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2 India Sweeting -Essay 2 -Sky Journal



Essay based on a Sky Journal

Enchanting Life through the Sunset

	I kept a sky journal, documenting the sunset for a month.  The documentation took place between the 24th of October and the 24th of November: a total of 32 days. This essay will explore the findings documented in my sky journal in connection with the Van Gogh statement: “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.” [footnoteRef:1] Van Gogh suggests that attention to ‘infinity on high’ i.e., the sky gives evidence to the world's enchantment.  To understand the statement put forth by Van Gogh, one must understand what he means by ‘enchanted’.  Charles Taylor provides us with the notion that “the enchanted world” is one where “a clear line between the physical and the moral wasn’t drawn”. Furthermore, a world where the “extra-human could alter or shape our spiritual and emotional condition, and not just our physical state (and hence mediately our spiritual or emotional condition)”.[footnoteRef:2] Arguably, an ‘enchanted’ life is one full of enchantment. Patrick Curry says “enchantment is an experience of wonder. Variations include awe, amazement, astonishment.” [footnoteRef:3] This leads one to conclude that the ‘enchanted’ life suggested by Van Gogh is one full of wonder and awe, a life where our external world is seen as an extension of and direct influencer of our psyche. There will be comparisons drawn between evidence found in my sky journal and writings of published scholars on the topic of enchantment to display how the recorded experiences of the documentation process align with the idea put forth by Van Gogh. I will address the themes of immersion, fear, and interconnection evident in my sky journal as they pertain to enchantment. [1: Vincent Van Gogh, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, ed. by Ronald de Leeuw, trans. by Arnold Pomerans (London: Penguin Books Limited, 1997). pg. 55392.]  [2:  Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007). Pg 40.]  [3:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment; Wonder in Modern Life (Floris Books, 2019). Pg. 6. ] 


Immersion 

[image: ]	Drawing from my sky journal, the evidence suggests that the more immersed in nature, the greater the feelings of enchantment.  Van Gogh’s statement was to instructs one to ‘be clearly aware’. Comparatively, Fisher quantifies the moment of enchantment as a “moment of pure presence”.[footnoteRef:4]  Both these examples suggest that enchantment requires full immersion and attention to the moment in front of us. According to Curry, “the ultimate source of enchantment… is nature”. [footnoteRef:5]  Drawing from these sources, it can be concluded that to achieve enchantment, one must be fully present and ideally, in nature. This idea is reverberated by evidence in my sky journal. Most of the observations were done where there was a highway in view[footnoteRef:6]- where I recorded the sight as “pretty” and “nice”. In contrast to this, when the observation was done in locations where I was surrounded by nature[footnoteRef:7], it was recorded that “I felt like time didn't [image: A body of water with trees around it

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]matter” and I found the experience “amazing” and “stunning”. This evidence seeks to prove that when the distraction of the highway was removed, the enchantment of nature was experienced more clearly. Bennett notes “To be enchanted…is to participate in a momentarily immobilizing encounter”.[footnoteRef:8] This comment quantifies the notes from the moments of being immersed in nature as enchantment, proving further that moment falls in the category more so than the experiences outside of that focused environment.  [4:  Phillip Fisher, Wonder, the Rainbow, and the Aesthetics of Rare Experiences (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Harvard University Press, 1998). Pg. 128. ]  [5:  Patrick Curry, pg. 18. ]  [6:  See figure 1.]  [7:  See figures 2 & 3.]  [8:  Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life; Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics (Princeton University Press, 2001), in JSTOR <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1ggjkxq>. Pg. 5.] 
Figure 1
Figure 2

[image: ]	Furthermore, Abram proposes “that when our awareness of time is joined with our awareness of space, space itself is transformed. Space is no longer experienced as a homogeneous void, but reveals itself as this vast and richly textured field in which we are corporeally immersed”,[footnoteRef:9] reiterating the importance of immersion and attention to the moment and the environment in enchantment. While immersed in nature during sunset, it was noted that “I felt like I had been transported to another planet” and “It felt like I was living in a dream”. Willis & Curry write of a similar phenomenon experienced with the enchanted world Van Gogh suggests. “Enchantment produces secondary World into which both designer and spectator can enter, to the satisfaction of their senses while they are inside”.[footnoteRef:10] To add, Abram, states that when one is “immersed in the world”, they are “unable to isolate space from time, or vice versa”. [footnoteRef:11] Pairing this evidence with the documentation from my sky journal, in the face of immersion, enchantment creates a quasi-alternate reality in which feelings of wonder and astonishment can be experienced. This fact poses the question of whether the existence within this ‘secondary world’ experienced in my sky journal is the ‘life’ that Van Gogh was referring to rather than the mundane life of every day.  [9:  David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World (New York: Vintage Books, 1997). Pg. 131.]  [10:  Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and Culture Pulling Down the Moon (Oxford, New York: Berg, 2004). Pg. 87. ]  [11:  David Abram, pg. 124. ] 
Figure 3


 Fear and isolation  

[image: A body of water with trees and bushes around it

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]During the month of recording, I also kept notes of feelings and events experienced outside of the observation times. I recorded feelings of “stress”, “anxiety” and “guilt” during the period. Naturally, one may use this evidence to combat Van Gogh's statement and say it serves to prove that life is not enchanted. However, Curry says of enchantment: “Its moments don’t cancel out suffering. They can exist alongside it, however, and even provide solace”,[footnoteRef:12] proving that these inherently negative feelings do not oppose Van Gogh’s statement singlehandedly. To add, it needs to be considered that a lot of these feelings were recorded indoors, while frequently being engaged with technologies. In contrast, while observing the outdoors, I had another negative emotion routinely appear in my journal: “fear”. In the words of Abram, “Transfixed by our technologies, we short-circuit the sensorial reciprocity between our breathing bodies and the bodily terrain”, resulting in the senses becoming “mere adjuncts of an isolate and abstract mind bent on overcoming an organic reality that now seems disturbingly aloof and arbitrary”. [footnoteRef:13] This sets the argument that the cause of fear recorded in my sky journal could have been a result of the contrast in realities being lived between the inside world and the outside world being observed for the record at hand. In the journal, I recalled feeling “scared of being dragged in the water by a crocodile” and “afraid of a serial killer waiting in the bush to drown me”, among other fears that arose while being in a ‘disturbingly aloof’ landscape[footnoteRef:14].  Similarly, to Abram, Taylor mentions “The absence of fear [of outside forces] can be not just enjoyed but seen as an opportunity for self-control or self-direction”.[footnoteRef:15] The evidence presented here shows the need to overcome the outside world displayed in the journal. More importantly, it displays that the avoidance of immersion, and therefore enchantment, can be driven by fear and this inherent deterministic drive discussed by Abram and Taylor.  I recorded feeling “rushed to go back inside” because of fear, unaccompanied by feelings of wonder associated with enchantment. Hence, posing the question of why enchantment was not experienced even though the ‘infinity on high’ suggested by Van Gogh was actively pursued. Curry writes “the best attitude towards enchantment is fearless receptivity”. [footnoteRef:16] Further, Bennett suggests while fear “plays a role in enchantment”, “fear cannot dominate if enchantment is to be, for the latter requires active engagement with objects of sensuous experience”. [footnoteRef:17]  Paired with the evident fear recorded in my journal, these revelations propose the answer to this question. Fear acts as an inhibitor to enchantment.  The link in my journal between times of fear and no record of enchantment demonstrates that being ‘clearly aware’ was disrupted and consequently, the observation of an ‘enchanted’ life could not be achieved. Therefore, the fear recorded in my sky journal during the time of observation supports Van Gogh’s statement, highlighting the necessity for undivided attention to the landscape to experience an ‘enchanted’ life. [12:  Patrick Curry, pg. 8.]  [13:  David Abram, pg. 159. ]  [14:  See figure 4.]  [15:  Charles Taylor, pg. 39. ]  [16:  Patrick Curry, pg. 17. ]  [17:  Jane Bennett, pg. 5.  ] 
Figure 4: My potential watery grave


Interconnection
	
[bookmark: _Hlk121319403][image: A picture containing tree, outdoor, spring, nature

Description automatically generated]	Another prevalent theme in my sky journal observations was connectivity. I recorded that “it seemed as though the pre-existing feelings I took into the observation were reflected back to me in the colours of the sky”. The days where I noted feeling “melancholy” aligned with the days where I recorded the skyscape as being “dreary” or “underwhelming”[footnoteRef:18]. I could be questioned whether the view of the sky could have impacted my mood. However, on the basis that the sky was not perceived prior to the point of observation, I don’t believe this is the case. In the words of Lao-Tzu, “Without opening your door, you can know the whole world”.[footnoteRef:19] The universal knowledge and connection suggested here are congruent with the findings in my journal. Based on this observation, I concluded that this proves the connection between my internal state with the external. Abram comments on a similar point in connection with enchantment saying,  “By acknowledging such links between the inner, psychological world and the perceptual terrain surrounding us, we begin to turn inside-out, loosening the psyche from its confinement within a strictly human sphere”.[footnoteRef:20] It is clear that Abram subscribes to the idea that noticing the parallels between the inner and outer world is a notable component of immersion and thus, the ‘enchanted’ life mentioned by Van Gogh. This also shows that the reflections from my journal on the alignment of emotion with the sky prove an important step toward achieving enchantment.  In the words of Curry, “enchantment is a matter of relationship”.[footnoteRef:21] This, paired with Abram’s point, raises the point of enchantment being an experience of relation with our surroundings that we can achieve by noting the parallels between our inner and outer world and straying from the ‘confinement within a strictly human sphere’, leading to the question of whether the underlying message of Van Gogh was to live a life conscious of the interconnection of the universe. [18:  See figure 5. ]  [19:  Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. by J. H. Macdonald (1996). Chapter 47. ]  [20:  David Abram, pg. 156. ]  [21:  Patrick Curry, pg. 13. ] 
Figure 5

Along the same line, my journal notes that “The notion of a parallel inner and outer world also lead me to consider not just the connection between my feelings and the sky, but also the connection of everything on earth”. Additionally, my journal states that “I began thinking about how the sun is something that all living things have in common, and nothing would be alive without it”. Similarly, Iamblichus writes “light is one and the same in its entirety everywhere, is present indivisibly to all things that are capable of participating in it”, and it “holds together all things as they rest within each other or are borne towards each other, defines by equal measures even the most far-flung objects, causes lasts to be joined to firsts, as for example earth to heaven, and produces a single continuity and harmony of all with all”.[footnoteRef:22] This, along with the notes from my journal identify the sun as a unifying agent in our universe and consequently, an evident part of the earth’s interconnectivity. It poses as a figurehead that all existing things on this planet can relate through.  With this idea in mind, if Van Gogh’s message was to live a consciously interconnected life, we could assume further that the ‘infinity on high’ he was talking about could have been the Sun, referring to its infinite source of light and life, rather than the sky as previously stated. Van Gogh even follows his initial statement with “those who don’t believe in the sun here are quite godless”,[footnoteRef:23] nailing in the point that Van Gogh believed in the divine nature of the Sun. Therefore, he could have been suggesting, like the findings of my journal, that it is a viable source for experiencing enchantment. Since it is the source that links all things on earth together, it fosters the relationship between mankind and the surrounding nature Curry stresses is fundamental to enchantment. One could assume that Van Gogh had this in mind when writing about an ‘enchanted’ life.  [22:  Iamblichus, Clarke, Emma C., Dillon, John M., Hershbell, Jackson P., De Mysteriis (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), in /z-wcorg/. DM 1.9.]  [23:  Vincent Van Gogh, pg. 392. ] 


Conclusion

	In conclusion, Through the expansion of the term “enchanted”, it was concluded that the ‘enchanted’ life suggested by Van Gogh is one full of wonder and awe, a life where our external world is seen as an extension of and direct influencer of our psyche. Drawing from evidence from my sky journal, I explored the themes of immersion, fear, and interconnection as they related to the statement put forth by Van Gogh. Firstly, on immersion, Van Gogh’s ‘be clearly aware’ was highlighted to conclude that full presence increases the chances of achieving the ‘enchanted’ life he discusses. How immersion creates a quasi-alternate reality in which enchantment occurs was also linked to my journal; questioning whether the existence within this separate reality is the ‘life’ that Van Gogh was referring to. Secondly, on fear, it was concluded that fear acts as a barrier to enchantment by disrupting immersion. This concluded that the observation of fear in my journal supports Van Gogh’s statement, by further supporting the importance of full presence. Lastly, on interconnection, my journal provides evidence of a correlation between emotions (the inner world) and the sunset (the outer world). It was proposed that noticing these parallels is a notable component of enchantment, allowing us to be conscious of the outer world, thus giving rise to the relationship between us and the external. As a result, it was suggested that the underlying message of Van Gogh was to live a life conscious of the interconnection of the universe, while also identifying the sun as a unifying agent in our universe and referencing it as a great source of enchantment which is reverberated in my journal. In Summary, evidence provided by my sky journal, supported by scholars shows evidence for Van Gogh’s statement through these themes.
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