







Introduction
The aim of this sky journal is to explore the night sky, using the constellations around the ‘winter triangle’ as an entry point. My focus has been a reflexive and phenomenological one, putting myself and my responses to what I have been observing at the centre of my analysis. I have supported these impressions with reference to a wide sweep of poets and writers, engaging with their interpretations and comparing them to my own. I have intended to ‘interview’ the sky as a mirror to my own experience and engage in a ‘dialogue’ with a selection of poets and writers to compare and contrast our responses to the experience of the night sky.

Literature Review

A starting point for my secondary research on these constellations was Robin Hard’s translation of Eratosthenes and Hyginus’s Constellation Myths[footnoteRef:1]. For references to how poets, writers and artists over time have responded to the sky I used Alexandra Harris’s Weatherland[footnoteRef:2] as an initial guide. Finally, I read a selection of poets, writers and philosophers for their interpretations of the night sky to see if their feelings and sensations corresponded with, or contrasted to, my own. My particular focus was on the poets of the Romantic Movement. I have made use of Patrick Curry’s theory of ‘Enchantment’[footnoteRef:3] to describe my experience of watching the sky. Also, I have referred to Plato’s Timaeus[footnoteRef:4] and The Hermetica[footnoteRef:5] to illustrate theories of the stars and the soul. This has been further supported by reference to the poetry of Rumi. In the words of Harris ‘I have tried to hang a mirror in the sky and watch the writers and artists who appear in it”[footnoteRef:6].  [1:  Eratosthenes and Hyginus, Constellation Myths trans. by Robin Hard (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2015)]  [2:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies (Thames and Hudson, 2015)]  [3:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment: Wonder In Modern Life (Floris Books, 2019), p 7]  [4:  Plato, Timaeus and Critias, trans. Robin Waterfield  (Oxford University Press, 2008)]  [5:  Walter Scott, Hermetica, Vol. 1 (Shambala, 2001)]  [6:  Harris, Weatherland p. 19] 


Methodology

Key to my methodology has been a focus on the relationship between myself and the thing studied/’interviewed’ (ie the sky). According to Davies ‘reflexive research in its most transparent guise… expresses researchers’ awareness of their necessary connection to the research situation and hence their effects upon it’. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Davies, C. Reflexive Ethnography: a Guide to Researching Our Selves and Others
(London: Routledge, 1999), p7.] 


I have also been including the experiences of poets and writers upon gazing upon the same scene and entering into a ‘conversation’ between myself and these writers regarding our ‘interviews’ of the night sky and our responses. As Davies suggests ‘This more radical reflexivity thus contends that the activities and results of social research are constructed from and reflect both the broader sociohistorical context of researchers and the disciplinary context to which they belong’.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Davies, Reflexive Ethnography, p.9.] 


There has been a focus on the personal experience of outer phenomena, or Phenomenology.  I have been interviewing the sky as a mirror of my own inner experience and trying to bring my inner world into a dialogue with the outer phenomena or experience of the sky. This is in line with Chris Tilley’s assertion that ‘Phenomenology is therefore a field that sacrifices absolute truth for the allowance that . . . “object” and “subject”, “nature” and “consciousness” are dialectically related moments of a totality which is constituted through the Being of the body in the world’. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape (Oxford: Berg, 1997), p. 13.] 


Findings/Discussion 

My initial observations had a semi-religious quality which never quite abated, a feeling that Patrick Curry defines as ‘Enchantment’. According to Curry ‘Most simply, enchantment is an experience of wonder…It can vary in intensity from charm, through delight, to full- blown joy…such experiences are fundamental to being alive’.[footnoteRef:10] On the 12th of February, I wrote of my enchantment on learning the names of the stars and the constellations of the winter triangle: [10:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment: Wonder In Modern Life (Floris Books, 2019) p 7.] 


I feel hypnotised. Suddenly the stars are taking on forms. In magic practice they say naming something invigorates it with power. I feel invigorated with power, like I am learning a new language.

There was also a sense of the erasure of the human ego, and a longing to somehow transcend, blend with the universal soul, which Shelley conveys in Ode to the West Wind: ‘Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is:../Be thou, Spirit fierce,/My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one!’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘Ode To The West Wind’ in English Romantic Verse, ed. by David Wright (Penguin Books, 1968) pp. 246-249] 


To quote Harris, ‘Shelley’s meteorological writing is always concerned in some way with a fantasized escape from the constraints of the human body and skull-encased mind’.[footnoteRef:12] I felt a similar emotion as my observations of the winter triangle continued. On Wednesday 12th February I wrote: [12:  Harris, Weatherland, p254] 


I feel the cold wind on my face and the waves on the midnight beach all blurring together with the sky, and I feel this burning sense of aliveness, of wonder, of smallness. I feel myself getting smaller, the dissolution of the self in the face of the Cosmos.

However, an interesting paradox occurred in that my journal would swing between a feeling of awe and wonder one night, to a feeling of loneliness and isolation the next. Sometimes the night sky seemed inaccessible. In my journal on the 2nd March I wrote: 

 I felt more connected to the perishable tonight, as opposed to the unperishable. The ebb and flow of human life seemed much more rich and vibrant, than those cold, distant stars.

This feeling is referenced by Harris when she says ‘People and their books invest the sky with meaning. And yet it is also remote and apart from human life, unreachable and unconcerned’.[footnoteRef:13] This echoed my own experience on nights when the winter triangle was too distant, too aloof from my human experience.  [13:  Harris, Weatherland p. 349] 


On those nights I could identify with the poet Sylvia Plath’s words ‘I need some older, wiser being to cry to. I talk to God, but the sky is empty, and Orion walks by and doesn't speak’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Sylvia Plath, The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath, ed. Karen V Kukil (Anchor Books, 2000) p.199.] 
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Fig 1 – Looking up from the human world at the ‘cold distant stars’ on Tuesday March 2nd, 2021. Photo: Josh Hawthorne.


Another observation from my sky journal was that a number of my entries  focused on gender, and particularly in the type of masculinity associated with Orion. On Thursday, 25th February I wrote: 

I resented the patriarchal power structures embodied by Orion. The masculine archetype had created so much destruction, so much aggression.

Regarding Orion, Hard suggests ‘His myths centre around his activities as a hunter, and around the most notable features of his character, a tendency to violence and a lack of self-control, for he always continued to be pictured as a rather crude and primitive figure’[footnoteRef:15]. I was interested in how this contrasted with my own sense of having a softer masculine identity, and how I seemed to project previous negative experiences of ‘toxic masculinity’ onto the mirror of the night sky, through Orion. I continued to write: [15:  Eratosthenes and Hyginus, Constellation Myths trans. by Robin Hard (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2015), p.104] 


I thought about how destructive masculine energy had impacted my formative years and hung like a shadow over me. I did not need Orion’s protection. I needed the protection of the divine feminine. To celebrate it in myself and others, to let it triumph over the destruction toxic masculinity had wrought on the planet. 

Perhaps this was my way of translating the vastness to a more accessible realm, the realm of my own story, and that of the world at this point of time. In the constellations I was seeing the need for a resurgence of the Goddess archetype and all she represents.
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Fig. 2 - Orion hanging (ominously?) over Worthing on 25th February 2021. Photo: Josh Hawthorne (via SkyView app).


An interesting correlation occurred between my distancing from Orion and the appearance of the moon. At the time of the waxing gibbous phase to the snow moon of February 27th, the moon came to dominate my sky journal. This was particularly on the 20th – 22nd when for a few nights the moon was seen right in the middle of the winter triangle. On the 22nd February I wrote:

Tonight was all about the moon. It was now her waxing gibbous phase, and she seemed much brighter than last week. It was a warm evening and the beach felt like it had a silver glow. The sky was clear when I first went out and the moon was like a fourth point, turning the winter triangle into a winter diamond.

I saw the moon as a feminine counterpoint to the masculinity of Orion. According to Andrea Richards, “The moon reflects the soul. It represents the inner world, including our emotional nature, subconscious, dreams, intuition and instinctual actions”. [footnoteRef:16] This is clearly seen in Keats’ Endymion which traces the Shepherd’s love for the Moon goddess Diana. Keats’s words strongly mirrored my own feelings on the nights when the almost-full moon was in the middle of the winter triangle, swathing the midnight beach in her silver glow: [16:  Andrea Richards, ‘The Divine Dreamer’ in Astrology (Taschen, Librarary of Esoterica) p.100] 


“And lo! from opening clouds, I saw emerge
The loveliest moon, that ever silver’d o’er
A shell for Neptune’s goblet: she did soar 
So passionately bright , my dazzled soul
Commingling with her ardent spheres did roll.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  John Keats, ‘Endymion’ in The Complete Poems of John Keats (Wordsworth Editions, 1994), p.76, l 591-95] 


As I thought of the masculine connotations of many of the constellations the appearance of the moon in the middle of the winter triangle, so close to Orion I wrote (on February 22nd): 

It made me think of the importance of embracing the feminine within myself and therefore, helping the masculine to shine more brightly – the bringing together of the anima and animus to make something whole.
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Fig. 3 – The Moon in the ‘winter triangle’, February 22nd, 2021. Photo: Josh Hawthorne.


As my research continued I found myself drawn more and more to specific stars, particularly Sirius in Canis Major. On the 26th February I wrote:

Above the ocean, close to the horizon my eyes were drawn to a twinkling. I assumed it was a satellite or a plane of some sort as it was changing colours.– it was Sirius, of course. And now my eyes were fully fixed. I had never seen the star changing colour in this way -reds, greens, blues. I stared at it for what felt like ages, watching the colours as they changed.

I was interested in why this star was so appealing to me, and again I concluded that it linked to my worldview. The stars, and this star in particular, seemed to become a representation of my belief in the immortal soul. We can see this idea expressed in ancient writings, such as The Corpus Hermeticum and Platonic Philosophy. In the Hermetica, self-awareness is vital for the individual’s relationship with the cosmos. Poimandres tells Hermes, ‘Look 'at what you yourself have in you; for in you too, the word is son, and the mind is father of the word…Now fix your thought upon the Light…and learn to know it’[footnoteRef:18].  In Plato’s Timaseus we are told how the creator ‘Assigned each soul to a star. Then, with each soul mounted on its chariot…he showed it the nature of the universe.’[footnoteRef:19] It was also a central belief for many of the Romantic poets, as Wordsworth demonstrates in Ode: Intimations of Immortality (indentation as it is in the poem) [18:  Libellus I. 6, in Scott, Hermetica, Vol. 1, p. 117.]  [19:  Plato, Timaeus and Critias, trans. by Robin Waterfield  (Oxford University Press, 2008)] 


Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life's Star,
                      Hath had elsewhere its setting,
                         And cometh from afar:
                      Not in entire forgetfulness,
                      And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
                      From God, who is our home:[footnoteRef:20] [20:  William Wordsworth ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’ in English Romantic Verse, ed. by David Wright (Penguin Books, 1968) p. 133-139] 


As I looked out at Sirius, hanging low over the ocean at night, I saw it as a mirror of my connection to a higher power. I felt a sense of connecting to the eternal, stretching far back in time. I thought of the star’s importance in Ancient Egypt as a representation of Isis (‘Isis…our Sirius, the brightest star in the sky[footnoteRef:21]’) and a harbinger of the annual flooding of the Nile and the new year[footnoteRef:22]. I was also reminded of John Keats’s last sonnet ‘Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art-/…in lone splendour hung aloft the night’[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Nick Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume 1 (Bloomsbury, 2008) p.91]  [22:  J. Hill, Sopdet (2016) < https://ancientegyptonline.co.uk/sopdet/ > [Accessed 12th March 2021]]  [23:  John Keats, ‘Keats’s Last Sonnet’ in The Complete Poems of John Keats (Wordsworth Editions, 1994) p. 461] 
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Fig 4. The Moon and Stars hanging over the ocean, 26th February 2021. Photo: Josh Hawthorne.

Conclusion

Initially I found my interpretation of the canvas I was observing to be, in the words of Patrick Curry, one of ‘Enchantment’. My observations, to quote Shelley, ‘filled me with a sublime ecstasy, that gave wings to the soul, and allowed it to soar from the obscure world to light and joy’[footnoteRef:24]. However, I was intrigued to see that this was not always the case in my observations, with some sky journal entries bemoaning the loneliness and emptiness I felt when observing the night sky.  [24:  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (Penguin Books, 2003) p.100] 


As my observations continued, I saw myself gendering my experience of the night sky. This could have been a way of personalising my interpretation – moving from the infinite to the finite, a way of categorising my experience. This was chiefly played out during the part of the month where the moon was in the winter triangle. At this point I became quite focused on Orion as a masculine archetype and the moon and a feminine counter to the energy of the hunter. I reflected on the destruction caused by the neglect of Gaia, and the importance of her re-emergence into the collective consciousness.

Finally, through my observation of Sirius and the other stars of the night sky I felt a sense of ensoulment, a connection to something higher which was also part of myself. In the words of Rumi, ‘The universe and the light of the stars come through me./I am the crescent moon put up/over the gates to the festival’.[footnoteRef:25] Or in the words of Blake, ‘If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to Man as it is: infinite’.[footnoteRef:26]The ‘winter triangle’ was a way into the infinitude of the night sky and a point of access to what Rumi called ‘The universal intelligence’: [25:  Rumi, ‘Wax’ in Rumi: Selected Poems (Penguin Books, 1995) trans. Coleman Banks p 138]  [26:  William Blake, ‘The Marriage of Heaven and Hell’ in William Blake: Selected Poetry (Oxford World’s Classics, 2008) p80] 


Reality keeps the sky turned over 
like a cup above us, revolving. Who turns 
the sky wheel? The universal intelligence.
And the motion of the body comes
from the spirit like a waterwheel
that’s held in the stream.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Rumi, ‘The Grasses’ in Rumi: Selected Poems (Penguin Books, 1995) trans. Coleman Banks p 138] 


This poem and feeling reminded me of the artwork below, ‘Scabbard’ by Manzel Bowman, which to me reflects the relationship between the macrocosm and the microcosm – the individual soul and the universal intelligence (to use Rumi’s expression again). I felt this to be my central finding that, through my sky journal, I was, in the words of Coleridge ‘seeking, as it were asking, a symbolical language for something within me that already and forever exists, than observing anything new’. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  S.T. Coleridge in R. Holmes, Coleridge: Darker Reflections (London: Harper Collins, 1998), p.38] 
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Fig 5. Bowman, Manzel, Scabbard (United States, 2017) p. 76[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Andrea Richards, Astrology (Taschen Library of Esoterica, 2020) ] 
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