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[bookmark: _GoBack]Essay based on a Sky Journal 
 
This essay explores a Sky Journal I kept over twenty consecutive nights in relation to Van Gogh's statement, 'Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all'[footnoteRef:2]. Drawing on cultural and cosmological viewpoints to consider the themes that emerged from my sky journal, this essay will further examine the reflexive experience of documenting a journal as well as using an autoethnographic approach to create a personal narrative with the sky. I did not use a telescope when recording in the Sky Journal as I noted the importance of naked eye observation, 'the eye is where you enter the starry room of the universe'[footnoteRef:3]. Drawing upon the works of Annalies Moors[footnoteRef:4], I sought to question the personal narrative I brought to the nightly observation and the subsequent realisation that I was seeing with more than the peripheral vision will be explored further within this paper.  [2:  Vincent Van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.]  [3:  Fred Schaaf, The Starry Room: Naked Eye Astronomy in the Intimate Universe, (New York: Wiley Science Editions, 1990), p. 18. ]  [4:  Annelies Moors, On Autoethnography, Ethnography, vol. 18, no. 3, (Sage Publications, 2017) pp. 387-89. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26359189.] 

The posthumous fame of Vincent Van Gogh is arguably attributed to his paintings rather than the profound correspondence sent to his brother Theo within the Victorian period. Van Gogh's letters convey the social issues at the time and reflect his own troubled state of mind[footnoteRef:5]. Van Gogh's painting "Starry Night", demonstrates how it 'feels like to be under to the stars and affords us the means to dwell upon it'[footnoteRef:6] and this is reasserted in his aphorism, 'Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all'[footnoteRef:7].  [5:  Roger J. Porter, Let the Rest be Dark: Van Gogh in his Letters, (University of Hawaii Press, 1982), p. 55. https://www.jstor.org/stable/23538974.]  [6:  Tim Ingold cited in Darrelyn Gunzburg, The imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, (Sheffield, Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2016), p. 220.]  [7:  Vincent Van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 

Turning now to the Sky Journal I kept in respect to Van Gogh's statement[footnoteRef:8]. Throughout human history, the sky has represented the cyclical pattern of life. The sun rising and the full moon gradually waning afforded a stable cosmos that provided measurements of time and calendrical output[footnoteRef:9], whilst the heavenly spheres provided a theatrical backdrop in which the relationships between man and the celestial deities played out[footnoteRef:10]. Though this interpretation of the ubiquitous sky is now seen as anachronistic in contemporary times[footnoteRef:11], the Sky Journal I kept called for a relationship with the sky that would eventuate into a deeper internal and external awareness to thereby, 'locate ourselves externally and internally, physically and symbolically, by the sky'[footnoteRef:12]. Starting my Sky Journal on 9th October, my awareness is purely external. I note the retrograde positions of Saturn and Jupiter and how the waxing crescent moon is coming into view. The observation takes place objectively without any sense of expansiveness and firmly within the raw perceptions of the five senses. My doors of perception have not yet been cleansed[footnoteRef:13] and infinity cannot be seen.  [8:  Van Gogh and de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p. 392.]  [9:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World. (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 7.]  [10:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions, (London, New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 131.]  [11:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World. (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 1.]  [12:  Darrelyn Gunzburg, The imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, (Sheffield, Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2016), p. VIIII.]  [13:  William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, (Boston: John W. Luce and Company, 1906) 26 cited in Project Gutenberg's eBook, https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/pg45315-images.html.] 

The following entries continue in the same manner. 'Saturn is stationing direct and low on the ecliptic in the constellation Capricornus'. My active participation and awareness with the cosmos are still lacking that 'deeper desire to connect with something bigger, a sense of cosmic purpose and personal meaning, of enchantment'[footnoteRef:14]. I am aware of this within my journal, and I consider, 'How do I loosen the earthly bonds of preconceived scientific and philosophical thoughts regarding the cosmos?', to actively participate within the narrative of the sky and be clearly aware[footnoteRef:15]. I am more comfortable initially, in objectively observing the sky and like Kafka's protagonist[footnoteRef:16], I must suspend disbelief and overcome the logical, rational thinking mind to participate directly with the cosmos; as Lucien Levy-Bruhl would term "Participation Mystique"[footnoteRef:17]. Rather than viewing the sky as a remote and separate entity, a stoic sense of inter-connectedness is required.  [14:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern World, (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 287.]  [15:  Vincent Van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.]  [16:  Franz Kafka The Complete Stories, trans. Willa and Edwin Muir, (New York: Schocken Books, 1971), pp. 89-139.]  [17:  Lucien Levy-Bruh,l How Natives Think, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 76-104.] 

On 12th October, the awareness that Van Gogh contemplates, finally emerges. I note that, 'the sky is very dark, almost black.' The backdrop of the mill and chimney adjacent to the canal below, lie in darkness. 'There is a joy', I discern, 'in observing Saturn and Jupiter resplendent in the dark sky. 'Look at the Stars! Look, look up at the skies!'[footnoteRef:18] Looking back at photos from the previous night, I noted the light pollution advancing upwards. 'The brighter earth becomes, the fewer stars are seen' and this is how we lose the 'unfettered view of the universe on a dark, clear, moonless night'[footnoteRef:19]. 'The dark sky holds enchantment over the industrial city lights below and without the obfuscation of the imposing glow below', I can now 'be clearly aware of the stars'[footnoteRef:20]. I can envision the primitives of Levy-Bruhl[footnoteRef:21], glancing up at the blackened sphere above that stretched into infinity, with the luminous jewels of planets and stars glowing in the expansive skies and experiencing that integration of self and cosmos so elusive to the modern mind[footnoteRef:22].  [18:  Gerald Manley Hopkins, Gerald Manley Hopkins –Poems- (Poemhunter.com, 2012) p. 98. https://www.poemhunter.com/i/ebooks/pdf/gerard_manley_hopkins_2012_6.pdf.]  [19:  Dan Duriscoe, Preserving Pristine Night Skies in National Parks and the Wilderness Ethnic, The George Wright forum, vol. 18, no. 4, (George Wright Society, 2001) p.30. https://www.jstor.org/stable/43597771.]  [20:  Vincent Van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.]  [21:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 76-104.]  [22:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World. (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 4.] 

I questioned whether 'the light polluted sky had clouded my vision, like dust obscuring the lens to the night sky' as 'glare robs us of stars through its effect on our sight'[footnoteRef:23]. Our ancestors had wondered at the piercingly dark sky, the scattering of stars inspiring and connecting[footnoteRef:24] therefore, to envision a world devoid of perceivable stars, must be, as Dante symbolised, the idea of Hell.  [23:  Tyler Nordgren cited in Darrelyn Gunzburg, The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, (Sheffield, Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2016), p. 198.]  [24:  Elizabeth M. Alvarez and David L. Crawford, The Value of Dark Skies and of High-Quality Night Lighting – Building Public Awareness, The George Wright Forum, vol. 18, no. 4, (George Wright Society, 2001), p. 20.] 

Til on our view the beautiful lights of heav'n 
Dawn'd through a circular opening in the cave: 
Thus issuing we again beheld the stars[footnoteRef:25].  [25:  Dante Aligieri, The Vision of Hell: The Inferno, trans. The Rev. H. F. Cary M.A., (London, Paris and Melbourne: Cassell & Company, 1892), Canto XXXIV.] 

I completed my entry on the 12th of October; 'To be clearly aware of the stars[footnoteRef:26], a dark stage is essential to contrast the stars, comparable with a chiaroscuro painting'. The disparity between light and darkness allows for deeper and more reflective thought.' [footnoteRef:27] [26:  Vincent Van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.]  [27:  Joe Sovick, Towards an Appreciation of the Dark Night Sky, vol.18, no. 4 (The George Wright Forum, 2001), p. 15. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43597768.] 

The following two nights saw 'heavy cloud cover and rain dominating the night, eradicating any clear perception of the infinite sky'. I questioned whether I needed 'to see the stars to be clearly aware of their presence or if the cloud does indeed act like a buffer preventing clear seeing of infinity'. I felt the cloud to be oppressive and was overly frustrated with its presence, '… a dismal rack of clouds'[footnoteRef:28] as Keats utters. Alexander Harris considers how sombre clouds can lower the mood[footnoteRef:29] and I contemplated how 'Saturn and Jupiter are so much bigger and infinite than the overhead clouds yet from an earthly viewpoint, the clouds can obscure even a nebula or a galaxy'. The Latin term for cloudy is "obnubilate" which translates as beclouding and obscurity[footnoteRef:30]. The etymology is interesting as I felt 'the clouds were obscuring my vision and preventing clear seeing' and as such, I wanted to 'peel back the clouds and reveal the infinite sky above'.  [28:  John Keats, The Poetical Works of John Keats, (London, New York: Frederick Warne and Co., 1887), pg. 245.]  [29:  Alexander Harris, Weatherland: Writers and Artists Under English Skies, (London: Thames & Hudson, 2015) p. 12.]  [30:  Merriam Webster: An Encyclopaedia Britannica Company, Search for a Word (1828) https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/obnubilate {accessed 14 November 2021}.] 

Cloud cover returns on October 22nd but rather than feeling the inevitable frustration, I began to observe the clouds. 'There is an enchantment in the clouds. The clouds move, unaware of the forms they take, only I, as the observer, can perceive the innumerable forms they create'. Arthur Schopenhauer suggests that the essence of a cloud, 'the idea', is quite different to the physical form that is only for the observer to see[footnoteRef:31]. From an ontological perspective, the clouds exist but that existence is once again observed by my limited perceptions which perceives from only the phenomenological viewpoint. I consider the primitives within Levy-Bruhl's text for whom the rocks and clouds provided an enchanted animism[footnoteRef:32] while my entry for that day reads, 'I feel frustrated that I cannot feel the aliveness and unity of being with the clouds that I am observing'.  [31:  Arthur Schopenhauer The World as Will and Idea, 7th Edition, trans by R. B. Haldone and J.Kemp, (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner and Co., 1909), pp. 242-243.]  [32:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl How Natives Think, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 80-81.] 

Within my journal entry on the 23rd of October, I begin to examine my own reflexive biases that have prevented clear seeing. The concept of 'the sky can be a window or a mirror that I look through' began to emerge, 'Reflexivity takes many forms, awareness of self and other, mirroring, distorted mirroring[footnoteRef:33]. Only by identifying and reflecting upon my own conscious and subconscious beliefs and prejudices, could I outwardly observe physical phenomena within my Sky Journal in a clear and open-minded way[footnoteRef:34]. I wrote, 'Using the sky as a mirror, I am reflecting what I perceive I already know about the sky and therefore reflecting back my culture and belief patterns that are familiar and trusted'. Jennifer Robertson notes how the analogy of a mirror when held up, can deepen the understanding we have of ourselves[footnoteRef:35] whilst Charlotte Aull Davies postulates that reflexivity requires, 'a turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference'[footnoteRef:36]. To enter into a dialogue with the sky is also to examine the self-dialogue within.  [33:  A. K. Ramanujan Where Mirrors are Windows: Towards an Anthology of Reflections, History of Religions, vol. 28, no. 3, (University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 189. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1062747.]  [34:  Clive Ruggles Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy, (Leicester: Proceedings of Science, 2010), p. 12.]  [35:  Jennifer Robertson Reflexivity Redux:  A Pithy Polemic on 'Positionality, Anthropological Quarterly 75, no. 4, (The George Washington University Institute, 2002), p. 786.]  [36:  Charlotte Aull Davies Reflective Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Self and Others, (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 4.] 

We all have a personal cosmology[footnoteRef:37] and on October 24th, I contemplated 'the countless cultures through the major epochs who turned their eyes to the heavens to answer the most fundamental questions; who am I? What is my place in the cosmos?' While Clive Ruggles postulates on an 'unprecedented level of indifference to modern cosmology compared with what was true in past cultures'[footnoteRef:38], I considered if 'the influx of scientific knowledge in recent times, had impacted modern society' meaning that the term, "participation mystique'[footnoteRef:39], holds little relevance with the cultural limitations of contemporary belief. I had 'viewed Saturn and Jupiter for fifteen nights with the naked eye and with no aid from a telescope, astrolabe, or Antikythera Mechanism, just like the early astronomers'. The sky was my primary source[footnoteRef:40], my 'connection to who I am and my place in the cosmos'. Only when I lost the preconceived notions of engrained culture and beliefs, could the sky become a window of clear seeing once again.  [37:  Nicholas Campion Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions, (London, New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 1.]  [38:  Clive Ruggles Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy, (Leicester: Proceedings of Science, 2010), p. 12.]  [39:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl How Natives Think, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 78.]  [40:  Darrelyn Gunzburg The imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, (Sheffield, Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2016), p. 88.] 

Taking this further, on October 28th, I experimented with not attaching names to any celestial object I observed to cleanse the doors of perception[footnoteRef:41]. 'By looking afresh, without my own judgements and codified knowledge, I no longer limited my experience in observing the sky. Having labelled Saturn, I perceived only the pejorative and malefic concepts of the planet[footnoteRef:42], and per contra, I perceived Jupiter as the twinkling, jovial benefic[footnoteRef:43]'. 'By naming the planets, the sky was no longer a looking glass but had returned to a mirror, reflecting my prejudices, and obfuscating clear awareness.' Rather than codifying knowledge when observing the sky, I had to experience tacit knowledge in which insights and intuition could be experienced innately before I could begin to formalise in written language.  [41:  William Blake The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, (Boston: John W. Luce and Company, 1906) 26 cited in Project Gutenberg's eBook, https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/pg45315-images.html.]  [42:  Liz Greene Saturn: A New Look at an Old Devil, (London: Penguin Group, 1990), p. 10.]  [43:  Chris Brennan Hellenistic Astrology: The Study of Fate and Fortune, (Colorado: Amor Fati Publications, 2017), pp. 173-174.] 

Building on Donald Schön's theory of reflective practice[footnoteRef:44], I was able to put into action a process of understanding and identifying the cultural dichotomies that exist within and the incessant need to label the celestial sky without. Clive Ruggles confirms my tendency to observe the sky in a detached and disconnected manner, 'from a Western perspective, it is tempting to see the immutable cycles of the sky as a passive backdrop'[footnoteRef:45]. As I noted, 'Once I have labelled Saturn and Jupiter, I no longer experience the enchantment of the planets but rather, I see a mental construct built on past experiences, cultural conditioning and tendencies.  [44:  Donald A. Schön The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, (Basic Books Inc, 1984), p. 50.]  [45:  Clive Ruggles Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy, (Leicester: Proceedings of Science, 2010), p. 7.] 

The last entries into my Sky Journal, affirm an emerging interconnection with the infinite night sky. Events unfolded on the stage of the ubiquitous cosmos. 'As Jupiter appeared in the Western skies, food would be prepared whilst Saturn disappearing behind the adjacent mill, would indicate my son's bedtime.' The window I looked out to the sky was becoming increasingly less distorted whereby I became aware of an 'increasing sense of enchantment in my perception.' I ruminated on the elusive term "enchantment". I ask, 'How then to speak of this experience, this sense of wonder and enchantment?' Language is limited when attempting to accurately convey my participation with the night sky; an innate experience cannot always be sufficiently elucidated. 
On October 30th, I question, 'Is the enchantment within me or what I perceive?' Just as an artist is not a passive observer of what she paints but rather calls into existence its form which is permeated with her own anima[footnoteRef:46], do I therefore create and partake in the enchantment of this connection? Patrick Curry proposes that, 'In terms of (re) Enchantment, its closest affinities are with popular animism'[footnoteRef:47]. The sky is intimately connected to who I am and the result of innately experiencing this connection is not achieved through epistemological logic. 'Barn's burnt down – now I can see the moon'[footnoteRef:48]. Having cleared the dust from my lens, the cosmos is no longer disconnected and that is truly enchanting.  [46:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl How Natives Think, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), p. 80-81.]  [47:  Patrick Curry MAGIC vs. ENCHANTMENT, Mallorn: The Journal of the Tolkien Society, no. 38, (Tolkien Society, 2001), p. 10.]  [48:  Mizatua Masahide cited in Zen Poetry: Let the Spring Breeze Enter, trans. Lucien Stryk and Takashi Ikemoto, (New York: Grove Press, 1995), p. 211. https://terebess.hu/zen/mesterek/breeze.pdf] 

To sum up, I found that the autotelic process of keeping a Sky Journal brought about an increased awareness of the cosmos beyond preconceived, cultural concepts. Only by engaging with the night sky, could I actively participate in a cosmos that is both within and without. The sky, I found, can be the perfect mirror or window according to the perceptions from which the seer looks through. 
This allows the conclusion that keeping a Sky Journal is not a passive act and merely the recording of rhythms and cycles in a distant and elusive night sky. When I became clearly aware and interconnected with the night sky, a vibrant and enchanted cosmos burst forth and I saw myself as complete and infinite as the universe itself.
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