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Essay based on a Sky Journal


This essay aims to discuss the statement of Vincent Van Gogh, ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’[footnoteRef:1], as it relates to the primary source personal Sky Journal observations. The journal excerpts are based on the reflections made in the period starting on the New Moon of October 25th, concluding on Sunday 27th November - incidentally, ending on the night on which the clearest view of the sky has been witnessed and recorded in the total timeframe of this Sky Journal. First, awareness of the sky at night is assessed in line with personal contexts covered in the journal, as well as overall visibility in London and related light pollution. Next, the concept of “infinity on high” is explored further, bringing closer look at what Van Gogh meant in the context of his art and mental state, as well as the documented personal experiences. Lastly, the concept of enchantment is explored – specifically, enchantment with life through sky observations - with consideration on whether similar experiences can be achieved with observations with the use of technology. In conclusion, this essay agrees with Van Gogh’s statement as it encompasses personal journey through the journal entries - while also considers the potential challenges in connecting with the sky when located in the modern urbanized living environment.  [1:  Vincent van Gogh & Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.392] 


In the modern world, one suffering from the widely discussed information overload and individual attention deficit, largely increasing in parallel with the rise of the internet, the social focus on observing the stars is hardly comparable with the importance it had in the cultures of the past, such as ancient Egypt. Van Gogh’s statement at first pointedly drives focus to being in a ‘clearly aware’ state when observing the night sky. The observations can however be a challenge to carry out as they are dependent on the observer’s location, with urbanised living interfering with observations with the light pollution.
The ’Starry Night’ of Vincent Van Gogh is one of his most recognised art pieces worldwide, one that is among most accoladed in the modern culture for its role in focusing society’s attention to the night sky and its magical liveliness. The emotions it evokes in the viewer can be similar to their own experiences when observing the night sky phenomena – marked with curiosity, amazement, and magnetism of the individual pulsing of the star lights - and can be deemed similar to evoking religious experiences[footnoteRef:2]. Van Gogh’s art channels this curiosity as a representation of human state when interacting with the divine represented by the night sky. It invites the clarity of awareness which the author mentions in his letters, through his embodying this value as an artist. [2:  Abdul Ghani Dahlan. The Scream & Starry Night: Emotions, Symbol & Motives/"El Grito" y "La Noche Estrellada": Emociones, Símbolos y Motivos. Estudios Sobre el Mensaje Periodistico; Vol. 20, Iss. 1 (Madrid, 2014), pp 331-339, p. 336] 

In the permanent state of business of the modern life, the practice of holding space for such divine communications is increasingly missing in the everyday routines, as the cultures are rather taken over by the daytime activities – and additionally, the light pollution in the urbanized areas makes it a challenge to see the beyond at night. It is therefore often the moon, rather than wider night sky, that provides this gateway to the communication for people living in larger cities. As the journal has begun on the night of new moon in Scorpio on 23rd October, meaning that the moon has not been visible on the first night of observations, the personal thoughts on the day have circled around the feeling of grief and longing for that connection, impossible due to the sky covered by clouds: “[the moon] I’ve set off to observe is not going to be visible for these few nights. The clouds are here though, moving slowly and matching the eerie atmosphere of the season (…)”[footnoteRef:3]. Further entry from 8th November mentions the disappointment relating to lack of visibility of the red moon and its eclipse in the last such event of the year, but also the appreciation of visibility of Jupiter - further indicating that while the connection to the moon is important, the longing for connecting further and learning more is in human nature – as further described in Van Gogh’s statement. [3:  Sky Journal, October 23rd 2022] 

In summary, clarity of awareness when observing the night sky can be seen as the utmost importance in taking on this activity – however it does not come without challenges in the modern and often urbanised living societies. 

In the discussed quotation, Van Gogh follows the initial instruction by a mention of “infinity on high”[footnoteRef:4]. What it appears to achieve is to bring the reader’s focus closer and further up to the next dimension of perception, one more connected to the divinity, signalling that the first introductory words offered advice on how to channel into it. The context of Van Gogh’s mental state ought to be considered in discussing this statement. However, the personal Sky Journal entries, written under wholly different circumstances, appear to reflect the same overall perspective.  [4:  Vincent van Gogh & Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.392] 

Observation of the sky connects the humans to the subtle spaces, and creates a meditative space without need for any further actions. In case of Van Gogh, his context of the statement has been one heavily influenced by mental health struggles, as the painter retreated into the asylum when the art was created. It can be hypothesised that it’s the mental instability that allowed the artist to reach such subtle level of connection to the divinity. However at the same time, according to a UCLA art historian Albert Boime, “Van Gogh was never more lucid than when he was painting”[footnoteRef:5] – which points to this relationship rather being of a channelling nature to this mentioned “infinity”, rather than being purely born out of the author’s imagination.  [5:  Albert Boime, Van Gosh Starry Night. Publishers Weekly, Vol. 243, Iss. 9(New York, 1996). p.46.] 

The Sky Journal appears to follow a similar path of exploration to the first sentence of the quote, starting with the focus on the physical objects in the night-time sky, and over time gaining more reflective as triggered by the observations. Particularly at the time of November 23rd new moon, the observations of the clear sky made when based in the rural area, away from light pollution, led to a reflection of “this complete darkness is what allows us to tap into our true colours, experience the intensity and hues thousands of times more vivid than what we can experience in daytime in the everyday”[footnoteRef:6]. It is on November 27th though, that one of the core observation of the subtle levels in the journal has been noted - “stars and constellations reminding us of our ultimate destiny to fulfil as a Soul with capital letter”[footnoteRef:7] - incidentally coinciding with the sky view at its clearest throughout the whole period of observation. [6:  Sky Journal, November 23rd 2022.]  [7:  Sky Journal, November 27th 2022.] 

In summary, observing the stars can become one’s subconscious gate to tapping into more subtle dimensions of the human psyche, further allowing a deeper level of connection with what is beyond the earthly modern life. The “infinity on high” part of the quote, while at first sounding rather esoteric than easily approachable as a context, in comparison with the context of learnings and sublimation reflected in the Sky Journal entries appears to be rather a wise advice on where the process of observing the sky will lead towards. 

	Van Gogh leaves a sign of a promise within the quote, ending it with words “then life seems almost enchanted after all”[footnoteRef:8]. When aligned with the context of the Sky Journal, the wisdom becomes clearer – with author’s proposed gateway for reaching the state of enchantment with one’s life. The painter’s “Starry Night” masterpiece portrays this enchantment, and a change in the way of being evoked in the audience. A similar impression of sublimation of the senses could too be noted throughout the process of journalling the night sky. The aspect of enchantment does however need to be also looked at through the lens of modern living and culture, and the role of technology in both supporting the observations, as well as interfering with them when the data is collected through a naked eye analysis.   [8:  Vincent van Gogh & Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.392] 

The “Starry Night” painting is universally accoladed for its ability to channel emotion of the night’s sky into the work of art. As quoted in the official museum, through this work “Van Gogh brings God to the village”[footnoteRef:9]. While his recorded life story context might not represent the blissful state of being he seems to be referring to, the art he produced within this time in asylum reflects he has in fact truly experienced connecting with the sublime sphere through his sky admiration.  [9:  https://www.vangoghgallery.com/painting/starry-night.html ] 

The actual process of enchantment discussed by Van Gogh will be subjective and different depending on an individual starting point. However, the shift could be clearly observed through the Sky Journal entries, from the initial focus on physical records, progressing continuously more into the sublime, and onto anecdotes on the states of the sky observed – all of which can confirm alignment with the artist’s quote. Such enchantment can also become further positively contagious, with the process further transmitting into the wider network of interested individuals partaking in the observations through proximity to the observer. The network aspect can perhaps can further add into this enchantment, as it becomes a process of observations exchange within a community. On top of this however, the role of technology in the overall observations cannot be forgotten. The Sky Journal entries on numerous occasions mention confusion with whether the object observed is in fact a natural object or an artificial satellite, which has been a confusion for the several first days of observation of Jupiter[footnoteRef:10]. On the other hand, technology can be of support in urbanized living spaces, where the light pollution does not allow seeing the beyond in high quality, as experienced for a large part of the Sky Journal observations. Altogether, this begs a question, whether the enchantment discussed by Van Gogh can be experienced in similar way with the filters of technology. Research suggests that “The view that cyberspace has become God [as] found in some of the literature”[footnoteRef:11], however based on the Sky Journal observations, it were rather the naked eye observations and processes that have triggered the enchantment the most – with observations noted with support of the mobile applications rather being reflected on with a language of curiosity, than enchantment. This would support that “Sacred spaces or objects are different to those non-sacred or profane”[footnoteRef:12], and while helpful to understand the wider context, technology is not able to instil similar levels of enchantment as primary experiential observation.  [10:  Sky Journal, November 23rd 2022]  [11:  Frances Clynes, An Examination of the Impact of the Internet on Modern Western Astrology, (Unpublished PhD thesis, UWTSD, 2015), p. 311]  [12:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (London: Allen & Unwin, 1915), p. 37] 

In summary, enchantment is a process that follows the night sky observations - while an important difference between experiential observations and these made with support of technology has been noted in the process.

To conclude, Van Gogh’s quote is in essence a beautiful piece of advice on how to connect with the divine through disciplined dedication to observing the night sky, which is reflected in the shifts observed in the personal journey tracked through the Sky Journal. First, it is important to focus clear attention on the objects visible with the naked eye. Then, the wider concept of infinity starts to unravel. Eventually, the observations of sky directly have been noted to affect the subconscious interaction with the conscious world in the daytime, creating indeed a sense of enchantment. The concept of divinity and its potential for being channelled through technology has also been raised, with conclusion that while technology can be supportive in gaining a logical context to the observed night sky processes, the enchantment in Van Gogh’s sense is of a nature only achievable through the experiential observations. 
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