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Essay on Sky Journal
The Moon and the Mountains of Tucson, Arizona

Word Count: 2098

This essay will be focusing on the moon, its phases, and its rising positions in relation to the landscape of Tucson, Arizona, United States of America. These observations have been gathered over the course of a month, between October 29, 2023, and November 28, 2023, and will be analyzed in relation to a quote from Vincent van Gogh’s The Letter’s of Vincent van Gogh: “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.”

At 6:12 p.m. on October 29, 2023, in Tucson, Arizona, the moon rose in Redington Pass. The night prior had been a full moon, and at 99.7% illumination, the moon that night was big and bright. As my family and I stepped out of the car, having just come back to town from a weekend in Las Vegas, we took a moment to stare at it in awe; big, yellow, and low to the ground like we weren’t used to seeing. The horizon is an unfamiliar thing to people living in Tucson, the mountains blocking it from view in nearly every direction. We sat for a moment and stared, commenting idly amongst ourselves that we weren’t used to seeing the moon so low, or so big, nestled perfectly between the mountains. “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.”
 The moon grew smaller and whiter as it rose and we continued our journey homeward, but it left us with a lingering sensation of wistfulness, or perhaps enchantment, as though the moon itself was welcoming us home. 

Tucson, Arizona sits on the eastern end of the Sonoran Desert and Arizona Uplands in the American Southwest. The ground is dry, and the air even drier, and mountains surround it on all sides, forming a basin. There are four main groups of mountains surrounding Tucson, with three being closest to the city proper. To the north are the Santa Catalinas, to the east, the Rincons, to the west are the Tucson Mountains, with the Santa Rita Mountains to the south, a little farther away from the main city. These mountains are far from small, with the tallest in the area being Mount Lemmon in the Santa Catalinas, standing 9,171 feet tall. Redington Pass runs northeast between the Catalinas and the Rincons and is the lowest point where one can see the moon rise from inside the city. 


 The land Tucson sits on originally belonged to that of the native Tohono O’odham tribe. Archaeology done in the American Southwest has frequently proved the importance of the movements of the planets and stars to many Native American tribes. One of the more well known Native American archaeological sites in the Southwest is Chaco Canyon in New Mexico. The site itself is large, situated in a valley cut into the Colorado Plateau, with a rich cultural history and many individual archaeological sites. One of these sites connected to astronomy is Chimney Rock Great House, a pueblo positioned directly next to two spires of stone that the moon rises between at significant times.
 To many Native American tribes, the natural world was the primary source and focus of their beliefs, so what they perceived to be significant interactions between the heaven and the earth would be things that they wished to record and view in religious contexts.
The Moon and the Mountains

My Sky Journal began on October 29, 2023, with the moon rising at 6:12 p.m. at a heading of 66° ENE, placing it directly in the nook of Redington Pass. Over the next three days, its headings at rise continued to inch slightly further north, eventually reaching its northmost rise at 56° ENE on November 1, rising at 8:35 p.m. Starting on November 2, the moon began to move southward, rising at 57° ENE. As October 28 had been a full moon, the moon was steadily losing illumination over these four days, being at 85.2% illumination on November 2. Over the next week, until November 9, the moon decreased in illumination at a more rapid rate of about 10% a day, while its heading at rise continued to move southward. On November 9, the heading of moon at rise was 88° ENE and was at 13.4% illumination. The decrease in illumination was much slower in the four days following, reaching a new moon at 0.2% illumination on November 13, with the heading of the moon at rise at 115° ESE. As the moon steadily began to fill again, it continued moving southwards for the next four days, reaching its southmost point at 124° ESE on November 16, with an illumination of 14.3%. Come November 17, the moon began to move northwards, with its illumination increasing once again at a rate of roughly 10% per day until November 24. From October 30 to November 18, the time changes between moonrise were rather consistent, with moonrise occurring roughly an hour later each day than it did the previous. But from November 18 to November 27, the time difference between rises shortened to only a half hour later each day. From November 17 to 24, the illumination of the moon increased from 23.4% to 94.4%, and its heading at rise moved from 123° ESE to 75° ENE. It continued to increase in illumination until November 27, a full moon, rising at a heading of 59° ENE. The day following, November 28, concluded my month-long observation, with the moon rising at 6:21 p.m. at 56° ENE and 98.8% illumination. 

From a numerical perspective, this information is standard. The lunar cycle is exceptionally well-documented and has been for millennia. However, what makes this information particularly interesting is its relation to the mountains around Tucson, primarily the Rincon mountains to the East. In conjunction with Van Gogh’s quote, it can almost make a story. It was stated earlier that the day after the full moon, when I began my Sky Journal, the moon sat perfectly between the Santa Catalina and Rincon mountains, in the gap known as Redington Pass. But as it begins its monthly cycle, one can imagine the journey that it takes as it climbs up the mountain. The moon reaches its full illumination in the safety of Redington Pass before it starts to drain again as it dreads its inevitable ascent. As it begins to move southwards, its rise above the horizon is steadily hidden behind the Rincon mountains to the east. Once it moved to 75° ENE on November 7, I could no longer see the moon as low to the ground as in Redington Pass (which, even then, I couldn’t see it pass the horizon itself). But once it did rise above the mountains, for a moment it sat there as though it had been climbing upwards. The northern end of the Rincons appears far sharper and steeper than the southern end, which is more of a smooth downward slope, when viewing it from inside the city. So, as the days passed and the moon progressed further south, its steady loss of illumination was almost indicative of the strain required to climb upwards. It also seemed indicative of the strain on myself, as the moon rose later and later into the night, and the further south it went the longer I would have to wait to watch it eventually peak over the mountains. For up to 45 minutes after the moon rises over the horizon, I would have to wait for the slight glow behind the mountains to resolve itself into a crescent moon. On November 12, the moon rose at 6:08 a.m. at 109° ESE with 0.4% illumination. Though I couldn’t see it myself due to it having little to no illumination, I used an app on my phone to see that as it rose, it sat right at the tip of the Rincon Mountains. By then, the sun was already rising, and it felt as though that steady climb up the mountain through the night had been completed. From the 12th to the 16th, the moon continued moving southwards, but this time on a much smoother downward slope, and rising during the daytime instead of the nighttime. Its most southern position at 124° ESE was about two-thirds down the remainder of the Rincons, and on November 17, it turned around started its trek back. However, rather than lose illumination like it did on its way forward, it gains it on its trip back. Almost as though, once it reached the peak and touched the sun, it gained energy, and continued to gain it as it rose during the day alongside the sun rather than during the night without it. It grows brighter as it continues its trip backwards, before ultimately settling back in Redington Pass with a full moon. On November 27, the full moon, the sun set at 5:18 p.m., with the moon rising at 5:31 p.m. The moon shines brightly one last time as it and the sun stop sharing the sky, before beginning its journey back up the mountain again. 

Such a story is reminiscent of a fragment of a poem by Percy Bysshe Shelley, To The Moon:

Art thou pale for weariness
Of climbing Heaven, and gazing on the earth,
   Wandering companionless
Among the stars that have a different birth,—
And ever changing, like a joyless eye
That finds no object worth its constancy?

The moon climbs up the mountain, steadily growing more tired as it reaches towards heaven and looks down at the city below, without anything to call its equal, as the stars are so different from it. But once the sun rises, the moon finds in it a companion and regains the strength it had lost to continue the journey home. 

Van Gogh and the Ancient Americans


Van Gogh’s quote, “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all”
 can be interpreted in many ways. However, how I choose to interpret it is to watch the things in the sky – the moon, the stars, the sun – and their movements and the way that they interact with each other and the world around them. To be aware is to observe and be familiar with, and to be familiar with something is to relate to it in one way or another. As humans, we frequently search for explanations for the world around us, and we make up stories based on what we observe. The movements of the moon and the sun are so grandiose in comparison to our individual lives, but then we watch the moon climb up a mountain, struggling in a way we find so familiar, and realize perhaps our small lives can be grand in their own way. If the moon can fight and claw its way upward like humans do every day of their lives, then there is a sense of enchantment in the comparison, that something so small and something so large can be so similar. 

Many Native American myths carry similar themes, of the heavens and the earth interacting to form what humans experience in their everyday lives. The humans observe the sky and compare and incorporate it into their daily lives, adding an element of divinity and higher purpose into everything they do. For example, a native man who “observed the moon’s different phases, its eclipses, and gave varied meanings to the spots he saw on the moon. He included the moon in his colorful myths, his sports and his sense of humor.”
 It’s a curious thing to wonder if people living in this area before it was colonized saw a similar story in the moon passing over the Rincon Mountains, or if they saw a different kind of connection between the material and the divine.
Conclusion


On November 28, 2023, in Tucson, Arizona, the moon rose at 6:21 p.m. with a heading of 56° ENE and an illumination of 98.8%. In the month-long journey to follow, it will wane as it passes up and over the Rincon Mountains before reaching a near new moon at the peak, and it will wax as it makes its way backwards. Vincent Van Gogh’s quote speaks of humanities inclination to find stories in the rhythmic passage of the sky and compare it to their own lives, allowing for a degree of magic and enchantment to be found in an otherwise simple human life. Such stories have existed for millennia, back to Native Americans thousands of years ago, and will likely continue to be made so long as humans continue to look up at the sky.
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