [4:  Wolf, Shamanic Egyptian Astrology, p. 25.] 


Chak Ek’
The title of this poem translates from the glyph known as the ‘star war’ verb. [footnoteRef:5] It is a rhyming poem which has a regular rhyme scheme and metrical pattern, apart from in the final lines where the metrical feet differ between stanzas. The intention was for the poem to create an auditory imagery of the beat of a drum. I tried to achieve this through anaphora, repeating the first three lines in each stanza, but each time changing the initial word in the third line. In addition, the use of assonance with the repeated use of the short vowel sound ‘u’ in words ‘drum’, ‘drumming’, and ‘kayum’, as well as the diphthong sound ‘ay’ in words ‘Mayan’ and ‘kayum’ to create rhythm and tempo. I also applied cacophony by using staccato sounds repeatedly, such as the ‘k’ sound in ‘Kayum’, ‘attack’, ‘Kinich’, ‘strike’, and ‘dark’. I feel that by using these harsh sounds, it creates a tone of war and bloodshed. Alongside this, I use a play on words and personification with ‘beating heart of dawn’ and ‘drums growl’ to conjure auditory imagery. In the final stanza I again used a play on words and poetic inversion to break up the repetitive structure and emphasise the word ‘rise’ to add to the visual imagery.[footnoteRef:6]    [5: 
 G. Aldana, ‘Agency and the ‘Star War’ Glyph: A Historical Reassessment of Classic Maya Astrology and Warfare’, Ancient Mesoamerica, 16(2) (2006), 305-320 (p.309).]  [6:  M. Oliver, A Poetry Handbook: A Prose Guide to Understanding and Writing Poetry (United States: Harper Collins, 1994) p. 103-104.
] 

For the ancient Maya, music played an important role in warfare. The Kayum drum was thought to be played alongside chants during pre-battle rituals.[footnoteRef:7] The ancient Maya viewed Venus as a celestial ‘war-bringer’. Battles were often thought to be timed to coincide with the position of Venus in the sky, including its first appearance as the morning or evening star.[footnoteRef:8] Hence the lines in the first stanza. [7:  C.H. Bourg, Ancient Maya music now with sound (Louisiana: State University and Agricultural & Mechanical College, 2005) p. 7]  [8: 
 G. Aldana, ‘Agency and the ‘Star War’ Glyph’, p 310.
] 

In Mayan mythology, Kinich Ahau was a Mayan sun god and the god of warriors. After the sun set, he was said to become a jaguar that travelled through the underworld. Ix Chel, the Mayan moon goddess, was married to Kinich Ahau. She was considered a warrior goddess. It is said that their contrasting natures of sun and moon created conflicts. I attempted to portray this myth through the tone of my poem. I also learnt that the kayum drum was sometimes depicted with a jaguar pelt membrane, which correlated with the ideology of Kinich Ahau transforming to a jaguar. 

Mù shé
The name of this poem is taken from the Chinese word for ‘Wood Snake’ as the poem is based around the Chinese New Year of the wood snake. It is a non-rhyming free verse poem with an irregular meter pattern. I also feel it has a narrative tone to it. There is no alliteration until the end of the poem, with the lines:
signifying shredding of old skin
silvery scales suffocating lunar light 
The repetition of the ‘s’ sound evokes the auditory imagery of a snake. There are many abstract metaphors throughout the poem which aim to paint a picture in the reader’s mind. In the first stanza the sun is compared to a milky droplet and a mother of pearl. In the second stanza, the Winter Solstice is described as a sailboat. In the third stanza, the moon’s glow is metaphorically likened to a skeleton key as well as the luck associated with Jupiter which is likened to riches washing onto shore. Then again in the final stanza, the imagery of a coiling snake suffocating lunar light is used to provoke an image of a solar eclipse. From the first stanza to the second stanza, there is an enjambment with a thought continuation which aspires to build a more complex narrative.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Oliver, A Poetry Handbook, p. 75.
] 

From my research it was fascinating to learn that oysters appear to be synchronised with the lunar cycle and their behaviour influenced by moonlight.[footnoteRef:10] Within the poem, I also portrayed the connection between mother of pearl and the maternal energies associated with the moon. In my mind I metaphorically compared an oyster shell to a jewellery box, and to my surprise found that in Chinese, the word for ‘jewellery’ is 珠宝 (zhūbǎo), which translates as ‘pearl treasure’. Hence my choice of language throughout the poem was influenced by these associations. With word choices such as ‘milky droplet’ symbolising breast milk as well as ‘mother of pearl’ for example.   [10:  L. Payton, D. Tran, ‘Moonlight cycles synchronize oyster behaviour’. Biol Lett, 15(1) (2019), 1-13 (p. 1). ] 


Rishi
Vedic astrology, also known as Jyotish, is an ancient Indian system of astrology rooted in the Vedas, the sacred texts of Hinduism. In Vedic astrology, deities are gods and goddesses that have specific roles in the cosmic order.[footnoteRef:11] The artifact used as a basis for this poem is a statue of a Rishi. In Vedic astrology, Rishis are revered ancient seers and sages who are believed to have received divine knowledge. In the Vedas, "Rishi" refers to an inspired poet, hence the opening line of the poem ‘a poet before poetry’. Rishi were believed to be able to evoke fire, particularly in the context of Yajna, a sacred fire ritual.[footnoteRef:12] Hence the reference to fire and purity within the poem.  [11: 
 D. Frawley, The Astrology of Seers: A Comprehensive Guide to Vedic Astrology (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990) p. 26.
]  [12:  S. Dasa, J. Sastri, ‘What is Vedic Astrology’. Bhaktivedanta College-Online Journal and Article Database, (1993), (p. 4). 
] 

This poem again has no rhyming or metrical pattern. It is written in a free verse style and can be viewed as an ode to the Rishi. The poem is speaking to someone, and this is not clarified for the reader until the first word of the third stanza which addresses this. There is also an allusion in the second stanza with a direct reference to Veda Vyasa, a sage who is regarded by the Hindu traditions to be the compiler of the mantras of the Vedas. Between each stanza there is the use of enjambment which creates a sense of flow and movement and allows for more complex and nuanced expression. In the second stanza there is a play on words with ‘lightening’ and ‘thundering’ aiming to denote adjectives as well as nouns with the omission of spelling variations. There is an abundance of imagery which has been used to symbolise abstract ideas, adding layers of meaning to the poem. To enhance the imagery further, in the final stanza, there is an array of personification, with the smoke, stars, earthly realm, and Jyotish all being personified. Metaphors have also been used to connect the abstract concepts with more tangible images. 

Crystal Ball of the Cosmos
Western astrology horoscopes are systems based on the zodiac, used to foretell the influence of celestial bodies on human lives, personalities, and events. The oldest horoscopic astrology is thought to be around fourth century B.C [footnoteRef:13] and is still used in the modern day. The inspiration for this poem came from a newspaper clipping of Mystic Meg’s horoscope page. Within the article, the photographs depict Mystic Meg with a crystal ball. The imagery of a blue, clouded crystal ball reminded me of how planet Earth looks from the perspective of space.  [13:  S. Tester, A History of Western Astrology (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1987) p. 12.

] 

The poem is written in a free verse style, with no rhyme scheme and an irregular metrical pattern. When writing, I used similes to liken the sights on Earth to astronomical objects, mirroring between our planet and the cosmos. I imagined the creator of the universe peering into planet Earth, just like a fortune teller would peer into a crystal ball. In the fourth and fifth stanzas, I attempted to play on the idea of people caught up in the system. The types of people who would sit on a train on their way to work in the 1990’s (when the article was dated), vacantly reading their horoscopes in a newspaper. The fact is these types of horoscopes are written for entertainment purposes and are not genuine astrological forecasts. It could be said that they discredit authentic astrology. The idea was also to play on the imagery of the newspaper by referring to it within this context. Furthermore, linking again to perspectives, and rather than people looking down at a newspaper for astrological guidance, they should look up to the night sky, as all the information they need is there. 

Final Thoughts
Linda Candy concludes that ‘reflection through practice-based research enables practitioners to generate fresh insights into their personal processes and the creative works that emerge’.[footnoteRef:14] I have found this creative process to be both insightful and enlightening, not only for my own personal curiosities but also as a creative practitioner. It is a methodology which I intend on taking with me as I continue my creative writing journey.  [14:  L. Candy, ‘The Creative Reflective Practitioner: Research Through Making and Practice’, Routledge, (1) (2019), 1-296 (p. 249).

] 
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