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HPEN7018 – Researching and writing to a single focus

Research Question:
How might ekphrastic poetry offer new insights into ancient astrological artifacts?

Poetry Portfolio 

Egyptian Astrology 

[image: A piece of paper with writing on it
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Astrological manual, divided into paragraphs. The first 3 sections concern the zodiac signs Aries, Taurus and Gemini.
D: Euripides, Telephos / V: Astrological Manual (smb.museum)


Baktiu


a spiritual wisdom
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your sacred symbols
disappearing
fast
speak of secrets
of a celestial cast

from a sandstorm
so fast and vast
to grains of sand
slipping 
slowly, softly
out of grasp
the shifting sands
of Egypt’s past 









Mayan Astrology 
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Maya Artefact
Drum
Uxul, Miscellaneous 1 (UXL: Misc. 1)


Chak Ek’

Mayan drum drum
Drumming Mayan
Attack to the beat of the kayum kayum
Rising Venus
Calls for bloodshed
The beating heart of dawn beacons red

Mayan drum drum
Drumming Mayan
Charge to the beat of the kayum kayum
Kinich Ahau
Sun God ablaze
Wears a pantheon crown of fiery rays

Mayan Mayan
Drumming Mayan
Strike to the beat of the kayum kayum
Godess Ixchel
Burning bright white
Fights his solar reign to the dark of night

Mayan drum drum
Drumming Mayan
Defend to the beat of the kayum kayum
Through underworld
jaguar defeats
Night bends, light mends, drums growl fades to cease

Mayan drum drum
Drumming Mayan
Beat to the rise of the kayum kayum
Mayan drum drum
Drumming Mayan
Rise to the beat of the kayum kayum

Chinese Astrology 
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Mirror (jing) with cosmological motif dated to the Tang Dynasty (618-907).
Mirror - Search the collections


Mù shé

once the ivory sun
        lowly drips into the Bohai sea
                         a milky droplet
                                 cradled by its maternal nacreous 
                                                   mother of pearl
                                  the Winter Solstice sets forth along the horizon
                      its washed-out junk sails weathered by the sea's storms
           it is then, between the twice and thrice moons 
a new lunar year is born

and just as the moon moves oceans
          its gentle glow unlocks an oyster’s inner beauty
                         the intricate skeleton key
                                  to a zhubao he
                                         pearl treasure inside
                  like the riches that are brought in with the tide
                                          Jupiter brings the infinite energy of pa-kua

                                                                               the heavens softly shower yin 
                                                          which waters the seedlings of the 
Greeting Pine
           its driftwood intertwined
with the coiling Chinese Cobra 
                                            signifying shredding of old skin
                           silvery scales suffocating lunar light
                    a solar eclipse
illuminating intentions deep within



Vedic Astrology 
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Rishi - an inspired poet of Ṛegvedic hymns. They were responsible for tending sacrificial fires and were said to invoke gods with poetry. 11th century AD, pink sandstone.  Exhibit in the Chazen Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin-Madison, Madison, Wisconsin, USA. 
The Anu and Ancient Seers in the Rig Veda | Ancient Origins







Rishi

                a poet before poetry
            your hymns preserved 
         through the layers of existence 
            breath        formed utterances
               that vibrated into particles of light
         which transcended towards the heavens  
                   invoking deities 

           those light particles formed clouds 
                  that rained upon Veda Vyasa
          sunlight broke through
                lightening their aura 
                    bringing thundering mantras
                       carried on a 
                          warm Indian monsoon 

         Rishi, from the warmth of your breath
               and those rays of light 
         a spark ignited 
             a sacred fire
          that not even the 
                            heavy 
                                raindrops
             of the Indian monsoon
               could extinguish


             its smoke danced with the stars 
                and the earthly realm 
                        held the hand of the divine
                     its embers glowed 
           with purity from within
                         and from its ashes
                  Jyotish was born
   





















Western Astrology 

[image: ]
Mystic Meg’s Horoscope page in ‘Sunday Magazine’, ‘News of the World’ (1989)
Mystic Meg | Deptford Pudding

Crystal Ball
 ____ of _______
  The Cosmos

When I gaze into this sapphire sphere 
I see the reflection of an endless heaven 
tiny sea sparkles in depths undiscovered 
mirroring the constellations above. 

I glimpse clusters of luminous cities 
like distant planets 
and trails of traffic ablaze
like shooting stars. 

When I gaze deep into its azure aura 
I see a white mist blanketing
billions of disconnected souls
their third eye blinded. 

Some of which look blankly down 
at yesterday’s newspaper 
as they go about their busy lives
in a dreamless slumber. 

Whilst those who are spiritually awake
with curious eyes wide open 
stare up in awe at the night sky
to join the dots of their destiny.  


Roman/ Greek Astrology 

Sol aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
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Luna aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
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Mars aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
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Merkur aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
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Jupiter aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
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Venus aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
[image: A black and white picture of a person holding a spear

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


Saturn aus der Folge der sieben Planeten | Europeana
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Sun

I stand sturdy and strong
A muscular man with golden locks
Like the mane of the tame lion
Guarding fiercely at my feet
On my head, I wear the crown of a king
In my hands, I hold a sceptre
As I stare proudly at my reflection
I reflect light and radiate power
I am Sol
I am the ruler of the universe


Moon

I glance amorously at the crescent 
That balances in my palm 
My arm rests upon a beacon
And my foot upon a crustacean 
My curvaceous body embodies 
The waxing of the full moon
My beauty eclipses the eyes
Of the stormy seas
I am Luna
I am the maternal mother 





Mars

I am known as the red star 
The military soldier
My iron armour defends 
like a scorpion’s claw 
And my weapons
Sting like its tail
I possess the fiery nature of Aries 
And the headstrong horns of the ram 
I am Mars
I am the god of war 


Mercurius

I am not what you believe I am
I do not belong to this sphere
In my grasp is a cunning caduceus
And I wear the wings 
of a migrating Godwit
A flower I picked for my love, Larunda
As I watch over my Lares twins
Mischievously playing under my cape
I am Mercurius 
I am the messenger god 





Jupiter

My sword points towards the heavens 
For I strike with lightning and thunder 
By my side, the centaur Chiron 
Descendant of Oceanus 
Who holds the arrow of Sagittarius 
Aimed at my prophecy 
Under my feet, the Aphrodite Pisces
Opposing the two realms 
I am Jupiter 
I am the king of the gods


Venus

Behold my beauty 
And the burning heart I hold
Alight with passion
Ignited by Cupid’s arrow 
Beneath my feet, the fertile soil
Upon lies the sensual bull of Taurus 
Balancing the scales of Libra
For all is fair in love and war
I am Venus 
I am the goddess of desire





Saturn

Named after the furthest planet known to man
My aging resembles the passing seasons
In my arm I carry my child 
In my hand, a scythe 
To reap the harvest
Or the dead
The discipline of the goat
I teach to the unruly water bearer 
I am Saturn
I am the god of time
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HPEN7018 – Researching and writing to a single focus

Research Question:
How might ekphrastic poetry offer new insights into ancient astrological artifacts?

Reflective Essay

Introduction
I decided upon my research question based on a personal interest in western astrology and curiosity about other types of astrology and their interpretations. I have found astrology to be a fascinating subject, as it is referenced within various religions, including the Bible, it has a rich historical lineage across many cultures, and has been used among monarchies and for political purposes throughout history.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  G. Balsamo, et al, History of Astrology. 2025, <https://www.faust.com/legend/astrology/history-of-astrology/> [Accessed 1st May 2025].] 

I chose to write poems for my creative portfolio because I feel that writing poetry enables me to express the emotive and spiritual aspects of a topic, and that is what I attempted to achieve. I set out to explore writing ekphrastic poetry, an idea which I adopted following one of our feedback sessions. The aim of this was to replicate the visual aspects of the artifacts and to translate the pictorial experience into words. It allowed me to explore my creativity and create unique interpretations and meanings. Furthermore, to add to the authenticity of each piece, I sought to ensure that I mostly used reputable primary sources when choosing artifacts to inspire my poems.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:   P. Gerard, The Art of Creative Research (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017) p. 40.] 

I also experimented with the visual layout of the poems as well as the auditory and kinaesthetic aspects. The purpose of this was to transport the reader, offering a different perspective and to expand upon the meaning of each artifact. For my first poem, I selected a typeface that embodied what I believe to be Coptic script, as my research indicated that this is the script observed on the artifact. I also tried to format the writing in a way that captured the visual arrangement of the strips of parchment. In my second poem, I focused on devices such as repetition and rhythm to convey meaning through sound. The idea was that the poem should be read aloud as a chant to the beat of a drum, much like how the Mayans possibly would have done when entering battle. When writing my third poem, I intended to design the text in the shape of a snake, as the poem is about the Chinese year of the wood snake. The layout also embodies the ebb and flow of the ocean, tying in with the poem's references to water. Additionally, I chose a font that I felt represented the soft, delicate tone of the poem. In my fourth poem, ‘Rishi’, I attempted to encapsulate the visual of particles of light and how they disperse spontaneously. In my fifth poem, ‘Crystal Ball of the Cosmos’, I chose a font and a layout that I felt resembled a page in a newspaper. Lastly, in my final poems, which are based upon the Greek and Roman gods, I used the same creative approach. 

Baktiu
In ancient Egyptian astronomy, ‘Baktiu’ refers to the decans, which were the names given to star constellations used for timekeeping and religious purposes. The poem is based on an ancient Egyptian astrological manual, and although we do not know the exact transcription of the scripture, I would imagine it is likely that there would have been mention of these star groups, as they played a vital role in Egyptian astrology.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  L. S. Wolf, Shamanic Egyptian Astrology: Your Planetary Relationship to the Gods (Vermont: Bear & Co., 2010) p. 23.
] 

Throughout the poem, I have used various poetic devices to convey meaning. I have used alliteration, such as in the first stanza with ' ‘long last’, ‘sacred symbols’ and ‘speak of secrets’.  In the second stanza, I have used juxtaposition to conjure an image in the readers’ minds of how sand can take many forms, powerful and powerless. The Egyptian zodiac was closely tied to the cycles of the Nile River, enabling them to predict floods. [footnoteRef:4] I wanted to convey an image of how the peaks and troughs of the desert are reminiscent of how water moves, even how the sand blows in the desert could be likened to sea spray.  Furthermore, how remarkable it is that parts of the scripture survived, whereas the missing remnants will likely be lost forever, just like the sea has swallowed many relics since the beginning of time.  [4:  Wolf, Shamanic Egyptian Astrology, p. 25.] 


Chak Ek’
The title of this poem translates from the glyph known as the ‘star war’ verb. [footnoteRef:5] It is a rhyming poem which has a regular rhyme scheme and metrical pattern, apart from the final lines where the metrical feet differ between stanzas. The intention was for the poem to create auditory imagery of the beat of a drum. I tried to achieve this through anaphora, repeating the first three lines in each stanza, but each time changing the initial word in the third line. In addition, the use of assonance with the repeated use of the short vowel sound ‘u’ in words ‘drum’, ‘drumming’, and ‘kayum’, as well as the diphthong sound ‘ay’ in words ‘Mayan’ and ‘kayum’ to create rhythm and tempo. I also applied cacophony by using staccato sounds repeatedly, such as the ‘k’ sound in ‘Kayum’, ‘attack’, ‘Kinich’, ‘strike’, and ‘dark’. I feel that by using these harsh sounds, it creates a tone of war and bloodshed. Alongside this, I use a play on words and personification with ‘beating heart of dawn’ and ‘drums growl’ to conjure auditory imagery. In the final stanza I again used a play on words and poetic inversion to break up the repetitive structure and emphasise the word ‘rise’ to add to the visual imagery.[footnoteRef:6]    [5: 
 G. Aldana, ‘Agency and the ‘Star War’ Glyph: A Historical Reassessment of Classic Maya Astrology and Warfare’, Ancient Mesoamerica, 16(2) (2006), 305-320 (p.309).]  [6:  M. Oliver, A Poetry Handbook: A Prose Guide to Understanding and Writing Poetry (United States: Harper Collins, 1994) p. 103-104.
] 

For the ancient Maya, music played an important role in warfare. The Kayum drum was thought to be played alongside chants during pre-battle rituals.[footnoteRef:7] The ancient Maya viewed Venus as a celestial ‘war-bringer’. Battles were often thought to be timed to coincide with the position of Venus in the sky, including its first appearance as the morning or evening star.[footnoteRef:8] Hence the lines in the first stanza. [7:  C.H. Bourg, Ancient Maya music now with sound (Louisiana: State University and Agricultural & Mechanical College, 2005) p. 7]  [8: 
 G. Aldana, ‘Agency and the ‘Star War’ Glyph’, p 310.
] 

In Mayan mythology, Kinich Ahau was a Mayan sun god and the god of warriors. After the sun set, he was said to become a jaguar that travelled through the underworld. Ix Chel, the Mayan moon goddess, was married to Kinich Ahau. She was considered a warrior goddess. It is said that their contrasting natures of sun and moon created conflicts. I attempted to portray this myth through the content and the tone of my poem. I also learnt that the kayum drum was sometimes depicted with a jaguar pelt membrane, which correlated with the ideology of Kinich Ahau transforming to a jaguar. Thus providing a link between the auditory aspect and the visual imagery of the artifact to the meaning and the words within the poem.

Mù shé
The name of this poem is taken from the Chinese word for ‘Wood Snake’ as the poem is based around the Chinese New Year of the wood snake. There is no alliteration until the end of the poem, with the lines:
signifying shredding of old skin
silvery scales suffocating lunar light 
The repetition of the ‘s’ sound evokes the auditory imagery of a snake. There are many abstract metaphors throughout the poem that aim to paint a picture in the reader’s mind. In the second stanza, the Winter Solstice is described as a sailboat. In the third stanza, the moon’s glow adopts the purpose of a skeleton key. Then again in the final stanza, the imagery of a coiling snake suffocating lunar light is used to provoke an image of a solar eclipse. From the first stanza to the second stanza, there is an enjambment with a thought continuation which aspires to build a more complex narrative.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Oliver, A Poetry Handbook, p. 75.
] 

From my research it was fascinating to learn that oysters appear to be synchronised with the lunar cycle and their behaviour influenced by moonlight.[footnoteRef:10] Within the poem, I also portrayed the connection between mother of pearl and the maternal energies associated with the moon. Hence my choice of language throughout the poem was influenced by these associations. With word choices such as ‘milky droplet’ symbolising breast milk as well as ‘mother of pearl’ for example. In my mind I metaphorically compared an oyster shell to a jewellery box, and to my surprise found that in Chinese, the word for ‘jewellery’ is 珠宝 (zhūbǎo), which translates as ‘pearl treasure’.  [10:  L. Payton, D. Tran, ‘Moonlight cycles synchronize oyster behaviour’. Biol Lett, 15(1) (2019), 1-13 (p. 1). ] 


Rishi
Vedic astrology, also known as Jyotish, is an ancient Indian system of astrology rooted in the Vedas, the sacred texts of Hinduism. In Vedic astrology, deities are gods and goddesses that have specific roles in the cosmic order.[footnoteRef:11] Rishis are revered ancient seers and sages who are believed to have received divine knowledge. In the Vedas, "Rishi" refers to an inspired poet, hence the opening line of the poem ‘a poet before poetry’. Rishi were believed to be able to evoke fire, particularly in the context of Yajna, a sacred fire ritual.[footnoteRef:12] Hence the reference to fire and purity within the poem.  [11: 
 D. Frawley, The Astrology of Seers: A Comprehensive Guide to Vedic Astrology (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990) p. 26.
]  [12:  S. Dasa, J. Sastri, ‘What is Vedic Astrology’. Bhaktivedanta College-Online Journal and Article Database, (1993), (p. 4). 
] 

This poem can be viewed as an ode to a Rishi. There is an allusion in the second stanza with a direct reference to Veda Vyasa, a sage who is regarded by the Hindu traditions to be the compiler of the mantras of the Vedas. Between each stanza there is the use of enjambment which creates a sense of movement and allows for more complex and nuanced expression. In the second stanza there is a play on words with ‘lightening’ and ‘thundering’ aiming to denote adjectives as well as nouns with the omission of spelling variations. There is an abundance of imagery, such as breath that vibrated into particles of light, which formed clouds, that began to rain, which in turn led to a monsoon. This imagery was used to provide a sense of flow, symbolise abstract ideas, and add layers of meaning to the poem. To enhance the imagery further, in the final stanza, there is an array of personification, with the smoke, stars, earthly realm, and Jyotish all being personified. 

Crystal Ball of the Cosmos
Western astrology horoscopes are systems based on the zodiac, used to foretell the influence of celestial bodies on human lives, personalities, and events. [footnoteRef:13] The inspiration for this poem came from a newspaper clipping of Mystic Meg’s horoscope page. These horoscopes were written for entertainment purposes and are not legitimate astrological forecasts. Within the article, the photographs depict Mystic Meg with a crystal ball. The imagery of a blue, clouded crystal ball reminded me of how planet Earth is viewed from the perspective of space.  [13:  S. Tester, A History of Western Astrology (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 1987) p. 12.

] 

When writing, I used similes to liken the sights on Earth to astronomical objects, mirroring between our planet and the cosmos. I imagined the creator of the universe peering into planet Earth, just like a fortune teller would peer into a crystal ball. In the fourth and fifth stanzas, I attempted to portray the types of people who would sit on a train on their way to work in the 1990’s, vacantly reading their horoscopes in a newspaper. The idea was also to play on the imagery of the newspaper by referring to it within this context. Furthermore, linking again to perspectives, and rather than people looking down at a newspaper for astrological guidance, they should look up to the night sky, as all the information they need is out there. 

The Greek and Roman Gods
The addition of this series of poems is based upon a set of artwork dated to the 16th century during the Renaissance. This period sparked a renewed interest in classical Greek and Roman culture, advancements in art and astronomy, and a shift from the medieval worldview. Astrology was popular because of the role it played in the predictions of cultural, political, and economic events during this transitional era.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Zhai, R., ‘Astrology and Astronomy in Renaissance Works’. Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences, (2023), (p.220). 


] 

For each piece of art, I wrote based on what details were depicted. I researched each god and the myths surrounding them, which influenced the content of my poems. I included characteristic traits of the gods, the corresponding planets, and the associated zodiac signs. I again, experimented with the font to match it to the lettering found on each piece of artwork. 

Conclusion
To address my research question, I believe I effectively explored how ekphrastic poetry might offer new insights into ancient astrological artifacts. I feel I achieved this through my in-depth research, which provided context and authenticity, through my creative processes, which provided visual, auditory, and kinaesthetic experiences, and through my poetic craft, which offered not only my perspective but hopefully provoked new insights from the reader. 
As part of my creative journey, I found the workshop discussions and feedback valuable, as it allowed input from other creative writers on how my decisions affected the receptive reader and offered fresh perspectives to assist with revising my work. One example of this involved my poem ‘Chak Ek’, as it was vitally important that the poem was read to the rhythm of a drum or chant and that this was communicated to the reader through the repetition and meter of the poem. 
Linda Candy concludes that ‘reflection through practice-based research enables practitioners to generate fresh insights into their personal processes and the creative works that emerge’.[footnoteRef:15] I have found this creative process to be both insightful and enlightening, not only for my own personal curiosities but also as a creative practitioner. I have since joined the writing group ‘Swansea and District Writers Circle’ and I hope that it will continue to support me on my journey as a creative writer.  [15:  L. Candy, ‘The Creative Reflective Practitioner: Research Through Making and Practice’, Routledge, (1) (2019), 1-296 (p. 249).

] 
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MESSAGES FROM BEYOND THE GRAVE

ARIES %%

The fourth person who asks you to pull
a cracker is the key to the heart-deep
changes you need to make. Don’t fret if
you can’t see someone with the initial
J - they are thinking of you, right now.
'I'A“Ru April 21 to
May 21
Don't let a gift of gold sway you, the
decision you wake up with is right. But
news linking you to a country with the
initial A or C means all that you want
it to. Do stay calm over missing food.

GEMINI May 22 to
June 21
Casual kisses under the mistletoe could
lead to surprise confessions at work. A
family mystery is spiced up by a card in
a bright green envelope and there could
be cash surprises, too, linked to a policy.
cANcER June 22 to
July 22
Get ready to have all your passion plans
re-mixed when someone you thought out
of reach raps on your door on Friday. But
you will have to be so patient with two
gloomsters at home. A late card thrills.
I-Eo July 23 to
August 23
A brilliant new moon slices into your
chart and reveals a special talent that
changes your life in all the ways you

want. Do open a present in red paper on
your own - it’s a surprising love-token.

Rk

VIRG August 24 to
September 22

The photograph inside a card is the clue

to that family reconciliation. Names you

write on a coupon are luck-starred this

Tuesday, if you remember that your first

ideas are finest. That worry is easing.

LIBRA ociueerzs

The moon power shining into the home
control part of your chart ends a five-year
old problem. Now you can believe you
are loved. But save a slice of time for
a tricky relative who has important info.

* NEXT WEEK »*

1990

* Complete forecast for
your special year ahead
* Zodiac Love Guide to
find the perfect partner
* Discover Tarot Power
* Your lucky dates and
your winning numbers

RAR AR

scunpl October 24 to

November 22
Sales shopping and someone with a sexy
smile combine to put excitement back
in your life. Stop adding up the price of
a present - it was well meant! Phone
calls can bring excellent cash news now.
SAGITTARIUS ::: >

Dec 21

A journey North and the letter M add up
to a meeting that can put the missing
love back into your life. But someone
who reads out a cracker joke has a cash
surprise that makes holiday dream real.

GAPRICORN 3. °

The warmth of the sun in your own sign
and the shining luck of the new moon is
setting you up for prizes linked to the
number six. Mistaken identity under the
mistletoe could reveal secret admirer.

AuuARIu Jan 21 to

Feb 18

Reverse the initials printed on a silver
wrapped package and you’ve got name
of the place where your love destiny
is waiting. Please take care with food on
Thursday. A pale pet is very lucky now.

PlscEs February 19 to

March 20

When a doorbell rings halfway through
Boxing Day supper, you know that, second
time round, a scheme can work. Don’t
let jealousy seep into your mind when
you open wrong envelope, love’s true.

ELAINE OF SOLIHULL — THAT CASH IS LAYERED BETWEEN PAPER PLATES - RM. LOUISE OF SOUTHAMPTON - HE WILL
BE WITH YOU IN LOVE ON CHRISTMAS DAY - TG. KEITH OF LONDON - THERE IS A PLACE HERE FOR ALL DOGS -

s,

* Revealed! The people
and events vital to your
happiness and success

* Love and luck, home
and family, health and
wealth — in your stars

% Open 24 hours a day,
and seven days a week

PLUS! Don’t rmiss, vour
Dates with Deslmy. i

HOW TO CALL MEG ON STARLINES
To hear your forecast, call the number
under your star sign. The calls cost 38p
a minute peak time and 25p cheap rate

PHONE MYSTIC MEG'S STARLINES

Yes, you can phone Mystic Meg on the number under your sign for

an in-depth guide to your week ahead — the lines are open now

ARIES Family secrets
behind a name on a gift tag
0898 222 887

TAURUS Who wants to
wing back into your life
0898 222 888
H % GEMINI How a party

stranger can be true love
0898 222 889

CANCER Who has gift
of jewels meant for you
0898 222 890

@@ LEO Why surprises linked
10 work are Kmas thriiiers
0898 222 891

VIRGO How the initials
T and H can lead to love...
0898 222 892

P'VE GOT SO MUCH
T0 TELL YOU
S0 DO PHONE ME

LIBRA How to solve
those hidden passion clues
0898 222 893

SCORPIO Colours to
make you the big winner
0898 222 894

SAGITTARIUS Which
)V‘

number is a rich love link
0898 222 895

AT CAPRICORN What
i coupon holds key to future
0898 222 896

AQUARIUS Why new

year brings a new name
0898 222 897

PISCES How a foreign
stamp changes everything
0898 222 898
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