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Essay Based on a Sky Journal
‘Almost Enchanted: Pandemic Evenings and Mornings During the 2020 Great Conjunction’

Word Count: 2458


Prolegomena
I cannot recall a time when I was not continuously looking up at the night skies whenever – and wherever – the opportunity presented itself. The universe, for me, is essentially a mechanical one and typically a visible one. Perhaps this behavioural trait was grounded in being a winter skies, nocturnal birth individual à la Gustave Eiffel, Edwin Hubble, or Andreas Vesalius.[footnoteRef:2] It may also be due to what has always been a source of fascination, encouraged by what ‘almost’ enchants me – that the elements which comprise the humus within me are the products of thermonuclear fusion within stars. Not only that, there is a geologic time aspect, a ‘deep time’ aspect to use a term coined by the American author John McPhee in his Basin and Range.[footnoteRef:3] McPhee writes, ‘the human mind may not have evolved enough to be able to comprehend deep time. It may only be able to measure it’.[footnoteRef:4] And so, this looking up invites into the eyes the light which comes as ‘ancient light’ to which I instinctively attach measurement before wonder, and quantification before awe.  [2:  Astro-Databank, Lois Rodden (ed.) https://www.astro.com/astro-databank/Main_Page .]  [3:  John McPhee, Basin and Range, (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1981).]  [4:  John McPhee, Basin and Range, (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1981). p. 16
] 

Introduction and Rationale
This essay draws on primary-sourced data collected over a lunar synodic cycle of approximately thirty-two days by the author contributing to a ‘sky journal’. The content of the datasets contributing to the sky journal includes visual observations, anecdotal commentary dictated as VoiceNotes™ and real-time astrophotography. The pre-dawn and evening skies over the period 31 October to 02 December 2020 comprised the astronomical canvases and observations were imprecisely unscheduled; the subjects observed included the Moon, Mars, Venus, the Jupiter-Saturn conjunction in sidereal Sagittarius/Capricorn, and the arc-en-ciel generated by the curve of stars in the asterism of the ‘tail of Ursa Major’ (the Great Bear). The latter provided important celestial navigation to the stars Arcturus (Boötes), Spica (Virgo), Venus (in Virgo) and the ecliptic. Additional subjects included in situ cloud formations and the built environment in the immediate neighborhood of my home in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada (49.8951°N, 97.1384°W).  
For the purposes of this essay, I will attempt to consider the sky journal observations – not primarily as data to be analysed and reported on astronomically or journalistically - in relation to a pericope from a 19th century artist. That pericope is from the letter of 11 August 1888 written by the Impressionist painter, Vincent van Gogh, to his brother (and benefactor) Theo during the period in which Vincent was living in Arles in the south of France and soon to be committed by his attending physician to the asylum.[footnoteRef:5] The particular pericope reads as follows: [5:  Van Gogh, Vincent, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. Selected and Edited by Ronald de Leeuw, trans. by Arnold Pomerans. Penguin Classics (Penguin Books Ltd., 1998). Kindle Edition. pp. 371-375 [hereafter, van Gogh, Letter to Theo 11 August 1888].] 

“When you are in good health you should be able to live on a piece of bread while doing a full day’s work and have enough strength left over to smoke and have a drink, because you need that under those conditions. And yet be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all. Ah, those who do not believe in the sun here are quite godless. Unfortunately, along with the good god sun, there is the devil mistral three-quarters of the time.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  van Gogh, Letter to Theo 11 August 1888, pp. 375, (italics by the author).] 

The relationships I wish to examine from the above letter excerpt will occur through the filtered gas lamps of 19th- century France and our 21st- century LED lights, the van Gogh painting “Starry Night on the Rhône”, and my anecdotal commentaries from the sky journal. The relationships are developed across three themes: 1) the Great Conjunction of Jupiter-Saturn as representative of pneuma and psyche, (πνεύμα και ψυχή; spirit and mind); 2) the Moon and Mars as visual representations of living in the period of the SARS-CoV-2 worldwide pandemic – the timor inoculum (fear inoculum), and; 3) the asterism in Ursa Major as the arc-en-ciel celestial guide to appreciating van Gogh’s September 1888 painting of the evening skies of Arles, France; his Starry Night Over the Rhône as a litanie contre la peur (litany against fear) during the 21st century SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.  
Spirit of Jupiter and Psyche of Saturn - (πνεύμα και ψυχή) 
The Great Conjunctions of Jupiter-Saturn recur on an approximately 20-year cycle. The difficult year of 2020 began astronomically with an exact conjunction of Saturn-Pluto on 12 January and culminates with the 21 December close conjunction of Jupiter-Saturn (6 arc-mins. separation). Richard Tarnas, in Cosmos and Psyche, describes such planetary conjunctions as ‘archetypal complexes associated with such themes as harsh oppression and constraint, crime and punishment, sin and judgement, trauma and retribution, rigid control and dark consequences, intensely challenging contradictions and tensions [the] depths of shadow.’[footnoteRef:7] Nicholas Campion stated that, astrologically-speaking in the context of conjunctions, ‘one can only assume that the astrologers were fixated by the power of the malefic planets Mars and Saturn (in conjunctions) and gave little weight to their benevolent counterparts, Venus and Jupiter’.[footnoteRef:8] I tend to incline towards a benevolence of an ‘almost enchanted sky’, for I view incantare as referring to the heavens having a voice which sings to me: ‘these last few weeks, I have witnessed these two outer planets coming ever closer to one another in the southwestern sky, with a pace that is quickening of late….first about a fist apart (5°), now just two fingers apart (2°); I hope the skies are good to us in a few weeks when they, at last, conjoin (see Fig. 1). It is like witnessing an unfulfillable longing in the night sky between two lovers – adorned in veils with hues of cobalt and pink.’[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Richard Tarnas, Cosmos and Psyche: Intimations of a New World View, (New York: The Penguin Group, 2006), p.268.]  [8:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London, UK: Bloomsbury Academic 2009;2013), p. 78.]  [9:  John Murray, Sky Journal entry 30 November 2020 @ 17:24 CST.] 
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Figure 1: Jupiter-Saturn conjunct at 3*. Image credit: John Murray. 30 Nov. 2020 @ 1732 CST.
Robert Powell noted that ‘the periodicity of Saturn-Jupiter conjunctions supports the idea of millenial changes in history’ due to the 960-year cycle of these conjunctions through all four triplicities of fire, earth, air and water signs.[footnoteRef:10] Moreover, Powell offers that changes in triplicities such as what is about to occur with the 2020 conjunction, ‘are indicative of significant historical occurrences such as natural catastrophes and historic political changes’[footnoteRef:11] Among later-era Persian Pahlavi apocalyptic, there are clear references to ‘auspicious conjunctions’ involving Jupiter which culminates in midday and ‘keeps its distance from Mars and Venus’; with the support of the ‘Big Ursus and the constellation Leo to ‘draw down Venus’ (see later section on Ursa Major). Such events were considered to be omens favouring the coming of a messianic figure who was about 30 years of age.[footnoteRef:12]  Van Gogh, in his letter to Theo of 11 August 1888, has provided for our generation an alternatively mundane vision – ‘doing a full day’s work and have enough strength left over to smoke and have a drink.’ – while at the same time enlarging our perspective by being ‘clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high’.[footnoteRef:13] The avant-metal of TOOL in their Fear Inoculum track Pneuma mirrored the human connection between the earth-bound flesh and cosmos-bound spirit with this lyric recorded in the sky journal as voice:  [10:  Robert Powell, ‘Classics in Astrosophy, Part III: The Great Conjunctions’, in Saturn, Mary, Sophia: Star Wisdom Volume 2, ed. by Joel Matthew Park (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Books, 2020), p. 84.]  [11:  Robert Powell, Saturn, Mary, Sophia: Star Wisdom Volume 2, p.85.]  [12:  Naindeep Singh Chann, ‘Lord of the Auspicious Conjunction: Origins of the Sahib-Qiran’, Iran and the Caucasus, 13 (2009): p. 94.]  [13:  van Gogh, Letter to Theo 11 August 1888, pp. 375.] 

We are spirit bound to this flesh
We go round one foot nailed down
But bound to reach out and beyond this flesh
Become Pneuma.

We are will and wonder
Bound to recall, remember
We are born of one breath, one logos
We are all one spark, a sun becoming.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  TOOL, Fear Inoculum. Adam Jones, Daniel Carey, Justin Chancellor, Maynard Keenan (lyrics), (2019: BMG Rights Management).] 


Often during this sky journal ‘synod’, I would take the day’s affairs and stresses (my ‘foot nailed down’), consider a smoke and a drink, then go for a walk to see how the conjunction was taking form and if that evening I felt it to be sacred, profane, evolutionarily significant or simply celestial mechanics: ‘the Sun is now setting just ahead of the stellium….with Jupiter the first to appear in the southwest, to be followed by the dimmer, longing mystic subtlety of Saturn. The constellations emerge one star at a time. I know from modern astronomy that Pluto is among them, but invisible to me. Can I be certain it is there? The closer these two time-keeping (‘chronocrator’) planets come together, the more excited I am becoming…and now that the speed of convergence is accelerating, I can almost sense the energy of convergence, a harmony of worlds coming, an end of global tensions? The spirited brilliance of the jovian is taking the disciplined mindfulness of the saturnian and blending these into an astronomical sign for all the world to see, and cast their hopes and dreams upon. Can’t wait…!’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  John Murray, Sky Journal entry 01 December 2020 @ 18:06 CST] 

Timor Inoculum
In his letter to Theo van Gogh of 29 September 1888, Vincent speaks of reaching out to difficulty in his art: ‘…and it does me good to do what is difficult. That doesn’t stop me having a tremendous need for, shall I utter the word – religion – so I go outside at night to paint the stars, and I always dream like that, with lively figures as lovers.’[footnoteRef:16] An ‘inoculum’ is the active substrate of an elixir (e.g., a live vaccine base) which is just enough to initiate an immune system response. A combination of van Gogh’s increasing psychiatric difficulties in the 19th century with the present SARS-CoV-2 pandemic is tempting. To make  connections to the archetypal Mars as the red planet which dominates the southern sky each night from sunset to pre-dawn. The sky journal entries consider ‘pandemic fearfulness about such an aggressive, ‘martial’ microbe and the emotion-charged responses around the world in its wake. The turbulence of the world has caused me to want to focus on narrow windows of time near full moon when Moon-Mars were applying and separating from exact conjunction.’[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Vincent van Gogh, Van Gogh: The Letters. Leo Jansen, Hans Luijten, Nienke Bakker (eds.). Van Gogh Letters Project, 691. (Amsterdam: Van Gogh Museum; The Hague: Huygens Institute, 2009). http://www.vangoghletters.org/vg/letters.html [accessed November 19, 2020].]  [17:  John Murray, Sky Journal entry 01 December 2020 @ 18:46 CST.] 

The first of these focal points was early in the synodic cycle, near 30-31 October 2020, and was a turbulent experience with the effects of obscuring by clouds (Figure 2).[footnoteRef:18] The clouds offered the same colour scheme of cobalt and ruddy hues with the ‘the devil mistral’ wind of van Gogh’s reckoning making for a scene which was tensile, if not on the edge of impatient anger. The journal entry for that date was as follows: ‘On the late evening of October 30 fiery red Mars reached a perfect conjunction with the Moon. The vision was surreal, with openings and closings of cloud decks backlit by moonlight. This pair is at 120° to Venus at this hour which does not rise in the southeast for about eight hours….a time overflowing with inclinations to sexuality and assertive lovemaking….with a plenitude of passion which carried all the potential of both heated arguments or other incendiary thoughts. A glance to the southwest sky and there….the Jupiter-Saturn pair, steady in the clearing skies.’[footnoteRef:19] [18:  John Murray, Instagram® post:  @john.j.murray, 30 October 2020. ]  [19:  John Murray, Instagram® post:  @john.j.murray, 30 October 2020.] 
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Figure 2: Near full moon conjunct Mars in sidereal Pisces 30 October 2020. 
Image: John Murray Canon EOS @f5 1/200 sec. 300mm lens.

If those skies were not turbulent enough, the following Mars-Moon conjunction on 27 November 2020 seemed a mirror image of the previous lunation (Figure 3). The sentiments of this moment 
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Figure 3: Moon-Mars (right) near conjunction of 27 November 2020.                                                                                                Image: John Murray @2005 hrs CST. Canon EOS @f4.5 1/600 sec. 300mm lens.
of observation had me sensing the angst of vaccine hesitation. The sky journal entry consisted of these lyrics from TOOL which seemed to have fit well – and presciently - with fear of contagion, how we now distance ourselves socially, and the need which van Gogh had to flee the urbane streets of Paris to seek after the solace in Arles, France:
Immunity long overdue
Contagion, I exhale you
Naïve I opened up to you

Fear the breath
Fear the others for eternity
Enumerate
Calculating steps away from you
My own mitosis.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  TOOL, Fear Inoculum. Adam Jones, Daniel Carey, Justin Chancellor, Maynard Keenan (lyrics), (2019: BMG Rights Management).] 




Litanie Contre la Peur
In this third set of relationships, connections will be drawn among the following: sky journal anecdotes from evening observations of Ursa Major (near its lower culmination), the arc of the Great Bear’s ‘tail’ asterism, and the manner in which van Gogh imagined the evening sky in Arles, France (ca. September 1888) and painted his Starry Night Over the Rhône (Figure 4).[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night Over the Rhone, https://www.vincentvangogh.org/starry-night-over-the-rhone.jsp#prettyPhoto [accessed 02 December 2020].] 

[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]
Figure 4: Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night Over the Rhone, 1888, oil on canvas, 30cm. Musée d’Orsay. 
Image credit: vincentvangogh.org  

In decades of observing the skies, I have always held Ursa Major and the star Arcturus (in Boötes) with a particular regard. Ursa Major is prominently identified in this September 1888 work of van Gogh, and at least one online source maintains that ‘Starry Night Over the Rhône was inaccurate in its placement of the Big Bear constellation in the heavens according to astronomical data.’[footnoteRef:22] I thought, ‘this is a hypothesis which can be tested with astronomical software and the notes and images from the sky journal.’[footnoteRef:23] Ursa Major was steadily reaching culmination overhead in the hour or two prior to sunrise over the course of the observing period. In the evenings around 6:30 PM local time, Ursa Major was at lower culmination (Figure 5). This is a similar position as in Starry Night Over the Rhone which was painted in September of 1888. It seemed reasonable that an early evening apparition of Ursa Major in November would mirror that of a later time of night in September two months earlier. Figures 5 and 6 demonstrate two such events – one in Winnipeg, Canada from the author and the other in 1888 Arles, France; van Gogh’s viewpoint: [22:  Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night Over the Rhone [accessed 02 December 2020].]  [23:  John Murray, Sky Journal voice note entry 01 December 2020 @ 18:02 CST.] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk57916371]Figure 5: Ursa Major at lower culmination, Winnipeg, Canada 01 December 2020. 
Image: John Murray. Enhanced 'stars' annotated by the author for clarity. (cf. Fig. 4)
 
Figure 6 (p. 10) illustrates a simulation of the evening skies over the shoreline of the Rhône River at Arles, France in mid-September of 1888. It is reasonable to conclude that, not only was van Gogh pictorially representing the stars of Ursa Major with impressionistic intent, his asterism of the Great Bear is strikingly accurate astronomically.
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Figure 6: Ursa Major at lower culmination, Arles, France 17 September 1888. 
Simulation: John Murray Stellarium App.

We can apply the same sort of simulation of Figure 6 to the painting itself; van Gogh’s scale is correct as Figure 7 illustrates.
[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]
Figure 7: Ursa Major at lower culmination, Arles, France ca. 17 September 1888 according to Vincent van Gogh
And his ‘Starry Night on the Rhone’. Image: Musée d'Orsay. Line and annotations: John Murray
From the moment I first encountered this painting of van Gogh’s, the complexion of the commentaries in the sky journal took on a trans-historical connotation: ‘as I look out across an immaculately serene and frozen pond, I see the LED lights of the 21st century re-imagining the then-novel gaslights of late 19th century Europe. The visual and iconographic parallels are disturbing me….it is as though I was momentarily, each night, at the canvas rather than the camera lens. The reflections across warm September waters for van Gogh are as comforting as these reflections are for me, during a period in time – somewhat akin to his world in the Midi of France of 1888 – when life is lived closer to home, anxiously. It almost seems that this period is more blessing than curse, for the heavens have been clear almost every night for weeks, and the stars and planets are providing me a ‘litany against fear’’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  John Murray, Sky Journal entry 29 November 2020 @ 19:42 CST] 


In Summary
The sky journal project set out to identify connections among van Gogh’s pen, his canvas, his oils and his letters of August-September 1888 to his brother Theo van Gogh and my observations of the starry nights where I live. For a time. Perhaps just ‘almost’ enough time to be lifted into a sky narrative of which I am a suspended particle of humus. I had a certain fear of the ‘almost enchanted’; that I may ‘almost’ grasp the wider importance of sensing that I am truly embedded in a cosmos which can move me artistically, emotionally and astronomically. To ‘almost’ accept that we are living in unprecedented times, pandemic times, and that the Great Conjunction of 2020 would indeed be a memorable one.  Amid the expectations of participating comfortably in the mechanical universe of planetary movements and the synodic period of the Moon, obscuring cloud formations provided a canvas for the Moon and Mars to conjoin visually in a manner which upset and disturbed that comfort. I may have ‘almost’ sensed an angry sky (Moon-Mars), a modern serene sky (LED lights and Ursa Major), and a time-keeping sky of the two great chronocrators (Jupiter-Saturn). The experiences are captured and summarised by this sky journal entry: ‘the month of November has brought about such great contrasts – in society and my individual relationship with the night sky. This is a time of tension which demands healing….and I feel that the two images of the Balsamic Moon and Venus and the Moon and Mars (Figure 8) illustrate these as having been ‘painted’ onto the canvas of a van Gogh-type of sky; a bipolar sky. This was a synod with a fresh set of eyes on the heavens. I conducted what was for me a risky experiment. Personally.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  John Murray, Instagram® post:  @john.j.murray, 30 November 2020.] 
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Figure 8: Instagram® post, @john.j.murray, 30 November 2020.
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