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Essay based on a sky journal
Observations on the sky at the time of sunset from 21 May 2020 to the summer solstice on 21 June 2020
Word count (not including title, references and bibliography):3121
Introduction
This research aims to critically consider my experience of sunsets and occasional sunrises from 21st May 2020 to the summer solstice on 21st June 2020. Adopting a phenomenological approach, it explores my relationship with these liminal times of the day. It examines the influence on my experience of the Gayatri Mantra, an ancient Sanskrit meditation on the sun, as well as the work of Alexandra Harris connecting the art and literature produced in England with the skies above it.[footnoteRef:1] My fieldwork, which raised pervasive themes of liminality, is considered through discussing the findings of  van Gennep, Turner and others.   [1:  Gayatri Mantra, Rig Veda (III.62.10) [Hereafter the Gayatri] ;  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland; Writers and Artists under English Skies (London Thames & Hudson, 2015) [Hereafter Harris, Weatherland]] 

Academic Rational
My responses to sunrise and sunset are rooted in my Indian and British heritage. My fieldwork adopts the phenomenological approach to landscape described by Tilley and his emphasis on repeatedly visiting a place to gain a deeper understanding of it, applying this to visiting sunset or sunrise in the calendar month leading to the solstice.[footnoteRef:2] For me these daily transitions often evoke the Gayatri, in use since at least the Vedic era (1500-1200BC) and part of the Rig Veda, the oldest known Sanskrit text. Lolla explains that the word mantra comes from the Sanskrit roots ‘man’ meaning mind and ‘tra’ meaning instrument (as well as to ‘protect’ or ‘preserve’).[footnoteRef:3] The word ‘mantra’ can therefore be understood as ‘instrument/liberator of the mind’. Naiker views mantras as ‘imbued with mystical power’ and Lolla cites their calming or purificatory effects on consciousness, body and mind, with studies highlighting their beneficial effects on stress, attention and memory in students and even plant growth.[footnoteRef:4]   There are many translations of the Gayatri, based on tradition and depth of engagement, a ‘Heart of Hinduism’ website translates it as: ‘Let us meditate on that worshipful effulgence of the divine sun who enthuses our understanding’.[footnoteRef:5] The transliterated text of the Gayatri is: [2:  Christopher Tilley, ‘The Phenomenology of Landscape, Places, Paths and Monuments’ (Oxford; Providence R.I; Berg, 1994 [Hereafter Tilley, Phenomenology] p28 ]  [3:  Aruna Lolla. "Mantras Help the General Psychological Well-Being of College Students: A Pilot Study." Journal of Religion and Health 57.1 (2017) https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_1992787137 [Accessed 15.08.20,Hereafter Lolla, Mantra and Well-being], p111]  [4:  Suren Naiker "An Analysis of the Gayatri Mantra as a Mega-compression: A Cognitive Linguistic Perspective in Light of Conceptual Blending Theory." Hervormde Teologiese Studies 75.4 (2019) https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_2327763244 [Accessed 15.08.20, hereafter Naiker,Mega-compression], p3; Lolla, Mantra and Well-being p112 ]  [5:  Iskcon educational services Heart of Hinduism https://iskconeducationalservices.org/HoH/further-information-and-teaching-resources-secondary/fact-sheets/the-gayatri-mantra [accessed August 22 2020]] 

oṃ bhūr bhuvaḥ svaḥ
tat savitur vareṇyaṃ
bhargo devasya dhīmahi
dhiyo yo naḥ pracodayāt[footnoteRef:6] [6: As denoted using IAST (the International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration)] 

Lolla describes the Gayatri as ‘related to the solar power within and without’, supporting in spiritual and intellectual illumination.[footnoteRef:7] Hatcher explains its role in the initiation of young men into adulthood.[footnoteRef:8] Naiker adds that its recitation remains pervasive within temple, ashram and household spiritual practice.[footnoteRef:9] Discussing the generative power of the sun, cosmologist Professor Brian Swimme comments: ‘we simply didn’t know that the actual energy coursing through our respiratory and nervous systems was bestowed upon us by the sun and that our own vitality is a natural evolutionary development of the sun’s vitality.’[footnoteRef:10] However, the Gayatri indicates that this connection has been understood for millennia, albeit under a very different ontological framework.   [7:  Lolla, Mantra and Well-being, p 117]  [8: Brian A. Hatcher ‘Rekindling the Gāyatrī Mantra: Rabindranath Tagore and “Our Veda”.’ International Journal of Hindu Studies 23.3 (2019): 239-58 https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1007_s11407_019_09263_2 [Accessed 15.08.20, Hereafter Hatcher, Rekindling], p241]  [9:  Naiker, mega-compression, p.2]  [10:  Brian Swimme, The Hidden Heart of the Cosmos: Humanity and the New Story (Maryknoll N.Y:Orbis books c.1996) p42] 


My fieldwork was also influenced by Harris’s work connecting English weather and sky to the literature and art produced by the country across the centuries.[footnoteRef:11] Readings of Harris enabled the integration of sunset experiences defined by clouds or rain.  [11:  Harris, Weatherland.] 


Methodology and Reflexive Considerations
The methodology for this research consisted of fieldwork in the form of written entries in a sky journal, as well as photographs of particular sunsets and sunrises taken with my phone. Welton describes phenomenological analysis as evoked by ‘an unsettling wonder in the presence of things’ and my entries and photographs could be considered as my response to the wonder of sunset.[footnoteRef:12] This essay begins with a review of literature relevant to the themes raised in my fieldwork, followed by an examination of the sky journal itself. Enosh and Ben-Ari view research relationships as a liminal zone where reflexivity takes place and experience  transformed into new knowledge.[footnoteRef:13] In examining whether this happened and adopting a reflective approach more broadly, it is apposite to acknowledge Davies’ view that the nature and results of my research will inevitably reflect my sociohistorical context and background.[footnoteRef:14] I am a female environmental lawyer in my forties of Indian (Hindu) ancestry, who was born and still live in London and enjoys literature and spiritual pursuits. [12:  Don Welton, The Other Husserl, ( Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2000) p. 13, referred to in Phenomenology Notes by Nick Camption]  [13:  P582  Guy Enosh, Guy, and Adital Ben-Ari, Reflexivity: The Creation of Liminal Spaces—Researchers, Participants,and Research Encounters, Qualitative Health Research 26.4 (2016): 578-84   https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1177_1049732315587878    [Accessed, 04.08.20, Hereafter Enosh & Ben-Ari, Reflexivity], p582]  [14:   C. Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Our Selves and Others
(London: Routledge, 1999) p9] 

Literature Review
Thomassen notes that liminality as a concept derives from the work of the anthropologist Arnold van Gennep, who used it to describe the middle stage in rites of passage, between rites of separation and rites of incorporation.[footnoteRef:15] Conti and Heldt Cassel highlight that Van Gennep viewed such rites as encompassing seasonal changes, which would include solstices.[footnoteRef:16] Van Gennep’s work was developed by Turner and his wife Edith, including through examining rites of initiation among the Ndembu tribe of Zambia. Conti and Heldt Cassel note that Turner identified comparabilities between the tribes studied and post-industrial Western societies.[footnoteRef:17] Thomassen discusses Turner’s view that in western societies liminal experiences have been replaced with ‘liminoid moments’, optional breaks from normality which do not involve a transition taking place.[footnoteRef:18] The key question here is how one defines a transition. Thomassen opines that liminality is applicable to both space and time and can cover anything from moments to epochs.[footnoteRef:19] Withrow views the defining aspect of a liminal experience as ‘bridging’ from one realm to another, with some change involved whether minute or dramatic.[footnoteRef:20] Literature relating to liminality covers a wide spectrum of areas, from palliative care to nature experiences recorded in social media. However, all literature reviewed emphasised a transition from one state to another and this appears to be the current defining aspect of a liminal experience.  [15:   Bjørn Thomassen, Thinking With Liminality To the Boundaries of an Anthropological context in Breaking Boundaries: Varieties of Liminality, ed. by Agnes Horvath, Bjørn Thomassen, and Harald Wydra (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books,2015), [Hereafter Thomassen, Thinking with Liminality], p43]  [16:  Eugenio Conti, and Susanna Heldt Cassel ‘Liminality in Nature-based Tourism Experiences as Mediated through Social Media.’ Tourism Geographies 22.2 (2020): 413-32, https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_informaworld_taylorfrancis_310_1080_14616688_2019_1648544  [accessed 01.08.20, Hereafter Conti and Heldt Cassel, Nature] p415]  [17:  Conti and Heldt Cassel, Nature, p415]  [18:  Thomassen, Thinking with Liminality p46]  [19:  Thomassen, Thinking with Liminality p48]  [20:  Lisa R. Withrow, ‘Sanctifying Space and Creating Liminal Bridges.’ Journal of Religious Leadership 18.1 (2019): 74. [Accessed 01.08.20, hereafter Withrow, Liminal Bridges].  p77] 


In contrast to Turner’s view that liminality is missing from Western society, Thomassen suggests that Western modernity may be an ‘institutionalization of liminity’ through constant striving for innovation and the permanent sceptre of war and security threats.[footnoteRef:21]  While it is questionable whether war and security threats only exist in western modernity, the constant drive for ‘progress’ is arguably a defining societal feature. Stenner and Zittoun posit that crises can create liminal experiences for whole societies as events that ‘disturb’ or ‘interrupt’.[footnoteRef:22] The current SARS-CoV-2 pandemic would certainly seem to fit this description. Thomassen cites Szakolczai’s view that liminality becomes particularly intense when personal and ‘civilizational’ liminality converge.[footnoteRef:23] As will be discussed, several types of liminality are relevant to my fieldwork.   [21:  Thomassen, Thinking with Liminality p55]  [22: Paul Stenner and Tania Zittoun, "On Taking a Leap of Faith: Art, Imagination, and Liminal Experiences." Journal of Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology (2020) online [Accessed 08.08.20, hereafter Stenner and Zittoun, Art and Liminal experiences] p6]  [23: Szakolczai, A. 1998. Max Weber and Michel Foucault: Parallel Lifeworks. London: Routledge, cited in Thomassen, Thinking with Liminality p50] 

                                                    
Stenner and Zittoun opine that art becomes particularly relevant during periods of liminality and transition.[footnoteRef:24] They view imaginative activity and art as ‘microliminal’ occasions in their own right, with the potential to occasion liminal transitions in actual life.[footnoteRef:25] They identify hallmarks in common with those highlighted by van Gennep in relation to rites of passage, namely an uncoupling from one’s usual context to immerse into an experience, followed by a reintegration.[footnoteRef:26] According to them, art forms become ‘liminal affective technologies’ when generating this outcome, creating a reflexive effect and enabling new experiences of reality that might otherwise not be possible.[footnoteRef:27] I will explore below whether reading Harris acted as a “liminal affective technology” influencing my perceptions of rainy sunsets. [24:  Stenner and Zittoun, Art and Liminal experiences p2]  [25:  Stenner and Zittoun, Art and Liminal experiences p8]  [26:  Stenner and Zittoun, Art and Liminal experiences p7
]  [27:  Stenner and Zittoun, Art and Liminal Experiences p8] 

Conti and Heldt Cassel review studies showing that tourists seeking to undergo transformational experiences perceive nature spaces as invoking feelings of peacefulness and awe in which identities can be renegotiated, with forest and deserts being specifically associated with liminality.[footnoteRef:28] I explore below whether a sunset could also be regarded as a liminal nature space, enabling one to arrive at a new ‘state of being’ without changing one’s immediate environs. Further, Tolley describes how Eliade identified “cosmically significant” trees occurring particularly in Eurasian traditions.[footnoteRef:29] These include trees viewed as an image of the cosmos in India and Mesopotamia and as the centre of the world/support for the universe among the Altaians and Scandinavians.[footnoteRef:30] The above conceptions are pertinent to my perceptions of an oak tree in my garden during sunset. [28:  Conti and Heldt Cassel, Nature, p414 an 416]  [29:  Tolley, Clive. ‘What Is a “World Tree”, and Should We Expect to Find One Growing in Anglo-Saxon England?’ in Trees and Timber in the Anglo-Saxon World ed. by Michael D. J. Bintley and Michael G. Shapland (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2013) https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_oup_oso_acprof_9780199680795_chapter_9 [Accessed 11.07.20, hereafter Tolley, World Tree]]  [30:  Tolley, World Tree p5/11] 


Field work and Discussion
The Gayatri and solar thresholds

[image: ]
Figure 1, sunrise on 22 May 2020
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Figure 2, sunrise on 2nd June 2020
From my sky journal entries it is evident that the Gayatri was a key facilitator for me of a sense of connection with the sun. On 22nd May I describe how after chanting the Gayatri I felt peaceful, ‘connected with the wider world’ and even ‘exhilarated’. However, the grey, turbulent sky view was not obviously evocative of feelings of exhilaration (Fig. 1). My diary entries for 2nd June record a ‘Glorious, Glorious’ sunrise with an ‘otherworldly glow’ emanating from the kitchen caused by rose-gold sunbeams pervading the room (Fig.2). I played the Gayatri mantra while doing the ‘sun salutation’ yoga sequence, recording that:
‘I felt golden sunlight pouring into my body and mind…I felt the linkage between the three, the power of this invocation offered to the sun for millenia and deep gratitude for it all.’ 
This entry echoes with Lolla’s description of the Gayatri’s connection with solar energy referred to above, of which I was not aware at the time of writing.[footnoteRef:31] I was also not aware that the great Indian poet, Rabindernath Tagore, viewed the Gayatri and the sun as doorways to illumination, a belief which now resonates with me.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Lolla, Mantra and Well-being, p 117, footnote 7 above.]  [32:  Hatcher, Rekindling p.240 ] 
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Figure 3, sunset 19th June 2020
On 19th June I recorded another sunset that felt ‘mystical and magical’. I added:
‘I recited the Gayatri to the setting sun and could feel the solar energy of a liminal space and time. Sitting on my sofa I feel privy to other dimensions. I imagine Krishna, the divine cowherd boy, leading his cows home across rose pink cloud trails. All feels enchanting and uplifting.’
The view from my window consisted of a spectacular pink cloud ‘funnel’ across the golden horizon (Fig. 3), while I played ‘kirtan’ (congregational singing of mantra accompanied by music) in the background. On the morning of the solstice the pre-eclipse skies were heavy, but the sunrise glowed brightly beneath them (Fig.4).  Having chanted the Gayatri I wrote: 
‘I picture the druids at Stonehenge and wonder whether there was a gathering this year. Rainbow streams of solar energy ribbon the sky. The bird song seems as worship…all feels very integrated and in flow.  I am sleepy but in wonder at this magical, liminal, time.’
Withrow describes the Celt’s view of liminal places as “thin” places where this world connects with otherworlds, offering unusual experiences such as ‘spiritual encounters, visions, transfigurations.’[footnoteRef:33] She  adds that ‘holy conversation’ adds a spiritual focus or trust that there is more to the conversation than human efforts.[footnoteRef:34] My entries indicate that for me, the Gayatri mantra operated in a way that enabled access to the ‘thin places’ of sunset and opened space for ‘holy conversation’ with the sun and sky.  [33:  Withrow, Liminal Bridges p76]  [34:  Withrow, Liminal Bridges p78] 



[image: ]
Figure 4, Solstice sunrise 21st June 2020

Sunsets and literature
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Figure 5, rainy sunset 17th June 2020 
[image: ]
Figure 6 , sunset 17th June: the view inside
Literature assisted my engagement with sunsets without the sun. On 11th June I wrote:
‘All that is visible is grey cloud, it is impossible to know if sunset even took place. I remember the dark grey clouds described by Ruskin, did clouds like this exist in his time?’ 
This entry integrates my readings of Harris, which explain how Ruskin viewed a new cloud-type as symbolic of the breakdown of the relationship between humans and nature, with my own experiences of this breakdown as an environmentalist.[footnoteRef:35] An entry during a sunset downpour on the evening of 17th June  describes the weather as wild and elemental, adding:  [35:  Harris, Weatherland, p.322] 

‘there is no solar energy present at all it seems. I feel separate, cut off from the weather, here under my “artificial sun”. I think of Coleridge and storms.  [My husband] jokingly suggests standing in the deluge, I agree and we go to the garden. It is just for a few moments but I feel uplifted and enlivened.’ 
The sky from the window that evening, blurred and in soggy condition (Fig.5), contrasted with the glow of the “artificial sun” inside (Fig.6). Inspiration from Harris’s description of Coleridge stepping outside an inn to feel the power of a storm led to an enlivening and connecting experience with the elements.[footnoteRef:36] Rory Turner views our perception of the weather as potentially including ‘perception of natures…that disclose some features of being we may not be able to put a finger on but which none the less finger us, if we let them’.[footnoteRef:37] It could be said that through the liminal affective technology of Harris, I let the rain ‘finger me’. Stenner and Zittoun take the view that art enables us to make ‘new sense’ of our emotions, especially during ‘critical and important stages of life’.[footnoteRef:38] Lockdown was an emotional time and the work of Harris played a role in assisting me to respond to the weather and decipher my emotions around it, particularly when the sun was not present. As such it fits their description of a ‘liminal affective technology’. [36:  Harris, Weatherland, p221]  [37:  Rory Turner ‘Talking about the weather’ in The Intellectual legacy of Victor and Edith Turner, ed. by Frank A. Salamone and Marjorie M. Snipes. digital edition 37.3/306]  [38:  Stenner and Zittoun, Art as Liminal Experience p8] 

Sunset as a nature space

[image: ]
Figure 7, sunset 18th June with garden oak tree
Several of my journal entries record sunset as being a place of earth and sky connection. This came for me to be exemplified by an oak in the corner of the garden. My journal entry for 1st June, observing sunset beams shining through it, reads:
‘I feel grounded, connected to both earth and sky. I don’t perceive the tree as being below and the sky above, but as part of one interconnected landscape. I think of the Bhagavad Gita where the earth and cosmos are described as the universal form of God.’ 
On 14th June I wrote of:
 ‘A luminescent sky, yellow on one side of the tree and blue on the other…as I lie on my back, the oak looks like it’s holding day and night in its branches.’ 
The photo I took that day was unable to demonstrate the effect, but one (Fig. 7) taken a few days later on 18th June gives a hint of the “day” side on the left, albeit with more clouds and less gold, and the “night” side on the right, although without the deep blue colour. On that day I wrote: 
‘I stood with my feet in the grass, the earth soft from the rain, with my head turned towards the sky. It made me think of the oak opposite me.’
My sense of connection with the tree as integrated with the sky echoes the ancient perspectives of the world tree summarised by Eliade and discussed by Tolley. For me, it marked sunset as a “natural space” of the kind described by Conti and Heldt Cassel, creating a transformative liminal encounter between earth, sky and myself without requiring a change of environs. Employing reflexive considerations, it is very likely I was drawn to the tree due to my inclinations as an environmentalist. 
Transitional encounters
My sky journal also reflected my memories of losing my mother, who passed away on the night of the solstice in June 2002. On 22nd May I described ‘the sadness with which summer evenings are permeated. I send love to my mum, wherever she is.’ Having experienced the solstice sunrise of 2020, I spent a beautiful day with my husband by the Seven Sisters cliffs in East Sussex. I wrote:
 ‘On our way back the setting sun suddenly swung into view, huge and golden over the motorway. We both exclaimed at the sight. Trying to “chase” it, we stopped in a field to listen to a solstice meditation organised by a friend, echoing many of my reflections over the previous month. Although the sun had slipped below our horizon by then, its emphatic surprise appearance felt like a final gift, the grand finale to a month of wonder. Losing my mum was a viscerally awful experience that has echoed through the years, but something has shifted.’  
The defining aspect of a liminal experience has been discussed above as involving transitioning from one realm of being to another.  In my case, the rupturingly liminal experience of my mother’s death on the summer solstice of 2002 became intertwined with repeated liminal encounters with the sunrise and sunset up to and during the summer solstice of 2020. Although of relatively short duration and far less dramatic, these encounters transformed my experience and meaning-making concerning the solstice in an enriching way.
 Final Thoughts
In the course of this research I engaged with the liminal threshold of sunset in the run up to the solstice, which is  a liminal time of year, during a liminal time of crisis (SARS-CoV-2), within a society that Thomassen describes as in a problematically permanent liminal state.[footnoteRef:39] Withrow portrays liminal thinking as ‘the art of creating change by understanding, shaping, and reframing beliefs’ that end with new meaning. [footnoteRef:40] While wider societal liminality remains, the conclusion of my research project led to a reframing of my personal relationship with the summer solstice supporting  this view as well as Enosh and Ben-Ari’s contention that research relationships are liminal zones.[footnoteRef:41] This was facilitated by what could be described as two ‘liminal affective technologies’, ancient Indian mantra and English literature, reflective of two aspects of my cultural heritage. The Gayatri acted for me as a gateway into deeper presence and connection with the sun, enabling a powerful experience of sunset and sunrise as ‘thin places’. Supporting the conclusions of Stenner and Zittoun, Harris’s evocation of English art and literature brought new imaginative dimensions to my responses to bad weather. Further, my sense of resonance with the oak tree in the garden generated a sense of sunset as an earth-sky connection. This supports literature describing tourist experiences in nature as liminal experiences, with the distinction that my experiences were what might be described as ‘micro-liminal’ encounters in my suburban garden rather than a pristine wilderness, suggesting the latter is not always necessary.  As Withrow notes, the words liminal and limit are linked- ‘the same boundaries that make it possible for us to think also limit what we can conceive.’[footnoteRef:42] While it is perhaps inevitable that my background contributed to my experiences, I was unaware of the cited literature relating to the Gayatri, mantras, liminality and world trees during my fieldwork. The different ways in which I experienced liminal connections with the sunset were mutually reinforcing of joy. My findings lead me to concur with descriptions of liminality as effecting a transition of some sort, whether major or minor.  [39:  Thomassen, Thinking with Liminality p55]  [40:  Withrow, Liminal Bridges, p81]  [41:  Enosh & Ben-Ari, Reflexivity, p582]  [42:  Withrow, Liminal Bridges, p81] 


Conclusion
This essay aimed to consider my experience of sunsets and sunrises in the month up to the summer solstice on June 2020, while examining my relationship with the Gayatri mantra and English literature related to the sky. I adopted a phenomenological approach based on Tilley, recording entries in a sky journal and taking photos on my phone. My fieldwork revealed strong themes of liminality as discussed by Thomassen, Withrow and others, where the Gayatri mantra was a portal to experience the ‘thin place’ of sunset/sunrise, my reading of English sky literature an ‘affective liminal technology’ and the sunset a liminal nature space connecting earth and sky. My experience of this period was transformative in the sense that it enabled me to infuse a time of year that has historically held personal sorrow for me with new, uplifting, experiences and meaning. 
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