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Sky Journal: Stellar Acquaintance
Word Count: 2591

Like a memoir of every culture that has looked into the night sky, the stars inspire infinite narratives which define who we are and who we aspire to be. Their eternal beauty is a natural foil for our reflections and dreams. It would be difficult to truly know a culture without understanding what they see when they look up; in fact, for historically nomadic cultures like my own, probably impossible. Even today, Saudis are essentially nocturnal. Our social rhythms were forged in a harsh and arid desert landscape, navigated by night. We stay up late and gather in the cool of the evening, often outside when the weather is permitting. As a woman from the busy urban center of Jeddah, I am resigned to seeing only the very brightest stars and planets in a pale night sky. One of the few visible constellations is Orion, who appears as the brutal heat lifts. Orion is a natural subject for observation; but whatever I imagined I might discover about him over the course of our hours together, I discovered so much more about myself. 
My methodology has proven to be surprisingly productive. Every evening at 9PM for a period of twelve nights, I looked to the southwest at approximately 222 degrees to observe the constellation of Orion from the garden of my home. Directly following each session, I journaled my thoughts, writing without order, structure, or form. I was attempting to let the unstated rise to the surface on its own. I did not revisit the entries again until the observation cycle was finished. My intention was to discover things in my own thinking that I was not consciously aware of. I chose to journal because I have always found it to be very instructive, an idea that Marlene Schiwy of CUNY affirms: 
Journal writing . . . can encourage self-awareness . . . expand one's sense of identity; allow for cathartic expression . . . provide a safe testing ground for questions and half-formed thoughts and insights; [and] stimulate creativity and the flow of ideas.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Marlene A. Schiwy, ‘Taking Things Personally: Women, Journal Writing, and Self-Creation’, NWSA Journal 6, no. 2 (1994), p. 235, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/4316329> [accessed March 10, 2021].] 

I certainly found this to be true. Much of what I was to discover about myself came later, after an analysis of the journal entries, but at the time I found myself enjoying a dialogue with Orion, personifying the constellation to the extent that it felt like a conversation. There was a quiet thrill that I was doing something that no one else would read, and since I was not writing from an outline or to prove a thesis statement I did not know where the writing would take me. There was a heightened sense of mystery in the work, and for once I was the protagonist of my own tale.
Of course I am not alone when it comes to communicating with the heavens. The notion that the stars are somehow sentient, that they have observed humanity for millennia and influenced both societies and individuals, is surprisingly common. As cultural constructs, constellations are like ‘Rorschach test[s] . . . reflecting [the] ‘deeper concerns and truths’ of the cultures who create them.[footnoteRef:3] Lighting up the night sky of the northern hemisphere with his familiar bright triangles, Orion has charmed generations into his confidence. [3:  Moya Carey, ‘Al-Sufi and Son: Ibn Al-Sufi’s Poem on the Stars and its Prose Parent’, Muqarnas 26 (2009), p. 190 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/27811140> [accessed 15 March, 2021].] 

For some, a dialogue with Orion is a search for answers for questions of life, death, and the meaning of existence. In her book Lake Effect, Erika Alin looks to Orion for consolation. She describes herself, as her mother’s health fails, as ‘waiting for the constellation Orion to appear on the southeastern horizon, searching the early winter sky for the meaning of a human life that is slipping away’.[footnoteRef:4] Orion is bright and appears to her first; then, ‘deep in that place where the pain and loneliness of life become bearable, and as dusk turns quietly to night, [she watches] the stars unfold’.[footnoteRef:5] She links the past with the present by pointing out that as human beings, our essential nature remains unchanged over the centuries: [4:  Erika Alin, ‘Orion’, in Lake Effect (University of Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 89, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttst2r.15> [accessed March 9, 2021].]  [5:  Alin, ‘Orion’, p. 89.] 

Then, as now, people looked to the heavens to bring order to the universe and purpose to the inexplicable events of which lives are shaped . . . searching for the answers out of which new understandings and possibilities are born.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Alin, ‘Orion’, p. 90.] 

Orion can also provide a mirror upon which one’s own self is reflected. Moya Cannon, discussing the prose of Tim Robinson, describes what happens when one addresses Orion but receives no reply. In Robinson’s story ‘Orion the Hunter’, Orion himself steps out of the sky one dark night and pays a surprise visit to the narrator’s sitting room:
[The visitor] was old, he might have been newly delivered out of the ages like a corpse given up by a glacier . . . Incomprehensibility was engrained in him like a darkness.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Moya Cannon, ‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Landscape: The Poetic in the Work of Tim Robinson’, In Unfolding Irish Landscapes: Tim Robinson, Culture and Environment, eds. Derek Gladwin and Christine Cusick. (Manchester University Press, 2016), p. 123, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt18pkdwf.15> [accessed 9 March, 2021].] 

The narrator desperately attempts to engage Orion in conversation, his one-sided argument ‘shift[ing] from the bewilderingly macroscopic to the microscopic’,[footnoteRef:8] but Orion remains mute until he takes his leave: ‘The hunter stood, and stretched and yawned, . . . and stepped out into the glow of dawn’.[footnoteRef:9] Cannon addresses Orion’s stubborn silence by noting, ‘The mythological does not argue back, since that is not its mode. It merely absents itself’.[footnoteRef:10] What is left, then, is all the stuff that has arisen from this attempt at dialogue. When the narrator looks up at the heavens, all he can see is his own reflection.  [8:  Cannon, ‘Thirteen Ways’, p. 123.]  [9:  Cannon, ‘Thirteen Ways’, p. 124.]  [10:  Cannon, ‘Thirteen Ways’, p. 124.] 

For others, Orion can interact directly with dreams and desires, leading to what can best be described as a conversation. For my region of the world, however, this conversation was not so much with The Hunter, as with a personification more reflective of the desires of the observers. Before Orion was ‘Orion’, even before he was reconceived as Al-Jabbar, the giant king of Al-Sufi’s Book of Fixed Stars[footnoteRef:11] (Fig. 1), the constellation born of Bedouin culture was known as Al-Jawza’—The Archer.[footnoteRef:12] Al-Jawza’ was a woman, and the way she is described often suggests a sort of wish fulfillment on the part of her observers. Although there are no surviving images of Al-Jawza’, the contemporary writer Roland Laffitte, basing his illustration on early writers in the region, depicts her as young and beautiful (Fig. 2). The works of many of these writers were collected by the nineteenth century Tunisian lexicographer Ibn Manzur for his manuscript[footnoteRef:13] entitled Niṯār al-azhār fī l-layl wa-l-nahār,[footnoteRef:14] a section of which is devoted to Al-Jawza’. In this, Abu Bakr Al-Khalidi describes her as having a sensuous posture, swaying through the heavens the way a woman walks, and calls her playful and flirtatious as she toys with clouds that reveal and conceal like a veil. He says these clouds are like her breath fogging a mirror, and he suggests she is perfect and unwed.[footnoteRef:15] For Al-Khalidi, Al-Jawza’ embodies a cultural ideal—a beautiful woman who is alluring but virtuous. Another poet, Abu Hilal Al-Askari, describes Al-Jawza’ as carrying a small drum which she hugs while she moves with the weather, dancing in golden space.[footnoteRef:16] As Al-Jawza’ moves across the sky, the poet Ibn Al-Aswad suggests she tilts her head flirtatiously.[footnoteRef:17] It is interesting to note that all this peeking, dancing, swaying, and flirting is directed at her observers on earth. The poetic idea that an eternal constellation in the heavens would not only notice a mortal looking up, but respond coquettishly to his gaze, is an almost unparalleled existential ego boost for the observer. [11:  Eva R. Hoffman, ‘The Beginnings of the Illustrated Arabic Book: An Intersection between Art and Scholarship', Muqarnas, 17 (2000), p. 44, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/1523289> [accessed 15 March, 2021]]  [12:  Danielle Adams, Where Orion is Known as Al-Jawza’ [video]. May 19, 2019, <https://youtu.be/RhsrFHxMa4w> [accessed 7 March 2021].]  [13:  This title resists direct translation, but can be read as Nature’s Imprint of Night and Day (self-translated).]  [14:  Ibn Manzur, ‘Al-Jawza’, in Niṯār al-azhār fī l-layl wa-l-nahār, (Istanbul: 1880), <https://al-maktaba.org/book/1032> [accessed 6 March, 2021].]  [15:  Manzur, ‘Al-Jawza’, p. 175.]  [16:  Manzur, ‘Al-Jawza’, p. 175.]  [17:  Manzur, ‘Al-Jawza’, p. 175.] 
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(Left) Figure 1. Abd al-Raḥmân al-Ṣufî (903-986), Al-Jabbar (later copy by an unknown hand), from Le catalogue des étoiles, illustrated manuscript, MS Arabe 2489, c. 1500s, Bibliothèque nationale de France (Paris). Image: BNF.fr.
(Right) Figure 2. Roland Laffitte, Al-Jawza’ la Médiane, 2006, book illustration. Image: Roland Lafitte.
After my twelfth journal entry on February 16th, the creation phase of the Orion project was complete. Using an inductive strategy of active reading, I began analyzing my journal entries to code the recurring ideas and themes I found. I compiled a spreadsheet code book in the manner described by Monique Hennink in Qualitative Research Methods.[footnoteRef:18] The codes are recorded in the column headings of the spreadsheet: Emotion, Literature / Narrative; Hardship / Covid; Companionship; Science / Tech; and Direct Dialogue with Orion (Fig. 3). I then counted each instance to determine their relative frequency. What I discovered from this analysis was surprising; I remembered writing quotations and making references and allusions to literature, but I found only eight instances of this. Similarly, I had imagined Covid-19 and the lockdown were much on my mind, but with only six mentions, this was not reflected in the code book. Although I am involved in science and technology, I only made eight references to these. Interestingly, emotions, companionship, and direct dialogue with Orion himself all enjoy much greater representation in the code book at fifteen, sixteen, and twenty-one references respectively.  [18:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, Second edn., (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2020), p. 224.] 
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Figure 3. Code Book Data Table, 28 February, 2021. Image: Lama Al-Saud.
In many ways, the analysis provided confirmation for long-held notions about my personality and inner world. As a child I had an imagination so vivid that it bled into my reality. I talked to myself and engaged everyone and everything in animated and endless narration of my inner adventures. My hairbrush, the toaster, a cloud, it did not matter—all were characters in the fantasies spinning through my mind and pouring from my mouth. The day my sister told me to stop, that this behavior was not normal, my world suddenly became a lot smaller. As a concept, ‘normal’ traced its reluctant way around me like a box, although my adventures still animated my inner world for some time. Those early days are just a memory, scraps of family lore dragged out now and again for some lighthearted mirth at my expense, but the journal suggests that the lonely child who talked with her hairbrush is not entirely gone. From the outset, the entries record me speaking directly to Orion. In the first entry I ask him: ‘May I call you by your first name?’ a question which sets the precedent of direct address that permeates the project [12/2/2021]. Throughout, we discuss topics as varied as the pandemic, the planet Mars, and writers such as Virginia Woolf, Homer, and Roald Dahl. What I was most surprised to see, however, was the fact that in at least five instances, Orion actually answers back.
I express an early desire that he might do just this: 
To some, you are intimidating, while others believe you simply can’t talk back just because they never tried conversing. Well, I’d like to live in a world where you can talk back’ [12/2/2021] 
I get my wish almost immediately. In the very first entry, there is an interesting exchange of the sort that crops up several times. I ask Orion to repeat himself by asking, ‘What’s that?’ and then I echo his answer back to him: ‘Stay in the present moment?’ [12.2.2021]. In the alternate universe of the journal, his reply is not implicit—he actually speaks these words to me. There is a similar response that occurs when I apologize for standing him up one night: ‘I’m sorry about yesterday, I thought you’d be a little mad, glad you’re understanding’ [18/2/2021], and yet another with his affirmative response to a question about whether he believes in soulmates [14/2/2021]. Even my iPhone contributed to this illusion: every night at 9PM a reminder lit up my screen like a call from the man himself (Fig. 4). Like Al-Jawza’ flirting with her poets, Orion engages me in a conversation that reminds me of the child whose limitless imagination blurred the micro and the macro into one beautifully orchestrated simulation.
[image: ]
Figure 4. Orion Calling! 25 February, 2021. Image: Lama Al-Saud.
In other ways, the analysis revealed some surprises about myself that I was not consciously aware of. Conversing with Orion exposed a habitual loneliness that has been amplified by the pandemic. This emotion infuses this project, appearing as early as the first entry where I write, ‘life can get a little lonely’ [12/2/2021], and then is explicitly mentioned nine additional times in instances as varied as childhood recollections, the solitude that descends on quiet nights, ‘the less we are around people, the more we are forced to look up’ [12/2/2021] or the rueful discussion of love (and its absence) that takes place on February 14th:
Do you believe in soulmates? Yes, I do too, but you aren’t necessarily going to end up with them on this plane [of existence]. If you manage to do that down here, now that’s a miracle.
The intensity of this emotion was a surprise; after all, I live in a crowded house and I’m seldom alone. But as the journal suggests, loneliness mutates into many forms and can be as present in a room full of people as it can a quiet night in a private garden. 
I have always imagined myself a cultural patriot, a knowledgeable partisan of the history and folklore of Arabia, but the journal also reveals a shortcoming that is disturbing to this self-conception. Night after night as our conversations became less rigid and more fluid, Orion went from being the sturdy hunter, son of Poseidon, nephew of Zeus, to my sincere friend in the sky, a transformation that brought him closer into my confidence. However, throughout the project I thought of him as male, and of the Greek mold. When I discovered through subsequent research that my own people of Arabia knew the constellation as the sensual archer Al-Jawza’, I was disappointed in myself for somehow not knowing this either innately or outright, and for allowing another cultural identity to displace my own. Has the lure of the West detached me from my roots? Although gender itself was not a dominate theme in the journal, would our conversations have been different had I been conversing with Al-Jawza’ instead? 
From the Zodiac to the constellations, the night sky is defined by narrative. The human imagination naturally engages with the stars, and with Orion in particular. Poets and writers have drawn on him for inspiration, to express desire, or seek solace. His bright geometry draws the eye and engages the mind. He is sounding board, companion, and sometimes even friend. A survey of the literature suggests that when some look up, they see the answers they seek, others see only themselves, but for the truly lucky ones, the stars look back. Like so many before me, I found answers when I searched the heavens. I explored a flirtation with Orion through a freestyle form of writing which allowed me to express my thoughts without the strictures of correctness or the fear of judgement. My subsequent analysis revealed more to me than I was expecting to discover. The active reading and encoding of my journal led to several intriguing insights: I confirmed my childhood tendency for imagination and the creation of fantasy worlds populated by anthropomorphised objects; I was alerted to a dissatisfaction with my pervasive and endemic emotional solitude; and I was disappointed with myself by not knowing or intuiting the sky-based folklore of my own region that may have resulted in a significant shift in the tone and scope of the project. This last question, whether I lack cultural fidelity in a world overrun by the imperialism of Western media, will take me well beyond the boundaries of this project to understand. Whatever ultimately comes of it, I look back on this exercise as an exploration that reveals much less about Orion than it does myself. My true consolation is the sure knowledge that my narrative joins those of all the dreamers, poets, and romantics who have written their stories on the stars.
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