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Essay based on a Sky Journal

Word Count: 2005 words 

Opening

This essay is based on the record of my naked-eye observations of the night sky from a beach in Katwijk, the Netherlands, roughly between 7.30 pm and 8 pm during the week of the 7th-13th November 2022 (the Sky Journal). I will be relating them to the Dutch painter Vincent van Gogh’s statement  “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.”[footnoteRef:1] in a letter to his brother Theo, dated to the 18th of August 1888 (S1). Finally, attention will be paid to the notion of (dis-)enchantment more generally, as it is described in scholarly literature. [1:  Vincent van Gogh. Letter 663 (1888), https://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters.html [accessed 30 November 2022] All the letters cited in this essay are taken from this source and shall henceforth be referenced by their number on the site and the writing date. ] 



Introducing the underlying Christian worldview

	For the first four days of observing, my focus was on be[ing] aware, since due to cloudy weather only a very limited number of stars were visible – see Figures 1a-d. During Monday’s stargazing session, I became aware that the clouds, pushed by a strong wind, would repeatedly cover and reveal the unique star I was able to spot, see Figure 1a again. It suffices to read the next lines in van Gogh’s letter to find a similar type of interactions between these different components in the sky (the atmosphere with the wind, and a star), which in his case imply discontent: “Unfortunately, along with the sun, dear God, for 3 quarters of the time there’s the devil of a mistral”[footnoteRef:2]. For one, his tone echoes the frustration which I felt during this first session. On the other hand, this quote draws attention to the specific perspective on the sky brought by a Biblical lens, which both van Gogh and I adopt[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Letter 663 (1888)]  [3:  Van Gogh notably writes: “O Lord, we love the light of Thy sun and the soughing of Thy sea; we lift up our eyes to Heaven and love the stars that Thou bringest out their host by number and that Thou callest all by name.”, Letter 104 (1877) {reference to Isaiah 40:26: “Lift up your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who brings out the starry host one by one and calls forth each of them by name. Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing.”, Holy Bible, New International Version (NIV), Biblica Inc. at www.biblegateway.com [Accessed 30 November]}, and “Thus saith the Lord, which giveth the sun for a light by day, and the ordinances of the moon and of the stars for a light by night”, Letter 95 (1876) {reference to Jeremiah 31:35: “This is what the Lord says, he who appoints the sun to shine by day, who decrees the moon and stars to shine by night, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar— the Lord Almighty is his name”, NIV, Biblica Inc.}. As for me, many of my reflections while stargazing revolved around God as Creator, especially meditating on “the fourth day of Creation” while journaling {reference to Genesis 1:14-19: “And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark sacred times, and days and years, and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth.” And it was so. God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He also made the stars. God set them in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the fourth day.” NIV, Biblica Inc.}] 



It’s worth referencing Stewart here, who argued that “When [van Gogh] moved from Paris to Arles in February 1888, the clear sunshine struck him with the force of a revelation” [footnoteRef:4] leading the painter to an “animistic vision” [footnoteRef:5]; this is used to justify the line following S1, where he exclaims “Ah, those who don’t believe in the sun down here are truly blasphemous” [footnoteRef:6]. While being in Arles most clearly influenced the painter in, e.g., his use of colours, as discussed by Stewart and others [footnoteRef:7], there is here a blatant omission of van Gogh’s Christian faith. Yet it is undeniably still present, as evidenced by a letter to his sister, also from August 1888, where he recommends reading “Whitman’s American poems” [footnoteRef:8], noting that “The prayer of Christopher Columbus is very beautiful” [footnoteRef:9] and, more strongly, “God and eternity, put back in place above this world” [footnoteRef:10]. In June 1888, he had also written “You do very well to read the Bible” [footnoteRef:11]. Moreover, in the original French text of the exclamation, the emphasis is on the sun “of” down here, not implying any beliefs in a divinised sun but expressing that people were denying properties of the sun in Southern France, possibly the heat it provides in the summer (much more than in the Netherlands, as one can attest).  [4:  Jack Stewart, The Vital Art of Lawrence and Van Gogh, The D.H. Lawrence Review, Vol. 19(2) (1987), p. 126]  [5:  Stewart, p. 137]  [6:  Letter 663 (1888)]  [7:  See e.g., Igor Berezhnoy et al., Computer Analysis of van Gogh’s complementary colours, Pattern Recognition Letters, Vol. 28(6) (2007), pp. 703-709]  [8:  Letter 670 (1888)]  [9:  Letter 670 (1888)]  [10:  Letter 670 (1888)]  [11:  Letter 632 (1888)] 


Just like van Gogh’s view of the sun and other celestial objects cannot be detached from faith, it’s also necessary to gain a better understanding of the word enchanted in S1. At other times when he uses enchanted in his letters [footnoteRef:12], he is always referring to the ground and with a negative connotation, e.g., “it’s — an enchanted land — where one isn’t free” [footnoteRef:13]; according to the van Gogh Museum’s notes to this letter, he may have taken this pessimistic notion from Bunyan’s Christian allegory “A pilgrim’s progress”, where enchanted ground is “‘a metaphor for sham, deceit, the wrong way” [footnoteRef:14]. In fact, a synonym for enchanted in this context would be cursed due to the direct link with Genesis 3:17: “Cursed is the ground because of you” [footnoteRef:15]. This triggers the question of whether the seemingly enchanted life is indeed an extension of van Gogh’s use of the Bunyanian enchanted, or cursed, ground.  [12:  Letter 407 (1883), Letter 507 (1885), Letter 822 (1889)]  [13:  Letter 507 (1885)]  [14:  Letter 407 (1883), Note 4 by the van Gogh Museum]  [15:  Genesis 3:17, NIV, Biblica Inc.] 



Understanding “enchanted” in S1, and comparing responses to enchantment 

One of the definitions of enchantment, that is typically used in literature, is “the state of being under a magical spell” [footnoteRef:16], which is problematic for Christians as magic is explicitly forbidden in the Bible [footnoteRef:17]. Interestingly, this definition nevertheless correlates with Bunyan’s formulation of enchanted ground, although God’s curse can of course not be described as “magical”. Either way, as regards S1, van Gogh’s other quotes related to the sky (Footnote 3) and the insertion enchanted after all favour the understanding of enchantment in its formal definition of “a feeling of great pleasure” [footnoteRef:18]. A Christian may find this enchantment in observing the sky without partaking in any profane or heretical practice like magic, as David expresses when he starts Psalm 19 with “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” [footnoteRef:19] - thus this shall be taken to be the definition of enchanted from now on. The context of the letter supports this as well, since preceding S1, van Gogh remarks about daily life that “you should be able to live on a piece of bread, while working the whole day long, and still having the strength to smoke and to drink your glass” [footnoteRef:20]. This “you” is a general one (French “on”, in English “one” could instead be used), hence his principle is that one, though especially Theo as the recipient, ought to be more aware of the heavens, despite the toil of daily life, with the goal of perceiving God’s glory.  [16:  Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, Enchantment (entry 2), Oxford University Press. www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/enchantment  [Accessed 30 November 2022]. This also holds for the French, see the Larousse entry at www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/enchanter/ [Accessed 30 November 2022]]  [17:  NIV, Biblica Inc. Some passages that support this include: 
Deuteronomy 18:10-14 “Let no one be found among you […] who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consult the dead. Anyone who does these things is detestable to the LORD […] The nations you will dispossess listen to those who practice sorcery or divination. But as for you, the LORD your God has not permitted you to do so.”
Leviticus 19:26 “Do not practice divination or seek omens”
1 Samuel 15:23 “the sin of divination”
Daniel 1:20 “in every matter of wisdom and understanding about which the king questioned them [Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah], he found them ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters”. Note also Daniel 2:2, whereby “magicians and enchanters” is expanded to “magicians, enchanters, sorcerers and astrologers”.]  [18:  Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, Enchantment (entry 1), Oxford University Press. Again, this is applicable in French as well, see the Larousse entry. ]  [19:  Psalm 19:1, NIV, Biblica Inc. ]  [20:  Letter 663 (1888)] 


Furthermore, the exploration of colour briefly touched upon earlier is also a key feature of what causes van Gogh to be enchanted. He notes in the letter containing S1 that a “brightly lit blond head, against [a] rich blue background achieves a mysterious effect, like a star in the deep azure” [footnoteRef:21]. Mysterious effect is another expression van Gogh uses in an attempt to describe his experience of observing a starry night, one that goes beyond the natural, into God’s realm, and one that he can transmit in painting much more easily than with words. Stressing this, in another letter he notes that Rembrandt painted a “supernatural angel” [footnoteRef:22]. Therefore, van Gogh’s response to being enchanted by his sight of the skies - God’s handiwork - is in his use of colours, i.e., painting is his act of worship. [21:  Letter 663 (1888)]  [22:  Letter 649 (1888)] 


The sky-journaling was conducted before I gained this appreciation of how van Gogh might have intended enchanted to be understood in S1; I was still reflecting on both aspects of the word. One example of this is the Tuesday, when I was impressed by a different phenomenon to Monday’s, although still only one star was visible – the way the clouds formed an almost perfect circle around that star, see Figure 1b. I realised that some would perceive this as a “magical” occasion, or feel like the sky spoke to them (i.e., they would feel under the spell of the sky). My spontaneous response was to stop my bike ride and enjoy the sight of it while thanking God in prayer for the display. Similarly, when the second half of the week brought more attention to the “infinity on high” as more and more stars became visible (see Figure 2), I enjoyed this display of God’s glory in Creation that increased day after day, rather than holding that the sky revealed itself  (as if it were casting a spell on me) that week, and responded with an inquiry into the Bible, as already highlighted in Footnote 3. As a brief note to the point about colour, I had noticed on the 12th that the Moon seemed to have a reddish tint (see Figure 3), which I qualified as “unusual” and “surprising” in the journal, preferring to write than paint.

 I thus naturally found myself enchanted during my stargazing in the Christian way defined above, which van Gogh had likely experienced to some extent, too, even if the response, or worship, that the observation induced, differed in nature. 


Considering disenchantment

Meanwhile, besides my complaints about clouds, I recorded more disenchantment – again, understood in the sense of displeasure. It came from the presence of technology, specifically as a source of light pollution (see Figure 4): that of streetlights, of the ships and wind turbines on the North Sea, and of the frequent airplanes passing overhead in their approach to Schiphol airport. One can note that van Gogh does find beauty in a night scene with streetlights: “It’s already growing dark, and the view of the yard from the window beside me is indescribably beautiful, […] here and there the street-lamps are just being lit” [footnoteRef:23]. This is the joy of the painter finding inspiration, while I only sought to observe the stars.  [23:  Letter 136 (1877)] 


Much of the academic discussion on (dis)enchantment addresses technology. The Weberian notion of “Entzauberung der Welt” [footnoteRef:24], in broad terms a consequence of the historical paradigm shift away from religion and towards science, calculation, and rationalisation, is typically the starting point for any paper on enchantment. In particular, drawing upon it, Germain summarizes multiple authors’ apprehensive responses to the greater role taken by technology in the modern landscape, and their views on the “repercussions of disenchantment” [footnoteRef:25]. Conversely, more recently technology has been seen as a potential source of re-enchantment. According to Bennett: “sites of enchantment today include, for example […] the animation of objects by video technologies” [footnoteRef:26]; or more specifically about the sky, from Clynes about Gibson: “he is suggesting that the sky is about to be reborn in a technological disguise” [footnoteRef:27]. Some of the most prestigious Astronomy institutions have similarly argued that “the planetarium experience should be a stimulating reawakening of curiosity” [footnoteRef:28]. However, these are all examples of enchantment from technology, rather than from a direct engagement with the heavens. [24:  {“Disenchantment of the world”} Max Weber, Wissenschaft als Beruf, Uni-Kiel (1919), https://www.molnut.uni-kiel.de/pdfs/neues/2017/Max_Weber.pdf, p.488 [Accessed 30 November 2022]. For a translation, see Rodney Linvingston, Science as a Vocation, in Max Weber: The Vocation Lectures, Hackett Publishing Company (2004), p.13 https://hscif.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Max-Weber-Science-as-a-Vocation.pdf [Accessed 30 November 2022]]  [25:  Gilbert Germain, Embodied Politics, in A Discourse on Disenchantment: Reflections on Politics and Technology, State University of New York Press (1993), pp. 121-122]  [26:  Jane Bennett, The Wonder of Minor Experiences, in The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, Ethics, Princeton University Press (2001), p. 4]  [27:  Frances Clynes, The Enchanting Heavens, in Astronomy and Civilization in the New Enlightenment, Springer (2011), p. 63]  [28:  Giovanni Gandolfi et al., New Perspectives in Planetarium Lectures, in The ESO/ESA/IAU Conference – Communicating Astronomy with the Public, ESO Archive (2005), p. 108] 


For this exercise, I sought to observe the real night sky from a beach in Katwijk, not a “Cyberspace” [footnoteRef:29] or the virtual stars projected on a planetarium. Because of my disenchanting experience with technological light pollution, the technological, virtual solution appears to be only a reinforcement of the trivialisation of light pollution, a circumstance well-phrased by Mizon who notes that: “Our disenchantment of the night through artificial lighting may appear, if it is noticed at all, as a regrettable but eventually trivial side-effect of contemporary life” [footnoteRef:30]. Correspondingly I made this note in my journal, on Sunday after the last observation with a wonderfully clear sky, after seeing that no one else was looking up to see the stars: “People prefer the streetlights to the stars. They don’t care for true light [footnoteRef:31]”. Yet there is pushback against minimising the dangers of light pollution; beyond the individual’s experience of enchantment, many studies conclude that “Light pollution poses a significant threat to our health, the dark skies, and the natural environment” [footnoteRef:32]. Still, most of the discussion nowadays revolves around Dark Sky tourism and localised reserves [footnoteRef:33], while there are few who advocate for a generalised reduction in light pollution [footnoteRef:34], one which would allow for the more wide-spread awareness of the stars and infinity on high van Gogh was encouraging.   [29:  Clynes, The Enchating Heavens, pp. 61 - 67]  [30:  Bob Mizon, Introduction, in Light Pollution: Responses and Remedies, Springer Science & Business Media (2) (2012), p. vi]  [31:  Reference to John 8:12: “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.”, NIV, Biblica Inc. and suggesting that passerby miss the experience of Psalm-19-like enchantment.]  [32:  Andreas Papalambrou & Lambros Doulos, Identifying, Examining, and Planning Areas Protected from Light Pollution. The Case Study of Planning the First National Dark Sky Park in Greece, Sustainability Vol. 11(21) (2019), doi: 10.3390/su11215963, and relevant references therein]  [33:  Josiane Meier, Designating Dark Sky Areas: Actors and Interests, in Urban Lighting, Light Pollution and Society, Routledge (2014), pp. 177-196]  [34:  See e.g., Lori Allen et al., Protecting Dark Skies as a State-Wide Resource, American Astronomical Society Meeting 231 (2018). Note that Christians have supported the establishment of “Principles of responsible outdoor lighting”, for reasons explained in Anne Hayek, International Dark Sky Week: A Christian Perspective, United Church of Christ (2022), https://www.ucc.org/international-dark-sky-week-a-christian-perspective/ [Accessed 30 November]] 




Conclusion

The analysis of the Sky Journal as a primary source with the help of van Gogh’s statements in S1 and other letters, has laid bare the Christian worldview common to van Gogh and me: that God has made the stars’ light to enchant  us about his handiwork, in the non-magical sense of the term. With his particular ability to work with colour, his response to seeing the night sky is painting, while my worship as recorded in the journal could be described as more traditional and reflective. Then, me having witnessed the disenchanting spectacle of light pollution was discussed in relation to both the literature on (dis)enchantment and dark skies. It emerged that substitutes for generalised dark skies, whether technological or tourism-orientated, may provide temporary re-enchantment, and in a different form. But they continue to distance our contemporaries from the more permanent, life-enchanting and God-glorifying awareness of the night sky that Christians like van Gogh promote, and which I nonetheless experienced while sky-journaling. 



Figure 1c: WEDNESDAY – despite the luminosity of the Moon preventing the photographing of the stars that were visible to the eye in that area, this image at least shows that the sky is progressively with reduced cloud coverage (“many more openings”), so that more stars are visible.
Figure 1d: THURSDAY - multiple parts of the sky had "openings" in the cloud coverage, so that a few more stars could be seen, including in some areas of the sky which had been covered for the last 3 days of observing, “Above my head, looking up; also looking left”.
Figure 1a: MONDAY – “clouds let appear a star from time to time, before winds push them to cover it”
Figure 1b: TUESDAY - clouds forming a circle around the only star that was visible (off-centred due to the wind having already moved the “circle” of clouds)
Figure 1: First half of the week, with limited but increasingly favourable sky conditions. 
Including extracts from the sky journal in quotation mark

Figure 3: SATURDAY 12th - the Moon appearing “unusual”, “surprisingly red”
Figure 2: SECOND HALF OF THE WEEK - unfortunately the resolution of the phone camera was too limited to capture the view my eyes were able to see. On this panorama only the two brightest ones can be distinguished … in reality however, there was notably that “the whole constellation of Ursa Major was visible just above the sea”, and many previously covered stars appeared (i.e., all areas of the sky contained stars, “wherever I look”). 










Figure 4: LEFT - A plane approaching, lights reflecting on the sea. RIGHT – A plane overhead 
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