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Essay Based on a Sky Journal
A Brief Exploration of Enchantment through Skyscapes
Word Count: ####

Introduction
The simple act of taking a moment to observe the sky encourages us to immerse ourselves in the experience and to then reflect upon it. For me, simply looking up at the sky serves as a reminder of how small we are in comparison. By ‘we’, I not only mean us as individuals but the planet we inhabit and which supports our existence. The realization that ‘we are a small piece of the universe that has evolved alongside the unfolding of the great cosmic timeline’,[footnoteRef:1] as Chanda Prescod-Weinstein articulates, reminds me that I can tap into that sense of wonder at any given moment. [1:  Chanda Prescod-Weinstein, ‘Our Love of Looking Up’, New Scientist, 251.3348 (2021), 26 (p. 26) <https://www-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/magazines/our-love-looking-up/docview/2890440267/se-2> [accessed 14 November 2023].] 

[image: Orion's Belt from plane window]This essay is an analysis of my personal sky journal observations from 27 October to 24 November 2023. Much of the journal was recorded in Boston, Massachusetts, where I live, though there are also entries from my travels to Winston-Salem, North Carolina; Dahlonega, Georgia; and Miami, Florida. I experienced a variety of skyscapes during this time, some including natural and urban landscapes, some with empty night skies, and others with innumerable stars adorning the celestial ceiling. I chose to observe the planet Jupiter, amongst other phenomena, which I documented using my iPhone. This paper will explore the themes of enchantment, technology, and skyscapes in relation to the following quote from The Letters of Vincent van Gogh: ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Vincent van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 


Enchantment
When I was in fifth grade, I assisted the school library media specialist with a portable planetarium. I felt so special then to have had that opportunity. I pointed out constellations in the dark planetarium with a laser pointer while the media specialist talked about the myths behind each of the constellations, one of which was Orion. The myth itself did not stick with me, but the three consecutive stars that make up his ‘belt’ did. To this day, that is one of only three constellations I can point out in the sky. I rarely get to see Orion’s belt these days, so when I was lucky enough to spot it from the window of my plane to Fort Lauderdale one evening (Fig. 1), I was mesmerized. Seeing this sequence of stars from within the sky was otherworldly, and my sense of wonder only grew as I gazed deeper into the night sky to see more distant celestial bodies.Figure 1. Orion’s belt as seen from Spirit Flight 299 from Boston to Fort Lauderdale. Photo by Paul Flagg, 10 November 2023, 10:19 PM.

[image: ]According to Jane Bennett, ‘enchantment entails a state of wonder, and one of the distinctions of this state is the temporary suspension of chronological time and bodily movement’.[footnoteRef:3] The act of stopping whatever one is doing to look up or out into the sky, no longer distracted by the chaos of the surrounding world, can invoke this state of enchantment, whether intentionally or unintentionally. I have realised that I can access such a state whenever I take a moment to search the sky for Jupiter. [3:  Jane Bennett, ‘The Wonder of Minor Experiences’, The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), pp. 3-16 (p. 5) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1ggjkxq.4> [accessed 14 November 2023].] 

‘To be enchanted is to be struck and shaken by the extraordinary that lives amid the familiar and the everyday’, Bennett adds.[footnoteRef:4] I am quite familiar with the star Sirius, as I have admired it numerous times, but I still find it to be an extraordinary spectacle. On Saturday, 11 November, at 11:23 PM, I was at an outdoor bar with a friend in Miami, and I was distracted by Sirius and the way it ‘sparkles, brightens and dims, and changes color—blue, red, green, white’. For an indiscernible amount of time, I was entertained watching the star simply being, seemingly dancing, as it rose from the building’s rooftop and into the trees. [4:  Bennett, ‘The Wonder of Minor Experiences’, p. 4.] 
Figure 2. Waxing crescent moon as seen from the Allston neighborhood in Boston. Photo by Paul Flagg, 16 November 2023, 6:04 PM.

[image: A painting of a starry night

Description automatically generated]Bennett also notes that enchantment can be characterized by ‘a surprising encounter’,[footnoteRef:5] something unexpected or for which one is unprepared. On my way to a friend’s house after work the evening of 16 November, I was stunned by the most beautiful waxing crescent moon. It was unusually big, beautiful, a bit eerie, and orange in color—it was unreal. It was magical and breathtaking, something capable of inspiring a myth like that of Orion or a masterpiece by Vincent van Gogh I did a double take to make sure my eyes had not deceived me. I took a few steps forward to take it in from a different view, and I snapped a picture (Fig. 2) to document that surreal moment but was disappointed with the resulting image. This makes me question how we have been able to build towering cities that obscure the sky with artificial light, but we have not been able to master mobile technology that can capture the night sky’s natural beauty.  [5:  Bennett, ‘The Wonder of Minor Experiences’, p. 5.] 
Figure 3. Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas, The Museum of Modern Art, New York.

[image: A street light and a building

Description automatically generated]While my photos are no masterpiece, on more than one occasion they did make me think of van Gogh’s famous 1889 painting The Starry Night (Fig. 3), which Nicholas Campion notes was ‘partly inspired by the pre‐dawn rising of Venus, but easily interpreted as representing the swirling chaos of van Gogh’s inner world’.[footnoteRef:6] Van Gogh accentuates Venus (to the right of the cypress tree) using white swirls surrounding a yellow orb, as opposed to the predominantly yellow swirls he uses to indicate the stars. The enchantment expressed through van Gogh’s depiction reflected my own experience of seeing Jupiter similarly positioned to the moon (Fig. 4). Van Gogh, of course, added his own artistic flair to the painting, but upon reflection, the skyscape he was portraying may not have been so very different from the one I was experiencing. [6:  Nicholas Campion, ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, in Trends in Modern Cosmology, ed. by Abraao Jesse Capistrano de Souza (London: IntechOpen, 2017), pp. 3-17 (p. 12) <DOI: 10.5772/67976>.
] 


Technology
[image: A street light in front of a building

Description automatically generated]My iPhone played a major role in documenting my sky journal. I used the Notes app to keep record of my observations, both written and visual, and I experienced my fair share of frustration—and sometimes fascination—taking photos that refused to reflect my perception of a given moment. On several occasions, I snapped a picture that would capture a smattering of stars that, at first glance, weren’t visible to the naked eye. Whenever this happened, I would focus my vision on the stars in question to get a better look at them in person, and sometimes, to my surprise, this worked. Other times I would see them clearly but was unable to capture them in a photo. For example, the evening of 31 October, I took a picture of Saturn over the Boston University campus (Fig. 5); in person I could see Altair and Lyra (which I identified using the Sky Guide app), but they were absent from the photo, creating a dialectic between my perceived reality and that which had been captured by my phone.Figure 4. Waxing gibbous moon conjunct Jupiter as seen from Kelton Street in Boston. Photo by Paul Flagg, 24 November 2023, 7:23 PM.

In September 2022, I downloaded the informative stargazing iPhone app Sky Guide after hearing about it in an astrology lesson. Sky Guide uses the iPhone’s preinstalled compass to locate and identify planets, stars, and constellations in the sky. Early in my formal studies of astrology, I realized how important it was to connect what I was learning about in class with the celestial phenomena in the surrounding sky from my point of view on Earth, and Sky Guide helped me do this. Figure 5. Saturn visible above Boston University campus. Photo by Paul Flagg, 31 October 2023, 7:28 PM.

In their discussion of technology as a tool for enchantment, McCarthy and others state that ‘[e]nchantment does not necessarily imply that the object of enchantment must be novel or extraordinary, rather that the person sees how rich and extraordinary the everyday and familiar can be’.[footnoteRef:7] Sky Guide takes the often-overlooked ‘everyday and familiar’ sky and transforms it into an experience of wonder that inspires app users to engage with the sky in new and novel ways. The app includes a setting to enable or disable identification of the great circles, constellation lines, and mythology (the figures denoted by the constellations), embodying the following idea from McCarthy and others: [7:  John McCarthy and others, ‘The experience of enchantment in human–computer interaction’, Pers Ubiquit Comput, 10 (2006), 369-378 (p. 370) <DOI: 10.1007/s00779-005-0055-2>.] 

Enchantment engages with paradox and ambiguity, putting ‘being’ in play in an open world. This contributes to creating depth in a system or object that allows it to contain within it the possibility for complex, layered interpretation even the kind of interpretation that surprises the person interpreting.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  McCarthy and others, ‘The experience of enchantment in human–computer interaction’, p. 373.
] 

[image: A galaxy with stars and constellations

Description automatically generated]In addition to its visually stimulating presentation (Fig. 6), Sky Guide features complementary information for the history, mythology, and astronomy of the celestial bodies identified. The app encourages an awareness of the stars while also inviting a state of wonder. It also served as a tool to reorient myself both at home in Boston and during my travels, ensuring that the information I recorded in my sky journal was accurate.Figure 6. Image of Cygnus and Lyra constellations. Screenshot from Sky Guide app, 1 November 2023, 8:02 PM.


Skyscapes
This sky journal project conveys the significance of the skyscape with respect to place. According to Fabio Silva, the term ‘skyscape’ refers to the cultural significance of the sky, including celestial bodies' impact on human beliefs, practices, time, and place; it is akin to related concepts like landscape and seascape.[footnoteRef:9] As Campion notes in Skyscapes, ‘landscapes do not exist without skyscapes’.[footnoteRef:10] Over the past month, I have observed the planet Jupiter, amongst other celestial bodies, from multiple places, including city and countryside, and even from the air above the ocean. Each of these places provides a unique perspective—or frame—from which to perceive, experience, and depend upon the skyscape.  [9:  Fabio Silva, ‘The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology: An Introduction’, in Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. by Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 1-7 (p. 3) <DOI: 10.2307/j.ctvh1dksg.5>.]  [10:  Nicholas Campion, ‘Skyscapes: Locating Archaeoastronomy within Academia’, in Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. by Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 8-19 (p. 8) <DOI: 10.2307/j.ctvh1dksg.6>.] 

[image: A dark sky with stars

Description automatically generated]‘Different cultures might have “access” to the same sky but “see” completely different skyscapes’, notes Silva.[footnoteRef:11] This was starkly evidenced in my recent travels. When I visited Winston-Salem, a small city in North Carolina, I was excited to see more celestial bodies than I typically would in Boston. Then I spent a couple of nights at a mountain resort in Dahlonega, Georgia, where I was amazed by the abundance of stars illuminating the sky above me (Fig. 7). It was the same sky I had seen from everywhere else, but my perception of it was changed. I wrote in my sky journal that I had felt so lucky to take in the starry skyscape in Dahlonega yet sad for those that cannot or do not know such a sky. [11:  Silva, ‘The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology’, p. 2.] 

Living in Boston, I am aware that my view of the sky is obscured by air pollution and city lights. Urban modernization, the industrial progress of the twenty-first century and the human need to provide security at night have all led to a luminary struggle that has culminated in the deadening of our contemporary skyscape. In urban environments especially, the skyscape is emptying. Silva points out that ‘the modern world has disengaged with the sky’,[footnoteRef:12] and I observe this every day when I see so many people looking down at their phones. As a result, so much of the world seems to have lost their awareness of the sky and its marvels. In an article for New Scientist, Prescod-Weinstein aptly described this sentiment: ‘When people miss out on the wonders of the cosmos, they miss out on making a connection that is part of who we are as people’.[footnoteRef:13]   [12:  Silva, ‘The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology’, p. 4.]  [13:  Prescod-Weinstein, ‘Our Love of Looking Up’, p. 26.] 
Figure 7. An array of stars as seen from Forrest Hills Resort in Dahlonega, Georgia. Photo by Paul Flagg, 4 November 2023, 9:13 PM.

On 10 November, I logged that I had been pondering the following passage from Clive Ruggle’s ‘Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’:
A substantial proportion of the world’s population (especially in Western industrialised countries) may never in their lifetimes see (or even get the opportunity to see) a truly dark night sky; light pollution has served to remove them from “their” sky as a source of inspiration.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’, in Accelerating the Rate of Astronomical Discovery - sps5, ed. by Ray Norris and Clive Ruggles (from the IAU General Assembly, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 11-14th August 2009). Proceedings of Science, pp. 1-18 (p. 14) <DOI: 10.48550/arxiv.1010.4873>.] 

I think back to when I was a kid living in a small Florida suburb, when the brightness of cell phone screens did not distract from the glimmering stars above, and I remember looking up in the sky and feeling a sense of wonder as I tried to connect the dots to make my own constellations. It is disheartening to realize that my personal skyscape has changed so drastically within the span of only a few decades. And it makes me wonder what future generations will see and what they will know when they look up at the sky.

Conclusion
I live in Boston and my partner lives in North Carolina. Sometimes when I am on the phone with him at night, I ask whether has seen the moon. I might even point out where Jupiter is in relation to it. He may not realize it when I ask, but in those moments, I feel connected to him and to the rest of the world because I know that we are looking at the same moon, despite the physical distance between us. ‘When we turn our attention to the wonders of our world we feel the inviting embrace of the life collective’,[footnoteRef:15] Marcelo Gleiser notes in his manifesto for the future of humanity. For me, the moon, Jupiter, other celestial bodies, and the sky itself are such wonders. Whether I know what I am looking at or I need to open Sky Guide to give me a glamourized picture of it, I feel a sense of enchantment as I take in the skyscape. [15:  Marcelo Gleiser, The Dawn of a Mindful Universe: A Manifesto for Humanity’s Future (New York: HarperOne, 2023), p. 207.] 

Through the course of recording my personal observations of the sky this past month, I have been reminded daily to take a moment to look up at the sky, to admire whatever is going on, and to remember that everything is connected. It is in these moments that I am ‘clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Van Gogh and de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p. 392.] 
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