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Essay Based on a Sky Journal:

Using a Quote from Vincent van Gogh

Introduction

This essay is based on a sky journal where I observed the appearance of Venus, Saturn and Jupiter in the early evening sky over a period of seven evenings from 1 November to 7 November 2021 placing it within the context of Vincent van Gogh’s quote from a letter he wrote to his brother Theo dated 11 August 1888 while residing in Arles, France:
Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.


In this essay I will compare van Gogh’s desire to paint the night sky and with my own experience of keeping a brief sky journal. I will use my sky journal as a primary source and use additional secondary sources to explore the themes of frustration, enchantment and wonder.
My Own Sky Journal

I began my sky journal inside the house during daylight hours, by opening my Celestron SkyPortal app (a proprietary astronomy app similar to the open-source Stellarium) to locate where I would expect to see Venus, Saturn and Jupiter. SkyPortal’s Compass mode meant that I knew the exact position in the sky that each planet would be in when I began my observations during twilight.
I live on the edge of a small village in Northamptonshire, so while I may not be able to easily access dark skies of the quality witnessed by van Gogh in 19th century Provence, a short walk into nearby fields takes me to much darker skies away from streetlights. Perhaps unsurprisingly given my astrophysics background, my initial observation report on 1 November reads like a laboratory report:
Saw all the planets. A little cloudy in direction of sunset. Saw Venus first at about 4.50 pm, about 4.55 pm saw Jupiter as well, higher in the sky. Cloud moved in. Started walking home. Elated when at about 5.15 pm, the clouds cleared enough to see Venus, Jupiter and, much fainter but still obvious, Saturn.

While my quantitative observation records times, van Gogh’s more artistic character leads him to report on the qualitative nature of his stargazing experience. Indeed, van Gogh had written of his experiences observing the ‘stars’ (actually most likely Venus) much earlier than 1888; in another letter to Theo dated 8 April 1877 he wrote:

It was so beautiful there on the heath, even though it was dark, one could make out the heath and the pine-woods and the marshes stretching far and wide …. The sky was gray but the Evening Star shone through the clouds, and now and then other stars were visible too. It was still very early when I arrived at the cemetery in the churchyard at Zundert, where it was so quiet. I went to have a look at all the old places and paths and waited for the Sun to rise. You know the story of the Resurrection, everything there reminded me of it in that quiet cemetery this morning.


Van Gogh’s captivation with the night sky continued throughout the rest of his life. In his 1888 letters to Theo, van Gogh wrote often of his desire to paint the Provençal night sky, including one with cypresses that he referred to it as ‘that picture which is always in my mind’,
 which would not be produced until 1889 when van Gogh was living in nearby Saint-Rémy.

Frustration

While events and his other projects prevented van Gogh from working on his night-time cypresses picture, bad weather hindered my attempts to observe the planets. Between 3-6 November I was only able to observe Jupiter – and that only through a gap in dense cloud:
3/11/21: Cloudy and overcast all day. Did not clear in the evening. Did not observe. Disappointed.

4/11/21: Cloudy all day. At 5 pm really cloudy. Same at 5.30 pm. Gave up. At about 10 pm I looked outside – for the aurora just in case, and saw Jupiter, which I was able to verify with my Celestron app on my iPad. Really pleased to have seen at least one planet.

5/11/21: Cloudy all evening. Sad!

6/11/21: Cloudy all evening (7 pm).


As can be seen from the 4 November 2021 account, my frustration was compounded by the fact that the period I was attempting to observe the planets coincided with an intense solar storm that saw the aurora borealis reported as far south as Devon.
 Witnessing the Northern Lights is for many English people a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and many will travel to the Arctic Circle purely to see them in what is termed astrotourism.
 While I wanted to see the planets again to meet the objectives of the field research for this essay, I have no doubt witnessing the Northern Lights would have been truly awe-inspiring and ‘enchanting’ experience. Hence, my sense of frustration and disappointment during these four days was exacerbated. 
Reward

Fortunately, British weather is quite changeable and the previously ever-present clouds lifted once more on 7 November. I had one more day left of my week-long observation cycle and was rewarded with clear skies and the presence of the Moon to the scene. I began my observations inside the house, only moving outside once it was darker:
Not cloudy. Saw Venus and crescent Moon really early on – 5 pm. Beautiful. Then saw Jupiter higher up – thought this will make a lovely image. Looked out at 5.30 pm. Couldn’t see Moon – too low below houses – moved outside to different location. Could see the Moon, low, then Venus, Saturn was very faint and then Jupiter.

I attempted to take a digital photograph, but my location was partially blocked by a large tree that prevented me from getting the whole arrangement into a single shot so instead I produced Figure 1 by hand.


My sense of reward in making this observation was increased not only the presence of the Moon, but by my previous four attempts having been thwarted by cloudy skies. 
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Figure 1. A simple sketch of the view from a field near my house on the evening of 7 November 2021. The planets (from left to right: Jupiter, Saturn and Venus) and crescent Moon formed a beautiful alignment.

Enchantment
The Collins Dictionary gives two meanings for the word enchanted: ‘under a spell, bewitched; magical’ and ‘utterly delighted or captivated; fascinated; charmed’.
 In my observations mentioned so far you can see that I can relate to the use of the word in its second definition – after a period of being unable to observe the planets I was delighted by their reappearance. In contrast, van Gogh’s usage of the word is clearly in terms of the first definition. However, that is not to say I didn’t note an experience of the first kind during the week: we turn now to my observation of 2 November and my report of a conversation I had with my son on the walk back to our house after observing the planets:
After we spotted them all, my son mentioned that on the previous night he and his father had discussed how the planets being aligned so neatly had made them think of Christmas and the Star of Bethlehem.

Note that similarly to van Gogh’s experience of being in a spring churchyard in the early morning bringing to mind thoughts of the Resurrection, while an early evening winter walk brought thoughts of the Star of Bethlehem. In both instances an interaction with the night sky induced thoughts of ‘infinity on high’ in the form of Biblical stories.

The Collins Dictionary conflates enchantment with magic, a view that J. R. R. Tolkien disagreed with as he explained in his essay ‘On Fairy-stories’. While describing the craft of creating fantasy, he describes enchantment as contrasted with magic, as follows:

[It] produces a Secondary World into which both designer and spectator can enter, to the satisfaction of their senses while they are inside; but in its purity it is artistic in desire and purpose. Magic produces, or pretends to produce, an alteration to the Primary World …. [I]t is not an art but a technique; its desire is power in this world, domination of things and wills.

In this way, Tolkien is drawing a distinction between a technique that seeks to change our world by force and an art that creates a secondary, more spiritual, realm.

The idea that enchantment is connected with spirituality is extended further in the work of Patrick Curry. He cites Max Weber whose central thesis is that increasing rationalisation and intellectualism as a consequence of monotheism has led to a disenchantment with the world.
 Curry argues that modern science has led to a growth of scientism, where science has become a de facto monotheistic crypto-religion with dissension against science’s ‘beliefs’ being heretical.
 The practitioner of scientism therefore seeks to despiritualize the world and consequently the world becomes disenchanted.
 
 
Another aspect to Tolkien’s enchantment is that it includes wonder at nature, along with its moral correlate of humility.
 Being confronted with a wonderful, awe-inducing event or experience takes us out of ourselves because wonder is ‘notably and essentially other-acknowledging’.
 This circles back to our recognition that enchantment is a spiritual experience and helps to explain why van Gogh’s quote connects the ‘enchanting’ stars to ‘infinity on high’ as well as my family’s connection of the planets to the Christmas story.
Conclusion
This essay intended to analyse my own personal sky journal of the planets Venus, Saturn and Jupiter in the context of a quote by Vincent van Gogh. I began by reflecting on my initial entry being very similar to a scientific lab report but noticed that with time, my entries began to reflect a less rational and more emotional approach. In this sense, the seven-day sky journal has allowed me to undertake the reverse journey of that described by Curry of enchantment to science to disenchantment. My scientific background and the consequent style of reporting gave the impression of a disenchanted view of the sky, but over the course of the journal I was able to become ‘re-enchanted’.

I observed a sense of frustration at being unable to pursue my sky journal during periods of cloudy weather, and then the subsequent joy at a cloud-free evening. Such concerns with the weather are particularly common among British sky-watchers in a way that may not have been especially applicable to van Gogh or to residents in other more predictable climates, nevertheless there is less chance of taking something for granted when your observation of it cannot be guaranteed and I believe the preceding bad weather helped me to fully appreciate the final observation in a way that I may not have been able to had I had seven days of good weather.

Finally, I considered scholarship on the subject of enchantment. While I do not disagree with Curry’s thesis that monotheism led to modern science, which led to scientism, which has led to a profound level of disenchantment with the world, I do not agree that it therefore follows that monotheism is therefore necessarily a cause of disenchantment. I found it interesting that on being confronted with the beauty of the night sky, both van Gogh and my family expressed their sense of enchantment with what they saw by using Biblical terms of references. Indeed, no less a source than the Bible itself has a psalmist claim that ‘the heavens declare the glory of God’.
 It would seem to me that peoples of all belief systems have always experienced a sense of what Tolkien terms ‘enchantment’ when met with the beauty of the natural world, including the night sky, and that those who seek to disenchant the world and put science in charge as the final word in all matters are robbing themselves and those who follow their teachings of something of the essence of what it means to be human. 
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