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                              Essay based on a sky journal

[bookmark: _Hlk151220843]This essay analyses my observations of the sky in relation to Vincent van Gogh’s phrase ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’[footnoteRef:1] The observations took place between October 9 and November 11 in the Dutch countryside near the town of Aalten at two moments during the day: the period between 7:00-9:00 AM CET, before and during sunrise and the period between 17:00-19:00 PM, before and during sunset. The reason for this examination is to understand the nature of sky observation, its effect on the observer and to place the findings within the context of van Gogh’s phrase.  [1:  Vincent van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, 1997),
   p.392.] 


The examination makes use of Monique Hennink et al’s definition of qualitative research methods, in particular observation, refers to the Greek philosopher Plato (c.428-348 BCE) in regards to the harmony in the sky and investigates my feelings of enchantment as described by Patrick Curry.[footnoteRef:2] It examines my position and relation with the observed though Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s (1857 -1939) law of participation.[footnoteRef:3] The paper starts with background information on the quote, proceeds with the contextualisation of the observations by means of two themes, observation and the relation between sky and the divine and ends with a conclusion. [2:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: SAGE Publications.
  Kindle Edition, 2020) p.170; Plato, Timaeus, trans. R.G. Bury, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
  1931), 35A-36B; Plato, Republic, 2 vols., trans. Paul Shorey,(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
  1937), X, 617B; Plato, Republic, 2 vols., trans. Paul Shorey,(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
  1937), VII.XII; Patrick Curry, Enchantment, (Edinburgh: Floris Books. Kindle Edition, 2019), p. 22.]  [3:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, (London: Geroge Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1926), pp.76-77. ] 


Vincent van Gogh was born in 1853 in The Netherlands and was the eldest son of a reverend. He tried but failed to pass the entrance for Theology at the University of Amsterdam in 1877. He worked as a missionary till 1879 when he decided to become an artist. He lived in various places, and arrived in Arles in 1888, where he stayed till 1889 before returning to Paris.[footnoteRef:4] His stay at Arles, only two years before his suicide, was the most prolific artistic period of his life.[footnoteRef:5] On 27 July 1890 he shot himself in the chest and died two days later in the presence of his younger brother Theo. The quote is from correspondence with Theo, written on August 11, 1888, two years before he took his life.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Vincent van Gogh and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, (London: Penguin Books, Kindle
  edition, 1997), location 9038-9119.]  [5:  Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arles, (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1984). p.11.]  [6:  Gogh, van, de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p.392.] 


Theme 1: Observation 
Observation is the means with which data and information are gathered, the primary source, to be analysed and understood with the help of secondary sources. What does the act of observation entail? Hennink et al. state that ‘During an observation you are systematically watching, listening, questioning and recording people’s behaviours, expressions and interactions as well as noting the social setting, location or context in which the people are situated’.[footnoteRef:7] In this case, I am watching the night and day sky, listening to its sounds, questioning and recording my thoughts, feelings and behaviour, as well as those of my environment, how and if I am interacting with the sky and noting the context within which I am situated. Perceiving in this manner is how I endeavoured to be clearly aware, as in van Gogh’s sentence.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey Qualitative Research Methods, p. 170.]  [8:  Gogh, van, de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p.392.] 


What did I perceive? The first nights of observation were outside on October 9-10 between 5:00-7:00 A.M: ’starry night, sky filled with bright stars, some brighter than others. I can’t take it all in at once, I had to turn around and nearly fell over.’ I also noted ‘awe at such vastness and beauty’.[footnoteRef:9] From October 14 observation turned to listening because of dense blankets of clouds and total darkness: ‘there was a cry of an unknown animal, rustling of branches and leaves.’[footnoteRef:10] Being acutely aware of being outside, ‘alone with the cosmos’.[footnoteRef:11] The felt realization of the skies vastness and beauty and being alone with and in it resonated with van Gogh’s writing of awareness, through watching and listening.[footnoteRef:12] The recording and questioning aspects of observation included external and internal parts; watching brilliant stars, darkness or cloudy skies, hearing animals moving around, cries of geese above: ‘geese are verbose while flying, why is that?’ and recording those facts in my journal.[footnoteRef:13] The internal aspect involved questioning my part in the universe and the reason for existing: ‘why am I here’ and considering that ‘observing the night sky, without thought, is as a meditation, on life itself’.[footnoteRef:14] I took note of the sky within the context of where it was: everywhere, touching the countryside. The focus on the stary-ness of the sky faded due to clouded skies which led me to focus more on what was going on in the sky, notably the sounds of the geese’ migratory flight and under the sky, namely on earth. The geese were ‘following their inner guide’.[footnoteRef:15] They too seemed ‘aware’ of sky and earth. The significance of my own awareness of the stars and infinity on high, obtained an extra dimension with the understanding geese had a clear awareness of their own bearings. [9:  Nadine Fruin, Sky Journal, (Aalten: October 10, 2023. 5:22 AM CET and 5:43 AM CET), p.2.]  [10:  Fruin, Sky Journal, (Aalten: October 18-21, 5:27 – 6:02 AM CET) pp.10-13.]  [11:  Fruin, Sky Journal, (Aalten: October 21, 6:17) p.13.]  [12:  Gogh, van, de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p.392.]  [13:  Fruin, Sky Journal, (Aalten: October 29, 6:30), p.21.]  [14:  Fruin, Sky Journal, (Aalten: November 7-9, 5:45- 7:00) p.30-31.]  [15:  Fruin, Sky Journal, (Aalten October 29, 5:57) , p.21 and (November 7, 6:25) p. 30.] 


Due to lack of external stimuli for observation, I was invited to go within and pay attention to my internal skyscape. Van Gogh’s awareness of the stars and infinity on high, the stars and heavens in their glory, expanded into the awareness of internal infinity. The overflowing of observation of external phenomena into the internal environment can be defined as what Hennink et al, citing Schensul et al, as participant observation, being ‘the process of learning through exposure to or involvement in the day-to-day or routine activities of participants..’.[footnoteRef:16] Since the involvement and exposure is with the sky, its interaction with earth and its creatures as the participants, this particular observation, I argue, is going native with the sky.  [16:  S.L. Schensul, J.J. Schensul, and M.D. LeCompte, Essential Ethnographic Methods: Observations,
    Interviews, and Questionnaires (Book 2 in Ethnographer’s Toolkit), (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira 
    Press, 1999), p.91, cited in Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 
    (London: SAGE Publications. Kindle Edition, 2020) p.180.] 


Theme 2: Sky and the Divine 
On high means something is in a position of great glory, the stars and heavens, but it can also be interpreted as God, in its position of great glory.[footnoteRef:17] Considering Van Gogh had a theological background, it is plausible on high meant the divine. For van Gogh the awareness of the stars and infinity on high had the possibility to enchant life. What is enchantment? The word comes from the Latin verb cantare, to sing, and en is in, so it means as Curry wrote, being in a song, the experience of finding oneself in it. Paraphrasing Curry, you experience the song from the inside and you participate with it. [footnoteRef:18] During the month of observation, when I gazed at the stars and felt wonder I went within and participated with my internal skyscape. I wrote ‘it is as if I am in the cosmos’ song, listening to and being in God’s cosmic harmony’.[footnoteRef:19] The mere fact of perceiving both skies as being part of God’s harmony is what makes life enchanted, after all, as van Gogh wrote.[footnoteRef:20] The ‘after all’ could be interpreted as an acknowledgement that, albeit life’s difficulties, being aware of the stars and of infinity on high, the divine, brings joy to it and so it is worth living. I argue, therefore, that humankind’s stargazing can be a quest, a desire to be in God’s song.  [17:  The Online Cambridge Dictionary, on high, < https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/on-high> 
    [Accessed October 11, 2023].]  [18:  Curry, Patrick, Enchantment, p. 22.]  [19:  Fruin, Sky Journal,,(Aalten: November 5, 5:23), p.28.]  [20:  Gogh, van, de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p.392.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk151811959]Whereas Plato referred to harmony of the spheres as distances between the planets and earth being musical sequences and approached it foremost as a mathematical harmony, he also mentioned the singing of the siren related to the respective planets, forming a harmony together.[footnoteRef:21] He stated ‘As the eyes, said I, seem formed for studying astronomy, so do the ears seem formed for harmonious motions: and these seem to be twin sciences to one another...’ [footnoteRef:22] Plato aptly described my experience, the combination of senses active in the awareness of the stars and infinity on high, being twin sciences necessary to perceive life as enchanted. Expanding on his writing, it is not only listening to harmony with the ears but singing in and with it, a participation of the soul.  [21:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. R.G. Bury, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
    1931), 35A-36B; Plato, Republic, 2 vols., trans. Paul Shorey, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
    1937), X, 617B.]  [22:  Plato, Republic, 2 vols., trans. Paul Shorey, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
    1937), VII.XII.] 


What is participation? Lucien Lévy-Bruhl coined the concept of law of participation as objects, beings and phenomena which can be themselves and something other than themselves; they have mystical powers, virtues and qualities.[footnoteRef:23] My experiences of ‘…being in God’s cosmic harmony’ , ‘I felt my heart singing’ as a result of observation of stars, clouds and nature, which were themselves but also other, because they were all perceived as interconnected and divine, mystical, brought enchantment of life.[footnoteRef:24] To understand the nature of participation, Lévy-Bruhl, cited by S.A. Mousalimas, wrote 'participation [is] felt not thought' and 'Participation is not a logical function'[footnoteRef:25] Van Gogh’s uses of the terms awareness of the divine and feeling enchantment are fitting words to describe my modes of perception and feeling - not thinking- and a non-logical participation with life. [23:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, (London: Geroge Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1926), pp.76-77.]  [24:  Fruin, Sky Journal,(Aalten: November 5, 5:23) p.28;,(Aalten: November 11, 6:13), p.34. ]  [25:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, transl. Peter Riviere, The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
   1975), cited in A. Mousalimas, 'Primitive Mentality' in Journal of the Anthropological Society of Oxford    
   (Oxford: JOAS 21(1): 33-46, 1990), p.43.
] 

[bookmark: _Hlk66539521]
The aim of this essay was to examine the author’s sky observations and the nature of observation, put into the context of van Gogh’s quote via two themes: observation and sky and the divine. Observation, according to Hennink et al., consists of watching, listening, questioning, recording and noting people and the environment. These aspects of observation were applied to the external environment and to my internal world. The combination of externally observed phenomena and my internally observed skyscape, which invited the contemplation of life’s meaning and man’s relation to it, allowed for the clear awareness van Gogh’s alludes to. The second theme, sky and the divine, addressed the enchantment van Gogh writes as being in a song, according to Curry, and implies participation with it, which the observer felt  and described as being in God’s harmony, hearing the singing and being in the cosmic song; a participation as Lévy-Bruhl states and a state of being which resonates with Plato. The combination of the two themes to approach sky observation and participating through perception of the inner skyscape resulted in an awareness with stars and infinity on high and led to enchantment with life, after all.
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