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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
Word Count 5011

Introduction

Tim Ingold[footnoteRef:1] argues that our vision of the earth has been changed by living indoors most of our lives and therefore that contact and connection to the ‘outside’ has been lost.  He states that ‘part of this containment entails creating the illusion of an absolute division between earth and sky, by hiding from view the disruptions of the surface that are inevitable for the bubble to be sustained’.[footnoteRef:2]  However, Nicholas Campion[footnoteRef:3] maintains that humanity has always somehow associated ‘its fears, concerns, hopes and wishes to the sky’ and that the sky and by extension the cosmos has always held a sense of awe and wonder for humanity. [1:  Tim Ingold, 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather', The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13 (2007), S19-S38 (p. S34).]  [2:  Ingold, 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather', p. S34.]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 1.] 

Therefore, do present-day humans still seek a connection to the sky and the outside and how is this connection manifested?  The sky, sun, moon and stars are a central feature of ancient Egyptian cosmology.  This research seeks to investigate the connection to the sky of a small group of tourists travelling up the river Nile.  It will work with both Campion’s arguments and Ingold’s assumptions while focussing on whether respondents are more aware of the sky when in Egypt and if they feel any connection to the cosmology of Egypt as they visit tombs and temples.  In particular is there a connection to a favourite deity, recognition of astronomical ceilings and awareness of sky myths and stories?  The project's objectives are to conduct qualitative research using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews to explore the research question stated above while travelling as part of the group of tourists with an interest in Egyptology.

Literature review

Research on the sky in connection with Egypt is fairly limited.  However, there is some more general research into the dark sky, sky tourism, people’s connection with the sky and the effect of the sky on people’s well-being.  Furthermore, there are monuments in Egypt that are thought to be astronomically aligned and intended for sky-watching.  According to Campion,[footnoteRef:4] there is an undeniable level of fascination with the sky and its mysteries in both ancient and modern cultures.  While Egypt has an established presence in the Western imagination, nevertheless, the prevalent perceptions of ancient Egypt are ones of immense mystery and remarkable continuity.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p.1.]  [5:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume 1: The Ancient World. (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), p. 6.] 

Ancient Egyptians had a spiritual and involved relationship with the universe; the pharaoh was concerned with keeping the balance of order or ma’at and certain priests with the observation of the sky for the timing of sacred rituals.[footnoteRef:6]  These priests were the ‘Hour Watching Priests’ and they were responsible for observing the nightly movement of the stars, the order of the fixed stars, the movements of various celestial bodies and the rising and setting of the sun and the moon.[footnoteRef:7]  Spreading across a surface area of roughly 10 sq. km. and spanning in time from about 8,500 to 3,500 years BCE, Nabta Playa, in the South Western Desert of Egypt, is not only the largest Neolithic ceremonial centre of the African continent but also one of the major Neolithic settlement regions of the Sahara.[footnoteRef:8]  Numerous sacred installations can be found there, including two large fields of offering tumuli, a potential solar calendar; four fields of megalithic stelae and at least two alignments of stelae pointed toward the polar region in the northern celestial hemisphere.  However, due to ‘tourists’ rearranging the stones and building their own megaliths the solar calendar can now be found in the garden of the Nubian Museum, Aswan.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Volume 1, p. 89.]  [7:  Gregg DeYoung, ‘Astronomy in Ancient Egypt’, in Astronomy Across Cultures. Science Across Cultures: The History of Non-Western Science, vol 1, ed. by Helaine Selin and Sun Xiaochun (Dordrecht: Springer, 2000), p. 475-508.]  [8:  Romuald Schild, and Fred Wendorf, ‘Displaying the Nabta Playa Monuments in the Nubian Museum, Aswan, Egypt’, in Hunter-Gatherers and Early Food Producing Societies in North-eastern Africa: Studies in African Archaeology Vol. 14, ed. by Jacek Kabaciński, Marek Chłodnicki and Michał Kobusiewicz (Poznań: Poznań Archaeological Museum, 2015), pp. 351-375 (p. 351).]  [9:  Schild, and Wendorf, ‘Displaying the Nabta Playa Monuments’, p. 353.] 

Walaa Mohamed Abdelhakim, Noha H. Abouelazm and Farag E. Zaki[footnoteRef:10] carried out a study of astronomy tourism in Egypt.  Utilizing a mixed-method approach, the study interviewed the managers of tour operators and administrators of online travel groups offering astronomy tourism in Egypt.[footnoteRef:11]  Additional interviews were conducted with the directors of observatories and astronomy societies in Egypt, to learn more about the current state of astronomy tourism in Egypt and its ongoing development.  The Leisure Motivation Scale (LMS) was employed in the questionnaire, which was designed to assess the primary factors that attract tourists to astronomy events and activities, both domestically and internationally.  The findings indicated that astronomy tourism is prospering in Egypt.  According to Frederick M. Collison and Kevin Poe, [footnoteRef:12] astronomy tourism is a subset of sustainable tourism in which the fundamental resource is a dark night sky.   [10:  Walaa Mohamed Abdelhakim, Noha H. Abouelazm and Farag E. Zaki, ‘Astronomy Tourism in Egypt: A New Trend-Ancient Origin’, مجلة کلیة السیاحة والفنادق. جامعة المنصورة. 
4.11, (2022), 1-102 P. 6) <http://dx.doi.org/10.21608/mkaf.2022.257859>.]  [11:  Mohamed Abdelhakim, Abouelazm and Zaki, ‘Astronomy Tourism in Egypt, p. 6.]  [12:  Frederick M Collison and Kevin Poe, ‘” Astronomical Tourism”: The Astronomy and Dark Sky Program at Bryce Canyon National Park’, Tourist Management Perspectives 7 (2010), 1-15 (p. 1).] 

Ada Blair[footnoteRef:13] employs the qualitative technique of intuitive inquiry to investigate the significance of the night sky in the lives of the residents of Sark, a Dark Sky Island community in the Channel Islands. Blair[footnoteRef:14] notes that although the fields of ecopsychology and environmental psychology concentrate on "green" or grounded nature rather than encounters with the sky, they examine how interactions with nature can be transformative and beneficial. On the other hand, proponents of dark skies assert that they improve well-being without providing any evidence for their claims[footnoteRef:15]. The Dark Sky UK[footnoteRef:16] claims that ‘the night-time environment is a precious natural resource for all life on Earth, but the glow of uncontrolled outdoor lighting has hidden the stars and changed our perception of the night’ and ‘experiencing the night sky provides perspective, and inspiration, and leads us to reflect on our humanity and place in the universe’.  The term ‘noctcaelador’ was created by William E. Kelly[footnoteRef:17] to characterize a deep fascination with and profound attachment to the night sky. [13:  Ada Blair, ‘An Exploration of the Role That the Night Sky Plays in the Lives of the Dark Sky Island Community of Sark’. Journal of Skyscape Archaeology 3.2, (2018), 236–252 <https://doi.org/10.1558/jsa.34689>.]  [14:  Blair, ‘An Exploration of the Role that the Night Sky’, p. 241.]  [15:  Blair, ‘An Exploration of the Role that the Night Sky’, p. 241.]  [16:  Dark Sky UK, Night Sky Heritage (2024) <https://darksky.uk/night-sky-heritage/> [accessed 30 April 2024]. ]  [17:  William E. Kelly, ‘Academic Orientation, Academic Achievement, and Noctcaelador: Does Interest in Night-Sky Watching Correlate with Students' Approach to the Academic Environment?’, Education, 128.2 (2004), 274-281.] 

A similar view on the changing world is proposed by Ingold[footnoteRef:18] who claims that the goal of modernist architecture has always been to create fully autonomous living spaces where the outside world is brought inside. Creating the appearance of a complete separation between the earth and the sky is just one aspect of this.  The ‘correct scientific’ view of the inhabited world Ingold[footnoteRef:19] suggests is seen with the inhabitants of Earth on a globe and surrounded by an outline of the sky, or the Earth equipped with objects that people interact with and through this, the world is also seen as enclosed.  As some of the available research on the effect of the sky on people appears to have been conducted purely online with pictures, it could be said to support Ingold’s suggestion.[footnoteRef:20]  However, Izabela M Sztuka, and others[footnoteRef:21] did find that ‘the results show that, relative to its availability sky is considered as nature’. [18:  Ingold, 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather', p. S34.]  [19:  Ingold, 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather', p. S34.]  [20:  Izabela M Sztuka, and others, ‘The Other Blue: Role of Sky in the Perception of Nature’, Frontiers of Psychology, 13.932507 (2022), 1-16 <https://doi.org/10.3389%2Ffpsyg.2022.932507> ]  [21:  Sztuka, and others, ‘The Other Blue’, p 1.] 

Ingold[footnoteRef:22] proposes that being in the open means being enmeshed in the flows of the ceaseless motions of wind and weather, rather than being trapped on a closed surface.  These flows, which are felt rather than touched and penetrate every part of the occupant's being, are the source of life. Therefore, there is no clear boundary between the earth and the sky in this ‘weather-world’. Instead, life is experienced in a region where substance and medium are combined in the makeup of entities that, via their activities, integrate the ‘weather-world’ into the physical features of the landscape.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Ingold, 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather', p. S34.]  [23:  Ingold, 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather', p. S34.] 

Even though a windowless space may offer abundant light, healthy air, and visually stimulating elements, it is not usually a preferred living space. In a study, Rachael Kaplan[footnoteRef:24] examined the potential advantages of looking out of a window at the sky and the weather as well as looking out of a window at "nature," for example at trees or a landscape.  Kaplan[footnoteRef:25] found that the respondents’ sense of well-being was significantly influenced by what they saw outside their window. A view of ‘nature’ encouraged a feeling of well-being while perceptions of built elements had an impact on satisfaction but not well-being. However, the weather and sky views had no discernible impact on either result.  However, as Blair[footnoteRef:26] points out it would be difficult to look at ‘nature’ without seeing the sky. [24:  Rachel Kaplan, ‘The Nature of the View from Home: Psychological Benefits’, Environment and Behavior 33.4 (2001), 507-542 < http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/00139160121973115>  ]  [25:  Kaplan, ‘The Nature of the View from Home’, p. 507.]  [26:  Blair, ‘An Exploration of the Role that the Night Sky’, p. 236.] 


Methodology

After studying the relevant literature, I focused on the following research question: ‘Do tourists connect with the sky and cosmology of Egypt?’ To explore this further, I concentrated on the following topics: the appeal of sky-watching; the possibility of astronomical tourism in Egypt; Egyptian sky myths; Egyptian deities and Egyptian cosmology.
A worthwhile investigation can be carried out without a detailed knowledge of research styles.  However, as noted by Judith Bell and Stephen Waters[footnoteRef:27] a study of various approaches will provide insight into research planning, terminology and literature.  Two well-established styles of research are the qualitative method and the quantitative method; both of these styles have both benefits and drawbacks.  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey[footnoteRef:28] state that ‘the purpose of qualitative research is to understand or explain behaviour and beliefs’ within the ‘context of people’s experiences’ and they suggest that since the objective is to gather in-depth interviews, rather than a broad range of data, a small number of participants can be used to acquire this understanding.  Using qualitative research methods allows this type of study to focus on interpersonal topics, beliefs and emotions while permitting the use of the ‘insider’ perspective.[footnoteRef:29]  While a small number of participants are normally used in qualitative research the process can be complicated and time-consuming as can be the ethical considerations of the participant’s permissions, but the study’s focus may be amended midway if required.[footnoteRef:30]  Furthermore, results cannot be evaluated as statically significant or generalized to entire populations, and there is an increased probability that researcher bias could influence the findings.  While a hypothesis may also be refuted by unexpected outcomes.[footnoteRef:31] [27:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, 7th edn. (London: Open University Press, 2018), p. 24.]  [28:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2011), p. 17.]  [29:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 26.]  [30:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 26.]  [31:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 26.] 

The quantitative research method collects facts and uses structured and predetermined research questions, this technique is aimed at producing quantified findings that can be generalised to whole populations.[footnoteRef:32]  Several data collection methods are linked to quantitative research.[footnoteRef:33]  The social survey is one of the primary techniques for gathering data, especially in sociology.  However, in the tradition of quantitative research in social psychology, experimental designs are the primary method of data collection.  The two main tools used in quantitative research are probably surveys and experiments, however, three more merit a brief mention.[footnoteRef:34]  The study of previously collected information, planned observation, in which the researcher logs observations according to a prearranged timetable, and content analysis, such as the quantitative evaluation of media communication material.  The loss of the human element and potential challenges in deciphering and understanding the data are the drawbacks of this type of research.[footnoteRef:35]  However, Bell and Waters[footnoteRef:36] advocate a mixed-method approach of using questionnaires with interviews to reduce the weakness of using either method in isolation. [32:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 24.]  [33:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 12.]  [34:  Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, p. 12.]  [35:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 26.]  [36:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 24.] 

I decided to conduct my research using the mixed-method approach as suggested by Bell and Waters.[footnoteRef:37]  The material was therefore collected by using one-to-one in-depth interviews with two participants, drawn from a pool of respondents who completed an initial questionnaire and indicated an interest in participating in a personal interview.  The interviews were conducted face-to-face in a public area of the boat at a time agreeable to the participants.  The interviews were not recorded but written notes were taken.  The main research procedures were described to participants in advance so that they were informed about what to expect.  Written consent for participation was obtained and participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason.  The participants were informed that their data would be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it would not be identifiable as theirs.  The initial questionnaire was created in Google Forms and emailed by the gatekeeper to the lead person of each couple and a few single travellers. The gatekeeper is a director of the travel company who organised the Nile cruise and volunteered to help when I explained my project.  It was made clear at the beginning of the questionnaire that participation was voluntary and no follow-up was carried out.  Although age range and gender were requested in the survey other private details were not requested and email addresses from respondents were not collected.  With the questionnaires, the respondents were given the option of omitting questions they did not want to answer and in some cases if ‘no’ was selected irrelevant follow-up questions were skipped. [37:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project, p. 25.] 

As I was also a tourist on the Nile cruise, I was slightly worried as to how I would be received by my fellow travellers.  I was conscious of the ‘insider/outsider’ researcher positionality and how a researcher's experiences and background can influence all phases of the research process, from the design of the study to the interpretation of the results.[footnoteRef:38]  The age range, interests and ethnicity of my fellow travellers were in some ways similar to my own and all the people I was travelling with either had an interest in ancient Egypt or a partner who was interested.  It was also a knowledgeable group of travellers as there were a few people with degrees in Egyptology as well as myself.  All the travellers came from either the UK, Australia, Canada or the USA and there were thirty-eight people in total including myself.  There were sixteen men and twenty-one women in the group but the questionnaire sent by the gatekeeper only went to the lead passenger, with a request to share it with their partner.  When we initially began the holiday, several people enquired as to whether I was the person who had created the questionnaire and asked about it but otherwise, apart from my interviewees no further comments were made. [38:  Hanin Bukamal, ‘Deconstructing insider-outsider researcher positionality’, British Journal of Special Education, 49.3, (2022), 327-349 (p. 329). < https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12426 >.
] 


Findings and Discussion

I received fifteen responses to the online questionnaire before I left on the trip, of these seven were from males and eight from females.  On my return, I received another two responses from females, who had spoken to me about filling in the questionnaire and asked if it was worthwhile responding after the trip.  One lady I spoke to was very suspicious of anything online and did not fill the questionnaire in for that reason and another found the questionnaire did not work when she tried to reply.  The age range and gender of respondents are set out in Figure. 1.  As can be seen the age range of the passengers was limited and most people were over 61.  Fifty per cent of the females and forty-one per cent of the males who could have responded to the questionnaire did so.  
Figure 1 Age and Gender Graph

As the distribution of the questionnaire relied on the lead passenger passing it on to their fellow passenger, I considered this a good response rate.  
The questionnaire was divided into six sections after the initial age and gender section.  The sections were as follows:

· The Sky
· The Moon
· The Stars
· Ancient Egyptian Ceilings
· Myths
· Deities

some questions had yes, no, not really and prefer not to say replies while others had space for longer answers.  Fourteen of the seventeen respondents looked at the sky while they were at home but only eight were more likely to watch the sky while in Egypt, of these most were hoping to see more stars as they expected the night sky to be darker and suffer from less light pollution.  Unfortunately, this was not so as the light pollution situation was quite bad along the length of the Nile (Figure 2).  One person expanded on their reply to include not only Egyptian cosmology but present-day Muslim practices, pointing out that:

in most of the tomb decorations, the sky features predominantly which makes one more aware of its importance to the Ancient Egyptians. They were acutely aware of the positions of constellations and planets and used them as time markers.  Having said that, it is very important to modern Egyptians too, for example, festivals like Eid plus Ramadan (the holy month of fasting) are dependent upon the sighting of the new moon.

[image: ]
Figure 2 Light Pollution Map of Egypt. Available at www.lightpollutionmap.info

The preferred time for watching the sky was divided between summer and winter with only one person opting for autumn and another preferring not to say.  When asked what they watch, most people said the stars and the moon.  Only one person said they watched sunsets, and another said they watched the weather, clouds, and the night sky.  I was aware that several of the people on the trip went out on the top deck in the evening to watch or photograph the sunset. Figure 3 is one of the many sunsets on the trip.  The final question in this section asked how viewing the sky made them feel. People responded in various ways, but among them were feelings of awe and wonder at what they did not know, as well as feelings of serenity, relaxation, elevation, and interest. This reminded me of Campion's[footnoteRef:39] words of looking at the sky with "awe and wonder" as the respondents used the same words.  Dacker Keltner and Jonathan Haidt[footnoteRef:40] suggest that ‘awe involves being in the presence of something powerful, along with associated feelings of submission. Awe also involves a difficulty in comprehension, along with associated feelings of confusion, surprise, and wonder’. [39:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.1.]  [40:  Dacher Keltner and Jonathan Haidt, ‘Approaching awe, a moral, spiritual, and aesthetic emotion’, Cognition and Emotion, 17.2 (2003), 297-314 (p.303) <https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930302297>. 

] 
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Figure 3 Sunset in Egypt photo by Helen Astley


The next section of the questionnaire involved the moon and twelve people responded that they recognised the phases of the moon; this was divided equally between males and females.  Five out of the seven individuals who believed the moon affected them exclusively mentioned the full moon, while two mentioned all phases of the moon.  One gentleman expanded on his feeling of the moon phases as follows ‘the new moon has a feeling of beginnings, the full moon the energy of growth and life, the waning moon the sense of turning inwards and the dark moon the sense of death and ending’.  A female respondent felt ‘in communion with a cosmic cycle’.  Out of the five people who were impacted by the full moon, two female respondents were nervous and waiting for something to go wrong, while the three male respondents felt good and optimistic.
The brightest star in the skies of ancient Egypt, Sopdet (Sirius), was considered to be the harbinger of the Nile flood, at least from the Middle Kingdom onward. The phenomenon of its heliacal rising, known as Peret Sopdet, is mentioned multiple times in hieroglyphic texts, and its name is also prominently mentioned in the Pyramid Texts, primarily concerning the Old Kingdom's stellar eschatology.[footnoteRef:41]  Therefore, the next question was whether people were aware of Sirius, ten people said they were and this was a 50/50 split between males and females.  Strangely five people replied they star-watched while seven were interested in astronomy.  Three more people were cognisant of astronomical ceilings than were aware of Sirius but only six knew anything about decans.  The earliest and best-preserved astronomical ceiling and star map can be found in TT 353 (Theban Tomb), a tomb belonging to Senenmut of the 18th Dynasty.[footnoteRef:42]  There are about seven other astronomical ceilings to be found in the Valley of the Kings and a good example is in tomb TT 33 belonging to Pademenope.  The temples of Esna, Edfu, Kom Ombo, and Philae contain illustrations of the Zodiac.  A plaster replica of the Dendera Zodiac is to be found on-site, while the original is displayed in the Louvre Museum in Paris. It shows illustrations of constellations, five planets and thirty-six decanal stars with their ancient Egyptian names, the four cardinal point goddesses, and four pairs of falcon-headed deities supporting the sky.[footnoteRef:43]   [41:  Juan A. Belmonte, ‘In Search of Cosmic Order: Astronomy and Culture in Ancient Egypt’, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, 5.S260, (2009), pp. 74-86 (p. 77). <https://doi.org/10.1017/S174392131100216X>]  [42:  Mohamed Abdelhakim, Abouelazm and Zaki, ‘Astronomy Tourism in Egypt (pp. 30-31).]  [43:  Mohamed Abdelhakim, Abouelazm and Zaki, ‘Astronomy Tourism in Egypt (pp. 30-31).] 

The ancient Egyptians observed the rising of the stars in the range of the ecliptic on the eastern horizon and they called this region the msqt region.[footnoteRef:44]  A new 10-day Egyptian week began when a bright star in the msqt region rose just before the sun. These stars are called decans from the Greek word for ten.  A decan star has two distinct annual rising times: its heliacal rise, which occurs just before the sun rises, and its acronychal rise, which occurs just after the sun sets; thirty-six decans rose heliacally over a year and were used as time markers.[footnoteRef:45]   [44:  Joanne Conman, ‘It's About Time: Ancient Egyptian Cosmology’, Studien zur Altägyptischen Kultur, 31 (2003), 33-71 (p.37).]  [45:  Conman, ‘It's About Time’ p. 37.] 

The last four questions were about sky myths and favourite deities.  Ten respondents knew about Egyptian sky myths and cited the ones about Nut the sky goddess (Figure 4) and her brother-husband Geb, the earth, being separated by their father Shu, the air.  Other myths mentioned were Ra in the Sun boat, Nut swallowing the sun and bearing it anew each day and Hathor as the celestial cow.  However, one male respondent went further and also mentioned the myths that include Osiris as Orion and Anpu (Anubis) as Sirius.  The last questions were about Egyptian deities, do the respondents have a favourite one, and if so who and why?  Five female respondents and four male respondents had favourite deities, see Figure 5.  There were several answers but the two main ones were the representations in statuary and their place in the cosmology of Egypt, such as Bes being the protector of women, Ma’at being divine harmony and balance and ‘the sense of him [Anpu] as the guide of the dead to the place of resurrection.’  The links that the deities have to animals were also noted as Bastet is linked to cats, Sobek to crocodiles and Thoth has an ibis form.

[image: ]
Figure 4 Astronomical Ceiling in Dendera Temple photo by Helen Astley

Figure 5 Favourite Deity Graph

I was aware that the answers to the questions would be biased in several ways due to the age, background and knowledge base of the respondents.  The tours are run by a small specialist holiday firm and usually attract repeat customers as well as first-time travellers to Egypt, most people had been to Egypt before but there were a few that were first-time visitors.  Although there were several mature Egyptology students there was also a pastor with his wife, a juggler, a retired nurse, musicians, authors, psychologists, a retired actress and teachers.  Although most people did not say they enjoyed watching sunsets there was a small group that collected on deck in the evening to watch the sun go down.  The answers to the questionnaire showed an interest in watching the stars and enjoying the night sky.  As this did not require any specialist knowledge on behalf of the watcher it would appear to support the theory of Kelly[footnoteRef:46] about noctcaelador.  At one point a hawk swooped past the boat and a general cry of ‘there goes Horus’ was raised.  I inquired if anyone would have said that if they were at home and it was generally agreed that the hawk was definitely only Horus in the Egyptian sky.  Several respondents had a definite connection to the myths and deities of ancient Egypt and even those who had no such connection appeared to feel the ‘awe and wonder’ sensation mentioned by Campion.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  Kelly, ‘Academic Orientation’, p.275.]  [47:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology, p. 1.] 

My two interviewees were already known to me and volunteered to help by doing the interviews.  They came from different age groups and different countries and as they chose different favourite deities, I will call them Bes and Bastet.  Bes is an English female and is in the over-61 age group, she has a good knowledge of Egyptology and finds the full moon makes her feel ‘Slightly anxious and a bit hyperactive’, although she sky watches in England, she indicated that she was unlikely to sky watch more in Egypt.  Bes was aware of Sirius, Astrological ceilings and decans.  Bastet is an American female and is in the 41 to 60 age group, she has some Egyptological knowledge and finds the full moon makes her feel like she is ‘Always waiting for something to go wrong’, she indicated that she was likely to do more sky watching in Egypt.  Bastet was not aware of Sirius or decans but does know about astrological ceilings and was looking forward to seeing the cleaned ones at Dendera.
Firstly, I ascertained what type of environment Bes and Bastet lived in and if they were able to sky watch where they lived.  Bes said ‘People like myself possibly feel more connected to the sky because we live in the country, have land and are in tune with the sky because of weather watching and the change in the seasons.’  However, she considered that as ‘the majority of us now do not grow our own food it has taken away the necessity to be aware of the sky’.  Bes checks the sky and the general weather in the morning as she has outdoor jobs to perform.  Bastet lives in a city with street lights so the stars at night are not particularly visible, but she likes to be outside and check the weather and the sky in the morning, she works from home so is indoors most of the day.  There is a dark sky park, Wachusett Mountain State Reservation in central Massachusetts, which she intends to visit as she would like to see a proper dark sky.  Bes has been to Australia and described her experience on a visit to Uluru ‘it was amazing, we had to stand with our eyes shut while the rangers switched off all the lights on the trucks and roundabout; then when we opened them it was just stunning, the most wonderful thing I have ever seen, really incredible’.  Bes thought it was really sad that the night sky was so badly polluted on the Nile but thought it would be better on a trip into the desert.
As sunsets had been mentioned by someone in the questionnaire, I asked them how they felt about sunrises, sunsets and eclipses.  Bes liked sunsets and had travelled to watch the sunset in Mallory Square in Key West, she had always hoped to see the green flash at sunset but so far has been unlucky.  While travelling in the Turks and Caicos Islands Bastet had seen the green flash at sunset and said it was amazing.  Bes had watched an eclipse while Bastet had missed one in the USA while she was on holiday, but hoped to see one another time.  Both ladies remembered being told the man-in-the-moon stories and trying to identify Orion’s belt or other constellations when they were younger.  Bes found that Orion’s belt still draws her eyes to it the same as when she was a child, it was not until a long time later that she read about the theory that the Giza pyramids might be aligned with the stars.
The interviews then moved on to astronomical ceilings and both interviewees were amazed at the details revealed by the cleaning of the Dendera and Edfu ceilings.  They both said that they associated the goddess Nut with infinity, with the procession of stars and the sun travelling through her body.  Bes has found a special affinity with the deity Bes (Figure 6) and looks for him everywhere on her travels, she sees him as a protector of women but a multifaceted, fun character.  The goddess Bastet in her gentler form is preferred by Bastet as is her association with cats.  Sekhmet is the lioness form of Bastet and is associated with war but also protection.  At the close of the interview, Bastet told me about the following experience that she found quite unexplainable.

[image: ]
Figure 6 Bes at Dendera Temple photo by Helen Astley
Bastet feels that in a previous life, she was a black cat, she has not considered being reincarnated in the future but firmly believes that she was a cat previously.  When she was staying at the House of Life a hotel and healing centre in Abydos, she was talking to the proprietrix about the various parts of the refurbished hotel and as she left the lady said that Bastet needed to visit Sekhmet at the Ptah temple in Karnak.  The lady said it was important as Sekhmet wanted to speak to her.  Bastet was going to Karnak temple anyway and duly went to see Sekhmet in the sanctuary (Figure 7).

[image: ]
Figure 7 Sekhmet at the Ptah Temple complex in Karnak photo by Helen Astley

Immediately the small room in the temple of Ptah feels a strange place as although it is really dark, somehow the light from the ceiling makes it appear lit up.  Bastet was allowed by the guardian to place her hand on the shoulder of the statue, this is not normally allowed, and her friend who was walking nearby tripped and accidentally put his hand on the other shoulder.  Bastet said ‘it was amazing I felt a surge like an electric shock go through my body, I have never felt anything like that before or since, but I still do not know what the message was.’  I asked Bes how she felt about the Sekhmet statue and she said it definitely had a presence she could feel when she entered the chamber and how strange it was that it seemed to be lit up in such a dark room.  Both the ladies feel a strong connection to Egypt its sunlight and its cosmology.

Conclusion

This essay addressed the research question, ‘Do tourists connect with the sky and cosmology of Egypt?’  Using the assumption that our vision of the earth has been altered by living ‘indoors’ and the argument that the sky has always held ‘awe and wonder’ for humanity I focused on the following subjects: the fascination with stargazing; astronomical tourism in Egypt; Egyptian sky stories; Egyptian gods and Egyptian cosmology.  I used a mixed-method approach of a quantitative data questionnaire and qualitative interviews.  I found a high level of interest in the stars and the moon at home and the astronomical cosmology of Egypt.  Although not expressed particularly in the responses to the questionnaire I observed a high level of interest in the sunset.  This was evidenced by the number of people who appeared at sunset to watch the sun go down and take pictures.  There are many monuments that are connected with the sky, stars and cosmology of ancient Egypt which are available to visit and there are desert areas that would give the dark sky experience.  Unfortunately, there is definitely no dark sky experience available while sailing up the Nile, in fact, the visibility of the stars was extremely poor.  The interviewees and the respondents to the questionnaire experienced ‘awe and wonder’ at the sky and celestial phenomena both at home, in Egypt and other areas of the world.  I also found that my interviewees actively sought to find sky phenomena to watch if they were in an area where it was available.  As tourists in Egypt, most of them hoped to find a connection with both the land of Egypt and the tombs and temples they were visiting.  Although not necessarily believing in the myths of ancient Egypt as true stories some of them connected with the places and deities of Egypt and found this a positive experience.
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Figure 1 Age and Gender Graph – Created in Excel
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Figure 3 Sunset in Egypt photo by Helen Astley

Figure 4 Astronomical Ceiling in Dendera Temple photo by Helen Astley

Figure 5 Favourite Deity Graph – Created in Excel

Figure 6 Bes at Dendera Temple photo by Helen Astley

Figure 7 Sekhmet at the Ptah Temple complex in Karnak photo by Helen Astley



Appendix

The Sky and Ancient Egypt 

This questionnaire is a request for your thoughts on the sky and ancient Egyptian cosmology as a traveller to Egypt.  
It is an academic survey conducted by Helen Astley in connection with her MA studies at the University of Wales, Trinity St. David.  
Participation is entirely voluntary and participants will not be identified in the research.  
This questionnaire should only take ten to fifteen minutes to complete. 
Thank you for your participation.
In submitting this form, you are agreeing that the information supplied can be used in my research.

About You
Male
Female
Prefer not to say

Age Range
20 to 40
41 to 60
Over 61
Prefer not to say

The Sky
Do you interact with the sky for example by cloud-watching
Do you look at the sky when at home
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Egyptian Sky
Are you more likely to look at the sky in Egypt
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

If Yes why are you more likely to watch the Egyptian sky?

Sky watching season
Spring
Summer
Autumn
Winter
Prefer not to say

The Sky
What do you watch when you are looking at the sky

Please describe how you feel

The Moon
Are you aware of the different phases of the moon?
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Do you feel different during the different moon phases

Which moon phase affects you most

Please describe how you feel

The Stars
Are you aware of Sirius
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Astronomy
Do you star watch?
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Are you interested in astronomy?
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Ancient Egyptian Ceilings
Are you aware of Egyptian astronomical ceilings
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Decans
Do you know what decans are in relation to astronomical ceilings
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Myths
Are you aware of ancient Egyptian sky myths
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Which Myth
Which myths have you heard of or read

Deities
Have you a favourite Egyptian deity
Yes
No 
Not Really
Prefer not to say

Which deity
Name the deity

Why are you attracted to this deity?

Any other comments

Do you have any other comments you would like to share

Thank you for taking the time to share your feedback.


Age Range and Gender of Respondents

Females	Over 61	41 - 60	20 - 40	9	1	0	Males	Over 61	41 - 60	20 - 40	5	1	1	



Favourite Deity

Male	Bes	Sobek	Anpu (Anubis)	Thoth	Bastet/Sekhmet	Ma'at	1	2	1	0	Female	Bes	Sobek	Anpu (Anubis)	Thoth	Bastet/Sekhmet	Ma'at	2	0	0	1	2	1	
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