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Essay based on a Sky Journal
The Morning Star: Tracking Venus Across Enchanted Skies
DRAFT Word Count: 1963

	This essay explores personal insights gained from maintaining a sky journal spanning October 24 to November 24, 2023, I chose to track the movement of the planet Venus in its iteration as the Morning Star just prior to sunrise. The daily observations took place in my backyard situated in the northwestern sector of Albuquerque, New Mexico. The primary goal of the journal was to identify noteworthy celestial objects during this period and subsequently observe them for changes and patterns.
	My methodology was to observe the transit of Venus across the sky every morning from my backyard from October 24 to November 24, 2023. To ensure comparable observations, I scheduled my viewing for one half-hour before official sunrise. I positioned myself on a high spot in the yard with a clear and direct view of the sky. Using an iPhone, I captured images of the visible Venus and recorded my observations, reflections, and occasional facts about the planet in an online journal. During my observations, I had questions that I researched, and I included any notable findings in my journal. On the rare cloudy mornings, I used SkyView Lite, a star-mapping phone app to estimate Venus' location capture images of the area.
	From this process of observation, three themes emerged that I explore in depth in this essay:  brightness, motion and enchantment. They will be framed withing the context of the quote by Vincent van Gogh, 'Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all,’[footnoteRef:1] as I explored not just the quantifiable, but also developed reflections drawn from my observations that led me to focus on the sense of wonder invoked by the exercise.  [1:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, London: Penguin Books, 1997, p. 102] 


'Be clearly aware of the stars'

	Looking out my window at the dark sky, the first thing that came to mind was the age-old rhyme, "star light, star bright, first star I see tonight." Even though it was morning, and I knew factually that the bright object I was looking at was the planet Venus, not a star, considering its light made me realize why earlier cultures would invoke the celestial objects as deities. I decided then that Venus, in its current iteration as the Morning Star, would be the subject of my month-long observation. Early into the process, I wrote regularly about how notable the light Venus emits was and even admitted that at times when its light was coming in my window, I assumed it was the Moon without bothering to check. The role of brightness plays in determining the significance of celestial objects was the first theme of my sky-watching. 
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Figure 1 Venus as the Morning Star viewed from my bedroom window on the first day of observations at approx. 5:30 am MDT.
	Being the closest planet to Earth, Venus is often the brightest object in the sky after the Sun and Moon. 'For months at a time, the planet Venus will appear on the eastern horizon before dawn and linger there through daybreak.'[footnoteRef:2] While the Moon is over twice as bright due to its proximity to Earth, it is easy to see how Venus's brightness sets it apart and has fascinated scientists and artists for ages.  [2:  Dava Sobel. The Planets. New York: Penguin Group, 2005, p.49.] 

	In his 2nd century work, 'Almagest', the astronomer Ptolemy crafted a catalog of over one thousand visible stars ranked by brightness. He is believed to have built this list based on the work of Hipparchus who began this process two centuries earlier. Ptolemy's work on star brightness, is still noted for its accuracy today.[footnoteRef:3] Modern astronomers use "apparent magnitude" to measure the brightness of celestial objects. The lower the value of the apparent magnitude, the brighter the object, and the easier it is to see with the naked eye. Venus comes closer to us than any of the other planets, and while the moon appears more than twice as bright as Venus, it is also one hundred times closer.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  “The Puzzle of Ancient Star Catalogues and Modern Brightness Corrections,” Technology Review, March 12, 2013, https://www.technologyreview.com/2013/03/12/179445/ /.]  [4:  Sobel, p. 51] 
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Figure 2 Venus, the Morning Star, shining brightly. Photo by author, Nov. 2, 2023.
	Only for four mornings during the month of observation did Venus face competition for the most notable object in the early morning sky. On November 6, I noted in my journal that 'seemingly out of nowhere the Moon appeared today - I was so engaged with Venus, how did I forget about the moon?' In subsequent days, I likened the interaction of the two as a type of 'celestial mating ritual' where the 'Moon seems to be dancing around casting its light trying to get Venus' attention,' until finally on November 9, when I wrote 'the two celestial bodies seemed to be a happy couple posing for a selfie.'
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Figure 3 Collage of photos by the author of the dance of Venus and the Moon in the predawn mornings of Nov. 6-9, 2023.
Once drawn in by its brightness, I began my daily watch and quickly learned what would become another significant quality of Venus, the speed of its transit across the sky. While we think of stars as 
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fixed blinking objects in the sky, Venus was differentiating itself and I noted that motion was going to be a notable feature of this observation process.

'infinity on high'

	Due to the combination of Venus and Earth's orbital motions, Venus' apparent speed can be quite fast when it is closer to Earth. When it is on the same side of the Sun as Earth, it can cover a significant portion of the sky over the course of a few weeks at a rate that varies from a few degrees to about one degree per day across the sky. Even though I knew many of these facts, to be observant of a heavenly body on a regular basis is to recognize how dynamic what we call space really is. We can be lured into a false sensation that because from our perspective the sky may seem serene and peaceful, these objects are really careening around in their orbits at incredible speeds. 
	I can recall studying pictures in primary school that showed the planets forming neat, circular, evenly spaced orbits around the Sun, however, that is far from the truth. As Venus continued its trajectory away from the Earth, it was becoming a small dot taking the perceivable depth of the sky to a much greater distance. Describing possibly a similar vision, van Gogh referred to a distant object he was viewing as 'the mysterious brilliance of a pale star in the blue of infinity.'[footnoteRef:5] I was relieved when after only a couple of days, I could tell based on the trees that framed my view, I realized, Venus once again was slowly making its way back towards me enacting the sketch of its orbital pattern I had included in my journal.  [5:  vanGogh, p 163.] 


[image: A screenshot of a book
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Figure 4 page from my sky journal for Nov. 13 noting the distance of Venus and a sketch of its orbital pattern.

On the final day of observation, I took a panorama photo of my backyard and added notations marking the approximate place in the sky where I viewed Venus through its path across the sky in an upward motion only to trail downward in preparation to repeat the pattern. again for another few of months before 
it disappears to later appear in a new iteration as the Evening Star. However, objectively recording brightness and motion were alone not enough to fully explain the process. 
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[image: a photo of the skyline at sunrise with writtend notations marking the path Venus took across the sky during the month it was observed.]

Figure 5 Panorama photo of the path Venus took across the sky during the month of my observations. Photo and notations by the author.

'Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’

	It did not take long to realize that for me the act of observing the sky daily went far beyond 
the academic process of facts and calculation. In the same way that modern science distinguishes the science of astronomy from the practice of astrology, so, too, does modern celestial observations focus on the mathematically quantifiable alone. I would argue that so much is lost in this process.  
	There is a special feeling of synergy conducting an observation and reflection of the “enchanted” skies from an “enchanted land. The state of New Mexico's nickname is the “Land of Enchantment” it was first used as an acknowledgement of the vast vistas where land and sky merge and transport the observer to somewhere beyond the mundane. When van Gogh urges the reader to ‘be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high,’ he describes the process of sky-watching as one that infuses a sense of ‘enchantment’ in the viewer. We can only speculate on his choice of this word, but it does invoke a sense of the other-worldliness of the process. 
	An etymological exploration of the word reveals its shared roots with ‘incantation” or "to chant a magical spell." Over the centuries, the term has evolved to encapsulate a multifaceted concept, blending elements of magic, fascination, and allure. An enchantment captivates and delights, often associated with a magical or spellbinding quality. It suggests a sense of wonder and fascination that goes beyond the ordinary. To be enchanted is to be under the influence of a charm or magic that transforms the mundane into something extraordinary, infusing life with a touch of the magical and the mysteriously beguiling. 
	In his writings, Aristotle spoke to the four elements that comprise the universe: earth, air, water, and fire, however, he also believed in the concept of ' quintessence' a word that literally means 'fifth essence', a celestial sphere which he classified as being unchanging and incorruptible.[footnoteRef:6] Here in the quintessence, is where the magical spell of enchantment can take hold. Wherever the point of  [6:  Hahm, David E. “The Fifth Element in Aristotle’s De Philosophia: A Critical Re-Examination.” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 102 (1982): 60–74. https://doi.org/10.2307/631126.
] 
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observation occurs, the very act itself connects us modern humans to the acts of our earliest ancestors. In contemplating the stars, we find ourselves connected to a narrative that transcends our individual stories and narratives that span all time. 
Enchantment, therefore, in this context, is not merely a fleeting feeling but, it is as van Gogh calls us to engage in, a profound awareness of the sublime. It’s about acknowledging the vastness of the universe, recognizing our place within it, and marveling at the beauty that surrounds us. 

[image: A collage of trees
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Figure 6 Enchanted skies are not the purview of Venus alone but can be found anywhere simply by looking up. Photos by the author of cloudy mornings when Venus was not visible. Oct. 24- Nov. 24, 2023.
	The process of making a commitment to study the heavens became a very personal one during which time it felt like I was establishing a relationship with the Morning Star. It was with anticipation, that I found myself rushing out each morning to see how far the planet had traversed or what other noticeable changes I could spot. During my one-month-long early morning observation of Venus, I only encountered another human being once as recorded in my journal entry for Sunday, November 12:

'As I was snapping pictures, I suddenly had the sense that I was being watched. Looking across the yard, I saw a man, who was walking his dog, pause to glance at me. I couldn't see his face in the shadows, but I could easily imagine the quizzical look on it - me, in the morning dark, in my fuzzy pink robe, standing in the middle of the yard, aiming my phone at the sky, and taking pictures of seemingly nothing. As soon as he realized that I had seen him, he turned away as if embarrassed and continued walking. It was then that I regretted not waving or calling out to him because I realized how much I wanted him to ask me what I was doing. I wanted to explain, to share my photos, to share my wonder, and ask him if he ever paid attention to anything in the sky with something more than a passing note. But I didn't, and in turn, he did what is our default response to most things nowadays - he looked down.' 

The irony of our scientific and technological advancements in astronomy is that they have taken us further away from the source of awe that inspired the search for answers in the first place. Without a 
sense of what Canon calls a ‘numinous awe of the heavens’[footnoteRef:7] or the type of enchantment that van Gogh speaks to, one that takes us out of the mundane and transports us into a liminal space, we risk losing not just one of the greatest motivators for exploration of our world, but the a thread which connects us not just to the past but to the future as well.  [7:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume I: The Ancient World, London: Bloomsbury, 2008, 
p. 5.] 
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Time

Observation: 6:12 am
Sunrise: 6:37 am

“The Kiss of Venus” by geometer John Martineau
in 'A Little Book of Coincidence, Patterns in the
Solar System, p. 24.

It’s not just that Venus is visibly shifting
southward across the sky fairly quickly, today
I realized how distant she/he/they now
appears. I hadn't counted on possibly “losing”
Venus before this observation period is over,
and I almost feel a loss with the planet
slipping farther away. Thinking about this,
reminds me of a book I read about the
harmonic “coincidences” that exist in planets’
orbits, eg. Venus’ full 8-year transit creates a
rose pattern. Perhaps I am witnessing the
outline of one of its “petals”, and that
awareness is enough to create a whole new
sense of awe.
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