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The mystical sky enchants the mind: A Sky Journal

‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’
Vincent Van Gogh.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.] 


When Vincent Van Gogh wrote the above quote in a letter, he managed to capture, in words, the mesmerising beauty of the night sky and its mystical enchantment over the human psyche. Despite documentation of sky observation dating back to the Palaeolithic, the modern world is increasingly disconnected from the numinous abyss above due to light pollution and the scientific rationale of the previously unknowable and unreachable. However, scientific knowledge does not demand disenchantment. To invoke a connection with the sky, the present author observed sunsets and sunrises for a month (October 31st - November 30th, 2020) and recorded the results in a journal. The results of those observations are to be discussed in this study in relation to the evocative Van Gogh quote. 

The Context
Humans have been sky-watching for millennia, and this was not limited to Homo Sapien. The scholar of philosophy Abraham Akkerman hypothesises that the North Star led Homo Erectus or Homo Ergaster northward from their African domains.[footnoteRef:2] Tools unearthed in southern Africa (c.70,000 BCE) indicate the hominids of the region acknowledged the sky as a source of meaning.[footnoteRef:3] Nicholas Campion suggests that the red ochre used during Neanderthal burial practices represents the sun, due to burial orientations east-west, reflective of the solar journey.[footnoteRef:4] For Homo Sapien, calendar keeping is documented from 50,000 years ago, when the North Star was likely used for navigation purposes, and by the fifth millennium BC evidence clearly indicates astronomy's important role for the culture.[footnoteRef:5] Astronomy is culture-specific, rather than objective truth.[footnoteRef:6] Despite the myriad of ways to understand and express knowledge about the heavens, there is a thread of commonality: an active engagement with the sky.[footnoteRef:7] Emerging academic studies into the relationships between cultures and the sky have conglomerated into the discipline Cultural Astronomy, propagated by dedicated journals and organisations such as  Archaeoastronomy: The Journal of Astronomy in Culture which is affiliated with the International Society for Archaeoastronomy and Astronomy in Culture.[footnoteRef:8] This led to the introduction of the Dark Skies Initiative, a movement focused on reducing sky-watching constraints such as equating darkness to negative concepts (crime, danger), the obscuration of celestial phenomenon due to modern constructions and light pollution.[footnoteRef:9] [2:  Abraham Akkerman, 'Human Posture and the Nightly Sky: Cosmos in Prehistoric Myth', in Phenomenology of the Winter-City: Myth in the Rise and Decline of Built Environments, ed. by Abraham Akkerman (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2016), p. 19, [hereafter Akkerman, Night Sky in Prehistoric Myth].]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, The History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), p. 5, [hereafter Campion, History of Western Astrology]. ]  [4:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 5.]  [5:  David H. Kelly and Eugene F. Milone, Exploring Ancient Skies: An Encyclopedic Survey of Archaeoastronomy (New York: Springer, 2005) pp.2-3; Akkerman, Night Sky in Prehistoric Myth, (2016:19).]  [6:  Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion, Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the sky in Archaeology, (Oxford: Oxbrow Books, 2015), p. 2.]  [7:  Darrelyn Gunzburg, ed., The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives (Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2016), p. xvii.]  [8:  See their website at https://www.archaeoastronomy.org/. ]  [9:  Brown, Daniel, 'Skyscapes: Past and Present', in Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. by Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxford: Oxbrow books, 2015), pp. 39-40, [hereafter Brown, ‘Skyscapes: Past and Present’]; Tyler Nordgren, 'At Night's End', in The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg (Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2016), pp. 191-214. ] 


The JournalFigure 1. Above shows the original panoramic photograph. Below is the erased sky, leaving the landscape.
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The sky journal was compiled through naked-eye observation and the application Procreate.[footnoteRef:10] It was conducted from a family home in Bulgaria, in a village on the Danubian plains (50km from the old capital Veliko Tărnovo). A panoramic photograph of the landscape was taken during specific light-levels that instigated a silhouette of the treeline and neighbouring homes. The photograph was transferred to Procreate, and the sky painstakingly erased to leave a shadowed canvas (Figure.1). This provided a fixed foundation in which the crepuscular observations were digitally painted on. The panoramic photograph faces directly south with the left and right edges of the image corresponding to east and west respectively. Brown notes that the impact a skyscape has on the observer is affected by the landscape's topography and featured architecture.[footnoteRef:11] Within this skyscape, the evergreen tree frames and segments the sky and provides a clear feature in the landscape.  [10:  This application is available on Apple devices and works similarly to Photoshop. See https://procreate.art/ for more information. ]  [11:  Brown, ‘Skyscapes: Past and Present’, (2015:33).] 


It must be noted that the precision of erasing the sky is not perfect and therefore not a direct copy of the skyline, however, there was great care to reduce this and retain an accurate treelined horizon. Additionally, the skyline changes due to seasonal developments, such as more sky visible through tree branches or smoke rising from chimneys, and these changes were taken into consideration when recording the journal. Furthermore, because humans cannot process the colour of the night sky accurately without digital cameras and colour converting techniques, the sky paintings would have come out differently if astrophotography techniques were employed (see Figure 2).[footnoteRef:12] According to phenomenologist Tim Ingold, the colour of the sky is caused by fission/fusion reactions in the atmosphere and the enchantment comes from the realisation that these colours of the atmosphere weave threads through our beings; we breathe in the colourful air and exhale song and story.[footnoteRef:13] [12:   Zoltán Kolláth, and others, 'The Colour of the Night Sky', Journal of Imaging, 6 (2020), 90, p.12.]  [13:  Tim Ingold, 'Reach for the Stars! Light, Vision and the Atmosphere', in The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg (Bristol: Equinox Publishing Ltd, 2016), pp. 229-230.] 

[image: ]Figure 2. Image: Kraft (2016).
Taken in a light pollution free location in Ontario, this shows the differences between camera settings and image editing. (a) real colours (b) 3800 K white balance setup, (c) manual additional processing, and (d) false colour enhancement.



The Journey
For myself, the sky has been the focus of long-standing fascination and observing it is not a new occurrence, although previous observations were casual rather than dedicated. My research and adoration for the sky were infectious as it became a nightly familial ritual to marvel at the sunset. This has continued despite no longer recording the sky for this study and future evenings have been structured so, as a family, we can observe current astronomical events such as the Geminid meteor shower and Saturn-Jupiter conjunction. Due to the restructuring of my day centred on the solar journey across the sky, my circadian rhythm seemed to realign to celestial movements rather than being fooled by excessive electronic lighting. Additionally, this restructure to accommodate time for observing and painting the sky inadvertently restructured the day of my family and invited their own observations. I was often greeted in the mornings with comments such as “that was quite a sight this morning!” or “red sky in the morning, Shepard’s warning” (Figure 3) and its corresponding sunset saying of “red sky at night, Shepard’s delight!”. The two latter comments are a form of unintentional natural astrology, a concept derived from the works of Hesiod and Aratus. For the Cappadocian hermit Saint Basil the Great (c.330-379), this was the only acceptable form of astrology and he acknowledged its’ pragmatism, especially for farmers.[footnoteRef:14] The meditation on the colours of sunrise and sunset induced mindfulness that positively flowed into my morning, preparing me for a productive day, and into my evening, preparing me for relaxation and eventually sleep. I recognised elevated moods fuelled by crepuscular doses of personal mysterium fascinans, a form of numinous experience identified by Rudolf Otto.[footnoteRef:15] It would be vital to note that I underwent therapy simultaneously and found as my mental state evolved so did my attention and reverence for the sky, including interest in astrology. Combined into a cauldron of curiosity, these led me to sunset and sunrise mythology, the psychology of colour and spiritual nourishment. [14:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 278.]  [15:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, (London: Oxford University Press 1923[1917]) pp. 14-17.] 
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Figure 3. Monday 23rd November 2020 had a red-hue sunrise.

Sunrise to Sunset
The school of Solar mythology was favoured in the 18th to 19th centuries although it has now fallen out of favour.[footnoteRef:16] According to German anthropologist Max Muller, all religions venerated the solar god but named him something different depending on their location. Muller believed this to be evidence that religion is a disease of language and that all mythos is poetic simplification of ancient Aryan (Indo-European) observations of celestial phenomena.[footnoteRef:17] For influential but discredited anthropologist E.B Tyler, the widespread solar religion reflected the pan-human quest for understanding the journey of souls as it traversed life on, below or above the Earth. Specifically, the solar myth is “on the one hand death as sunset, on the other in new life as sunrise.”[footnoteRef:18] Therefore, the poetic adaptation of the sun reveals the macro/micro cosmology where the sun reflects the life of man. This reductionist perspective saw all mythology rooted in the solar journey, represented through the eternally dying god. The pious praxis of Proclus (412-482) reveals a different form of sun veneration; he prayed tridaily to the ‘supreme fire’ of the sun and admitted within a Hymn that the sun itself is not divine but is a symbol of the divine.[footnoteRef:19] This is reminiscent of Egyptian understandings of the sun due to their division of the solar journey into three segments; the morning sun Re-Horakhty, the evening sun Atum-Re and the night-time continuation of the solar journey is undertaken by the constellation of Leo as ‘the lion of Re’.[footnoteRef:20] [16:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 2, 5.]  [17:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 28.]  [18:  E.B Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art and Custom, Vol. 2 (Oxford University 1871) p. 382.]  [19:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 265.]  [20:  Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Gods and Goddesses of Ancient Egypt (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), pp. 205-206.] 


Regardless whether solar observation is the root of all mythology, the sun is undeniably connected to vital life support systems, heat, and light.[footnoteRef:21] Even discarding the plethora of evidence of solar mythologisation and perceiving the sun’s journey from a non-religious perspective, the statement made by Campion that the sunrise is “the most dramatic event of the day”[footnoteRef:22] verges on simplistic, due to the continuous impact the sun has on humanity throughout our history. I found myself awestruck twice a day and came to understand how the myth-maker could visualise stories of love, life and death from the richly decorated sky. I could also relate to understanding the celestial sphere as the source or potent symbol of the divine, or as the sun as representing the divine. The solar journey of life, death and rebirth was mirrored by my own self-healing mindfulness journey in which the struggle was worse before I emerged stronger on the other side, on a new day. The mythographer Carl Jung critiqued modern man, stating that “spiritual impoverishment, stultification, and moral degeneracy have taken the place of spiritual and moral fitness, and produced a mass psychosis that can only lead to disaster.”[footnoteRef:23] In contrast, engagement with the sky provides a sense of spiritual nourishment as well as familiarity across space and time. [21:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 2.]  [22:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 2.]  [23:  Carl Jung, The Development of Personality, trans. By E. F. C Hull. (New York: Princeton University Press, 1981[1954]) p. 85.] 


Psychology of Colour
While conducting the Sky Journal through this creative medium, it was impossible to ignore the canvas of vivid colour and the enchanting effect it offered. Surprisingly, there is currently no accepted standardised model for the study of the psychological impacts of colour on emotions and behaviour, and research has been influenced by the hypothesis that states short wavelengths are less arousing than longer.[footnoteRef:24] This means that most studies are in mild agreement. For example, Wexner's (1954) study focused on word associated with colours. The results identified red as exciting/stimulating; blue as secure/comfortable/tender/soothing; orange as disturbing/distressed/upset; black as power/strong/masterful. Goldstein (1942) proposed that red and yellow are stimulating and disagreeable, with an external focus that produces forceful and expansive behaviour. Whereas green and blue are experienced as quieting and agreeable, attention is drawn inwards, and produce reserved, stable behaviour.[footnoteRef:25] However, Valdez and Mehrbian critique previous studies for failing to add brightness or saturation levels to the control measures.[footnoteRef:26] Regarding the colour pallet of the sky, saturation and brightness are particularly important. For example, sometimes the sky was vivid, with the cloud cover enhancing the effect (Figure 4) whereas a more pastel version was more common (Figure 5). Surprisingly, the colour purple was most frequent and diverse in shades (Figures 6, 7 and 8). [24:  Patricia Valdez, and Albert Mehrabian, 'Effects of Color on Emotions', Journal of Experimental Psychology, 123 (1994), pp. 394, 396, [hereafter Valdez and Mehrabian, 'Effects of Color on Emotions']; Andrew J Elliot and Markus A. Maier, 'Color and Psychological Functioning', Current Directions in Psychological Science, 16 (2007), p. 250, [hereafter Elliot, and Maier, 'Color and Psychological Functioning']; Nancy J. Stone, and Anthony J. English, ‘Task type, posters, and workspace color on mood, satisfaction, and performance’, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 18, (1998), pp. 175–185.]  [25:  Elliot, and Maier, 'Color and Psychological Functioning', p. 250; Kurt Goldstein, ‘Some experimental observations concerning the influence of colors on the function of the organism’, Occupational Therapy and Rehabilitation, 21, (1942), pp. 147–151.]  [26:  Valdez and Mehrabian, 'Effects of Color on Emotions', p. 396.] 
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Figure 4. Tuesday 17th November 2020 revealed vivid purple and orange shades.
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Figure 5. The morning of Sunday 22nd November 2020 spread pastel shades of blue, purple, pink and yellow 
across the sky.
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Figure 6. Sometimes the sky was hidden by the clouds, only a tinge evident, as shown at dawn on Saturday 21st November 2020.
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Figure 7. The sunset of Monday 23rd November was awash with purple shades.
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Figure 8. Sunday 22nd November 2020 had a gorgeous sunset with a very visible crescent moon.


Conclusion
For the Dutch post-impressionist painter Vincent Van Gogh, the night sky was an unending source of inspiration and spiritual nourishment. His success was post-mortem and according to Martin Gayford, his sister-in-law Joanna fostered the foundation of how we view Vincent today and “in some respects, we think of Vincent as she presented him”; from the subjective perspective of the Van Gogh family.[footnoteRef:27] His most famous painting inspired by the night sky is Starry Night (1889) but he also completed Starry Night Over the Rhone (1888). The Dark Sky Association note on a blogpost that Van Gogh clearly uses his palette to express his impression of the colours of the night sky.[footnoteRef:28]  The chosen quote is taken from letter correspondence between Vincent and his brother Theo. Thus, it is personal and he had not expected it to become a renowned quote. Yet, his words inspire a sense of soul-searching via the swirling abyss, using introspection to fuel inspiration and imagination. This instils a sense of familiarity with the artist after personal Sky Journal observations; my own skyscape fostered introspection, inspiration, and imagination of my own. My artwork does not compare to Starry Night, but the effect the skyscape had on the creator is quite comparable. Studies conducted by Daniel Brown revealed that engagement with the sky reawakened the enchanting power it had over participants. This effect was enhanced by an affectional educational model that encouraged participants to connect to their intuition.[footnoteRef:29] This is evidenced within this sky journey, where an affectional education model invited intuition and creativity and enhanced the knowledge gained from the project. Additionally, the sky connects modern man to their ancient ancestors and Campion argues that it is reasonable to suggest the ritualistic adornment of specific symbolic colours was present in the earliest sky-watchers.[footnoteRef:30] I also sought to wear colourful clothes on brighter days and darker clothes on the grey days. This thread to the ancient world is, subjectively, particularly inspirational due to a personal academic focus on the ancient and prehistoric era.[footnoteRef:31] The sky has continuously provided inspiration, enchantment, and curiosity alongside practical aspects to aid with survival. It is agreeable that through the observation of the sky and celestial phenomenon, “life seems almost enchanted after all.” [27:  Martin Gayford in Joanna van Gogh-Bonger, A Memoir of Vincent Van Gogh, (Getty Publications, 2018), p. 12, 16.]  [28:  International Dark-Sky Association, 7 Pieces of Art Inspired by the Night Sky, https://www.darksky.org/7-pieces-of-art-inspired-by-the-night-sky/ edn, 2020 vols (2016) <https://www.darksky.org/7-pieces-of-art-inspired-by-the-night-sky/> [accessed 28/12/2020].]  [29:  Brown, ‘Skyscapes: Past and Present’.]  [30:  Campion, History of Western Astrology, p. 3.]  [31:  Danielle Alexander, Prehistory in Myth-Memory: A Mythographic Approach to Neolithic Anatolia, Posters in Parliament: British Conference for Undergraduate Research, (London, Houses of Parliament: 11/03/2020) <https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/id/eprint/1317/>] 
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