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Essay based on a Sky Journal

1. Introduction

This essay is based on a sky journal observing the Moon in the context of 19th century artist Vincent van Gogh’s words in a letter to his brother Theo in August 1888: “And yet be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high.  Then life seems almost enchanted after all.”
 

2. Methodology

I dedicated my sky journal to the observation of the Moon during a full lunar cycle starting with the New Moon on October 6th, 2021. My observation location is a small village in northern Germany, situated in a valley between hills and woods to the north and to the south.  I chose three different observation sites – my south-facing garden in the valley, a bench on the northern hill and one on the other side of the valley, both about 50 metres above ground level. 

I approached my observations from two angles, one being experiential, recording my impressions and feelings directly on my smartphone and the other more factual, looking at the changing shape of the moon, different light formations surrounding it including halos, clouds as well as its relationship to stars, planets and constellation and then writing it up in my journal.  I used the Stellarium software for orientation and for learning the names of unfamiliar stars and constellations.  I also noted down the Moon’s relationship to the landscape, where in the beginning of the cycle it would set, which hills and other features of the landscape would mark this place and how it changed from day to day. And where in the landscape it would rise around the time of its fullness.   I used a compass and noted down the relevant positions on a few occasions.   I also recorded geometrical relationships between Moon and stars where they struck me as special, such as, for example, on 29th October, when it stood in the constellation of Cancer, less than half full looking like a bowl with the open side facing almost upwards towards Castor and Pollux.  I wrote: 

The Moon is positioned towards these stars with its lower round side and if one imagines a line from the centre of its bulge going out towards Regulus and Algieba in the constellation of Leo one would hit exactly the middle distance between them.  So, the Moon stands in the constellation of Cancer in strong visual relationship to the Stars of Gemini above and the stars of Leo below it.  And even though it is less than half full, because of its high declination it is still very bright.

I transcribed my recordings to my journal and after the observation period, I read through my records and marked passages that I considered significant in the light of my overall experience and with respect to van Gogh’s citation. 

3. Process and Reflection
I started my observations on the night of the New Moon, focusing on the darkness and absence of the moon to be able to contrast it with its growing light over the following weeks.  The factual approach dominated and there was no sense of magic, wonder, or anything that could be related to a state of ‘enchantment’ as van Gogh might have meant it in his letter.  I noticed the lack of such feelings and realized how distanced I felt from the sky. As Patrick Curry says:


Wonder, enchantment, astonishment, delight, joy – these are experiences that are not, and 

cannot be, simply willed into existence or manufactured on demand.  They are not under our

control, not something we do but something that happens to us (or doesn’t).



So, the moonless sky did not inspire any special feelings of enchantment, on the third day, however, the moment I first discovered the thin crescent Moon just after sunset my relationship with the sky was suddenly changed.  Full of surprise about my sense of joy and delight I wrote: 

Half way up the hill I turned back and discovered VERY faintly the outlines of the crescent moon, ever so pale, just a ghostly whiff, looking so thin and fragile!  It was still very bright out since the Sun had only just set, but to have discovered it gave me a great sense of joy and excitement which quite surprised me. […] I felt truly privileged with all the clouds around to have this small window on the horizon between stark grey and bright orange-red fields of clouds where the Moon and Venus became visible for me on my very first Moon-observation day!  It was as if the sky had opened its cloudy curtains just enough for me to see them […] I tried to capture the magic of the moment with my smartphone, sadly, without success.  I was annoyed for not having a proper camera […] Just before seven thirty, the Moon set and it was amazing how fast it disappeared! It was almost as if it was falling from the sky!  Elated and inspired, I walked home.  What an unexpectedly beautiful experience!

On the following day I was blessed with a clear sky and took my photographer friend Bettina along with me to have her share the experience and take some photos for me.  Figure 1 shows our view and more – because the three stars above the Moon and the star just above Venus we could not see with our naked eyes. 

It was quite a different experience, not to be alone and the magic and delight I had felt on the previous evening could not be conjured up in Bettina’s presence, even when we were silent.  As Curry says, one can only create the right circumstances for enchantment,
  and for me it became clear, for such an experience, I needed to be alone.

On the following nights with mostly clear skies, I kept walking up to the bench after sunset and the growing Moon became a companion and Jupiter and Saturn, as well as the stars and constellations whose names I learnt better and better, became like friends, producing a growing sense of familiarity and it surprised me again and again, the joy I felt when they seemingly suddenly appeared as soon as the sky was dark enough, like actors on a stage already waiting when the curtains open.  ‘The ontology of enchantment is a relational, perspectival and participatory one,’
 writes Curry to further define the word.  Indeed, the process of observing the Moon and the sky on many consecutive nights gave me a different, more personal perspective and a growing sense of familiarity that made room for experiences of joy, delight, enchantment and even awe. 

How might Vincent van Gogh have experienced the sky when he wrote his letter in August 1888?  Life was not enchanted, beautiful, magical or exciting for him, as we learn from his biographers.  He was a man with a troubled mind, manic episodes and a compulsive worker.  During the 16 months he spent in Arles, he painted 167 pictures!
  One of them, only a month after the cited letter to Theo, was ‘Starry Night over the Rhone’. (Fig. 2).  The dominant constellation in this picture looks like the Big Dipper and I can imagine how this might have impressed him, because it was a dominant feature during my Moon observations, too.  The sheer size of it and how it dominated the sky fascinated me every time.  Compared to the later, more famous “Starry Night” picture (Fig. 3), which he painted a month after having been admitted to the mental asylum in Saint-Remy, in June 1889, it transports more a sense of enchantment and tranquility, whereas the wild clouds in “Starry Night” seem a little manic and disturbed. 

[image: image3.jpg]



         Figure 1 Moon-Venus Conjunction on October 9th, 2021, photographed by Bettina Stoess
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Figure 2                                                                                         Figure 3                                     

         Vincent van Gogh ‘Starry Night over the Rhone’ 1888          Vincent van Gogh ‘Starry Night’ 1889 
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The Moon and stars were very popular motives for nineteenth century artists as Gary Wells points out
.  Growing industrialization and the rise of a scientific worldview brought about a romantic ‘back-to-nature’ counter-movement both in literature (e.g. ‘Walden’ by Henry David Thoreau) and art.  However, the objective was not to realistically depict the Moon and stars as they could be seen at a given time:


Art, for much of the nineteenth century, was about bending nature to the creative will, 

rather than slavish subordination to observation alone.  Further, the artwork of the era was 

inevitably seen in terms of meaning and content before representation.

One might assume, therefore, that van Gogh did not mean to truthfully represent the sky with his pictures of the night sky but transport something else, more symbolic and perhaps reflective of his own inner state of being.  As he writes in another part of his letter:  ‘For instead of trying to reproduce exactly what I see before me, I make more arbitrary use of colour to express myself more forcefully.’ 

The following week the weather did not allow for a view of the Moon.  As I sat on the bench in the dark on October 23rd waiting for the already waning Moon to rise, I thought of Matthias Claudius’ well-known ‘Abendlied’
 [Evening Song] which starts with the rising of the moon and the sense of stillness, tranquility and solace it brings in relation to human misery and suffering.  Matthias Claudius was an eighteenth century poet and the “Abendlied” was first published in 1779.  It was later put to music and became a popular lullaby for children, which my mother sang to me before sleep as I did for my daughter when she was little. 

The stillness and the darkness I could well relate to Claudius’ words
  and that was quite striking, so far removed from my usual, dis-enchanted everyday life in the well-lit modern world.  I also had a strong sense of tranquility, which may have been akin to van Gogh’s sense of infinity and enchantment, however, I think, in my case, a sense of excitement and anticipation was stronger, and indeed, when the first bright sliver of the moon’s body pushed up from the darkness of the woods I felt like a little child on Christmas Eve, excited, joyful and the emotionality of my inner responses surprised me again.  Both van Gogh and Claudius seemed to have a sense of the world being a harsh and unhappy place and the night sky and moon offering a kind of solace.  Claudius expressed this by likening the stillness to a quiet chamber where one might forgive and forget life’s misery.  This is not how I generally feel about life, but in times of trouble I, too, can imagine that sitting alone with the sky at night could be comforting and soothing indeed.  

4. Conclusion

When I started my observation exercise I had no sense of ‘relationship’ with the sky or any expectations of enchantment, magic, awe or wonder.  I approached it from my usual rational perspective and wanted to gain knowledge and understanding.  This is why the emotionality of some of my responses so surprised me.  I wanted to be ‘clearly aware of the stars’ as van Gogh wrote and that led to a growing familiarity with the sky at night and a sense of companionship with the Moon in its changing guises over the weeks that followed.  I felt truly enriched by the experience, I came to see the nightly side of nature which I had not experienced before.  And indeed, one might call this a source of enchantment, certainly of surprise and wonder for me, an opportunity for stillness in our loud and busy world and a sense of re-connection and if I should seek an opportunity for enchantment in the future I would truly go out at night and observe again, the Moon, the planets and the stars. 
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