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The moon and its phases, and or its rising and setting positions 
Word count: 2160
This essay is based on a sky journal I kept between 8 October and 14 November 2024 as I observed the Moon from my house in Plasselb, Switzerland. The house is built on a hillside facing the first pre-alpine range of the Gantrisch Naturpark. Each evening, I intended to observe the sky, standing in front of my living room window facing south, with a special interest in the Moon. The idea was to frame in the sky, thereby limiting the area for observing phenomena in an artistic manner. Gery Wells discussed this approach when he wrote about the Moon in nineteenth-century rural landscape art. He observed that artists typically operated within a limited frame, where the full spectrum of celestial events is condensed into a small segment of the sky near the horizon.[footnoteRef:1] I, therefore, set up my Canon EOS M50 camera on a stable tripod in front of the window and chose the time of 18:30 to make my observations and document them in my sky journal. (Photo 1) [1:  Gary Wells, ‘The Moon In The Landscape:  Interpreting A Theme Of Nineteenth Century Art’, Culture And Cosmos, Vol. 16, no. 1 and 2, Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter (2012), p. 380.] 

[image: ]
Photo 1 Window frame with fixated camera, Photo by A. Hofmann
On the first day, 8 October at 18:37, there was no Moon visible. However, the scenery that presented itself within my observational frame was breathtaking. The valley I was looking down onto was filling up with bouts of clouds that were glowing in the evening sun like fire. On the bottom, there was fog rolling in from the west. It was illuminated by the sunlight so that the sea of fog gleamed like a sea of gold. (Photo 2) This was a promising start on my sky canvas.
[image: ]
Photo 2, 8 October 2024, 18:37, Photo by A. Hofmann
The next day though, it was as if I had seen the best already. All I saw in the frame of my window was a faint waxing Moon in front of a pale blue sky. There were no clouds and no flamboyant colours. The scenery seemed so dull in comparison to the day before that I didn’t even take a photograph. Two days later, I looked out of my window at the same time, but now, there was no Moon. As far as I knew, it should be there since it was in the waxing phase. I opened the window and leaned out, straying from my plan to use the window as an observational frame. I was rewarded and could see it far over to the left. In the course of the evening, I noticed that it wandered in front of my house from left to right, from east to west, only within a few hours. The Moon had sparked my curiosity and I was eager to see what it would do next. I began to doubt my initial methodology with the framed-in sky. The Moon had me hooked in what would become a game of hide and seek, which was quite delightful. Where would it show up the next night? No longer did I merely look out of my window. I leaned out, and if I still couldn’t see it, I went out onto the terrace. I began to document its changing positions around my house, fascinated by its different heights and trajectories at different times.

Alchemy
[bookmark: _Hlk183616952][bookmark: _Hlk183687348]During the full Moon on 17 October, I was rewarded with a moment of enchantment shortly after midnight. The Moon was slightly veiled by clouds, but it was bright enough to enlighten the thick fog down in the valley. Here it was again, the fog, this time not as a sea of gold, but as a vaporous sea of clouds, its surface shimmering pale white and silvery. (Photo 3) What a difference to the brilliant glow the fog had had in the evening sun! The scenery was quiet and hauntingly beautiful. Even though I took many photos, none could reproduce the enchantment I felt. I was awe-struck, or as Patrick Curry described, I experienced a moment of enchantment that could range from simple charm to a delightful experience, even culminating in unrestrained joy.[footnoteRef:2] It was a feeling of excitement to be above the fog and see the Moon so clearly, while those in the valley were shrouded in it. It certainly was not what Alexandra Harris’ line implied: ‘To think is to walk among clouds’.[footnoteRef:3] Rather, in my case, I would have stated that my thinking dwelled above clouds. Joshua Stein’s remark about the ‘atmospheric fog in the basement of creation’ more closely met my impression. He used the fog as a metaphor for where the human minds dwell. The Stoics, so he stated, were convinced through ‘the awe the heavens inspire’ that they were being guided by a divine intelligence above all referred to as God.[footnoteRef:4] When looking at the full Moon that night, it seemed that I somehow was above the regular life, above the mind fog and therefore connected to that intelligence. I encountered a culture that, according to Terry Eagleton, serves as the unconscious counterpart to civilized life and feels natural, ingrained rather than consciously thought out.[footnoteRef:5] The Moon that night seemed to have a transformational power, which was a concept also articulated by Claudius Ptolemy:  [2:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment: Wonder in Modern Life, 1st edn. (Edingburgh: Floris Books, 2019), p. 7.]  [3:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies (London: Thames & Hudson, 2015), p. 245.]  [4:  Joshua Stein, ‘Cicero’s Use of Astronomy as Proof of the Existence of the Gods', Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 8 no 1 and 2, Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter 2004, 423-435. (p. 426).]  [5:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2000), p. 28.] 

The moon, too, as the heavenly body nearest the earth, bestows her effluence most abundantly upon mundane things, for most of them, animate or inanimate, are sympathetic to her and change in company with her; the rivers increase and diminish their streams with her light, the seas turn their own tides with her rising and setting, and plants and animals in whole or in same part wax and wane with her.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, transl. F.E. Robbins (Cambridge MA.: Harvard University Press, 1940), 1.2.2-3.] 


[image: ]‘Who could know heaven save by heaven's gift and discover God save one who shares himself in the divine?’ asked Marcus Manilius at the end of the first century BCE.[footnoteRef:7] This was a Stoic perspective expressing how, as much as I just wanted to observe, I became part of the scene through the feeling of awe I experienced at that very moment.[footnoteRef:8] Nicholas Campion pointed out that according to Ptolemy, the functions of the planets are intricately connected to the essence of the cosmos and humanity, forming a unified system where person and planet, mind and body, are undeniably intertwined.[footnoteRef:9] Various myths in 12th-century magical and alchemical texts illustrate this. They tell of young men who transformed themselves during the full Moon. Through severe melancholy, as Patricia Aakhus claimed, they could become werewolves under the impact of the full Moon. The Moon's influence was transmitted through its rays. As a result, they were freed from the fallen matter associated with the state of melancholy and transformed into a purer form, to achieve perfection as knights. This was presented as a natural, scientific process, just as lead was transformed alchemically into gold.[footnoteRef:10]  [7: Marcus Manilius, Astronomica, transl. by G.P. Goold, (Cambridge MA.: Harvard University Press, 1977), 2.115-129.]  [8:  Stein, Joshua, ‘Cicero’s Use of Astronomy’, p. 426.]  [9:  Nicholas Campion, ‘Astronomy And Psyche In The Classical World:  Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, Ptolemy’, Journal of Cosmology, 2010, Vol. 9. 2179-2186, p. 7.]  [10:  Patricia Aakhus, ‘Astral Magic and Adelard of Bath’s Liber Prestigiorum; or Why Werewolves Change at the Full Moon, Culture And Cosmos, Vol. 16, no. 1 and 2, Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter (2012), 159-160 (p. 159).] 
Photo 3, 17 October, 00:52, Full Moon,
 Photo by A. Hofmann


Withdrawal
After that morning, I lost track of the Moon. It seemed to escape me as if wanting to withdraw. The nights were cloudy and I felt quite disoriented. It was as though the deep meaning I had experienced during the stillness of the full Moon belonged to the Moon rather than to me, and travelled on with it. Finally, when the night skies cleared up, I no longer wanted to stay in limbo about the Moon’s whereabouts. I consulted Heywhatsthat.com to calculate the visibility range from my house and found that the range lies between 132° SE to 260° W (Figure 1). Then, the time-and-date website helped me to track it down within my range. I would be able to catch up with it on 26 October in the southeastern part of the sky by 7:08. (Figure 2) There it was, merely a waning crescent by now, distant and high up in a beautifully coloured morning sky. It seemed to be on a mission in its own interest. No longer was it there to teach me something or to emanate its light on me. I felt our connection dissolving and had to accept its withdrawal. (Photo 4) In that very moment, I felt like I was part of the eternal cycle of existence and yet not existence, of becoming and dissolving, waxing and waning. It was Plato who wrote: ‘What is that which is Existent always and has no Becoming? And what is that which is Becoming always and never is Existent?’[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Plato, Timaeus, transl. by R.G. Bury (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1931) 28A.] 


[image: ]
Figure 1 Visibility range from my house in Plasselb, Heywhatsthat.com, supplemented by A. Hofmann

[image: ]
Figure 2 Moon rising and setting positions on 26 October 2024, www.timeanddate.com/moon/

[image: ]
Photo 4, 26 October 2024, 07:52, Waning Moon, Photo by A. Hofmann


Like a moth drawn to the light
From then on, I witnessed how the Moon became a little smaller every morning. It was leaving me to draw nearer to the Sun. High up in beautiful pastel skies, it drifted steadily eastward towards the rising sun, as if it were a moth attracted by the light and certain death. It reminded me of the lines out of a Pink Floyd song:
‘So you run and run to catch up with the sun but it's sinking
Racing around to come up behind you again.
The sun is the same in a relative way but you’re older,
Shorter of breath and closer to death.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Roger Waters, 'Time' on the Pink Floyd Album The Dark Side of the Moon, 1973] 


[image: ]These lyrics describe a common narrative found in folklore: the Moon transforms from a child into an old man over the course of a lunar cycle. Eventually, it is said to die and spend three days and nights in the earth before rising again as a young child, represented by the new crescent Moon, as Janet McCrickard wrote.[footnoteRef:13] On 29 October at 07:57, I saw the Moon for the last time before the new Moon. It had almost completely faded away and seemed ready to become one with the Sun. (Photo 5) It was close to death now and seemed to have no more power on its own. It would succumb to the light of the Sun, like two lovers having finally found each other again. Was it going to be the Moon’s grim end, like a moth catching fire near a candle, or was it the joyful reunion of a couple who had been apart? There is another motive in myth where the Moon meets his wife, the Sun, during the dark three nights and makes love to her, McCrickard stated. Regardless of whether a particular culture has a developed cult of sky-deities, Sun and Moon myths are universal, she claimed.[footnoteRef:14] Moon and Sun myths, therefore, have different narratives concerning the lunation cycle, some talking about transformation and death, others about reunion and marriage.  [13:  Janet McCrickard, Eclipse Of The Sun, An Investigation Into Sun And Moon Myths (Glasbonbury: Gothic Image Publications, 1990), p. 37.]  [14:  McCrickard, Eclipse Of The Sun, p. 37.] 
Photo 5, 29 October 2024, 07:57, Waning Moon, Photo by A. Hofmann




Fusing with the light
[image: ]At the moment of the Moon’s death, at the new Moon, it was merging with the light. Unlike what I expected when looking over to the east in the direction of the new Moon, all I saw was brightness! (Photo 6). My idea of the new Moon was turned upside down at that very moment. There was no darkness at the new Moon! I knew that the nights were dark because there was no Moon. However, as an astrologer, I should have known better. It should have been clear to me that their conjunction actually meant that the Moon was in the brightest place possible in the sky. Photo 6, 2 November 2024, 09:18, New Moon, Photo by A. Hofmann









And the story unfolds anew
The next time I saw the Moon was on 5 November. (Photo 7) It had detached itself from the proximity of the Sun and thus was newly waxing. Once again, it had entered the frame of my window and the originally set time. It was 28 days or a full lunation cycle later. I knew it would swiftly move out of my frame again and become larger each night until the next full Moon on 10 November. 
[image: ]
Photo 7, 5 November 2024, 18:32, Waxing Moon, Photo by A. Hofmann
During my time with the sky journal, I witnessed how the Moon is constantly rewriting its narrative in the sky. It does not want to be limited to a specific part of the sky or a single story. I began a dialogue with it and realised it’s up to me to view its story as either a poor mortal’s transformation or a heavenly partner’s separation and reunion with their beloved. I was able to witness the Sun and Moon in their uniqueness by their effects on the fog in the valley, and on me personally. This prompted me during the full Moon, to explore philosophy, similar to the ancient Greeks, but I discovered a culture that felt ingrained rather than intentionally considered. When the Sun and Moon were united during the new Moon, the luminosity was remarkable. I changed in the process of my sky journal. When I now see the Moon, I see it with different eyes. Even though I no longer keep the journal, I still have a peek at the Moon now and then. This morning, I saw it pass in its waning phase far over to the east. I knew right away that it was heading towards its reunion with the bright morning Sun. (Photo 8) 
[image: ]
Photo 8, 25 November 2024, 08:37, Waning Moon, Photo by A. Hofmann
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