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Essay Based on a Sky Journal
INTRODUCTION
In a letter to his brother Theo in 1888, the renowned modernist painter Vincent Van Gogh writes ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’[footnoteRef:1] Through an analysis of a personal sky journal documenting the sunrise over a period of a month as a primary source of evidence, the aim of this essay is to explore the validity of this statement. [1:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997) p.392.] 


Enchantment

The New Oxford Dictionary defines the word enchant as to ‘fill with great delight’ or ‘put under a spell’[footnoteRef:2]. It comes from the Latin ‘incantare,’ literally meaning to sing, which is of interest as it suggests that to see life and nature as enchanted is to find rhythm, pattern, or harmony in it. The theme of harmony within nature is explored by Professor of Comparative Literature Tili Boon Cuillé in her book Divining Nature where she states that ‘nature opposes beings to one another in order to produce convenances (relations) between them’ and that it is through a system of these relations that ‘the order of nature is established.’[footnoteRef:3] A delight in the multitudinous harmony of nature may well be understood as a feeling of awe, defined by Professor of Psychology Dacher Keltner as ‘the feeling of being in the presence of something vast that transcends your current understanding of the world,’[footnoteRef:4] something that could perhaps also be described as magical or mysterious. [2:  The New Oxford Dictionary of English. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) p.606.]  [3:  Cuillé, Tili Boon. Divining Nature. (Stanford University Press, 2021) p.158.]  [4:  Keltner, D. Awe: The Transformative Power of Everyday Wonder. (Penguin Books, 2023) p.7.] 


Disenchantment

The words ‘after all’ in Van Gogh’s statement seem to suggest that the people of the time no longer saw life as enchanted, corresponding to the theory of disenchantment developed by German sociologist Max Weber in the early 1900s. The word that Weber uses that has come to be understood as disenchantment is Entzauberung, a more literally translation of which is ‘the elimination of magic.’[footnoteRef:5] Weber proposes that ‘there are no mysterious incalculable forces’[footnoteRef:6] and that our journey towards the understanding of nature in this manner is a global historic process that found its origins in early Judaism and Hellenistic scientific thought.[footnoteRef:7] While more recently scholars have argued that ambiguities in Weber’s approach lead to the collapse of this grand global historic narrative,[footnoteRef:8] much of his work still holds true. For example, Tim Ingold’s argument that our view of the world is altered by living most of our life indoors, inside and that we lack contact with the ‘outside,’[footnoteRef:9] could be understood as disenchantment. [5:  Joas, H. trans. Skinner, A. The Power of the Sacred: An Alternative to the Narrative of Disenchantment. (Oxford University Press, 2021) p.121.]  [6:  Weber, Max, ed. H.H. Garth and C. Mills Wright. From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1947) p.139]  [7:  Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. (London: Routledge, 2001) p.61.]  [8:  Joas, H. trans. Skinner, A. The Power of the Sacred: An Alternative to the Narrative of Disenchantment. (Oxford University Press, 2021) p.1.]  [9:  Ingold, T. 'Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather'. The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13, (JSTOR, 2007) p. S19-S38.] 



METHODOLOGY

I am a member of a local sea swimming group called the ‘Dawnstalkers’ who meet daily at first light on the beach in Penarth on the South Wales coast to enter the sea together to greet the sun as it rises. It is the physical[footnoteRef:10] and mental[footnoteRef:11] health benefits of controlled cold-water exposure that first attracted me to the practise when I began in January 2021, as such it did not take place at sunrise. It was only when one day that a swim happened to coincide with the sunrise that the practise took on new meaning. From that point on the group decided to meet at sunrise rather than a particular time, and the ‘Dawnstalkers’ were born. [10:  Tipton, M. J. Collier, N. Massey, H. Corbett, J. Harper, M. Cold water immersion: kill or cure? Experimental Physiology, (2017-11), Vol.102 (11), p.1349]  [11:  Oliver, B. Cold water swimming for well-being. Journal of public mental health, 2021, Vol.20 (2), p.105-110] 


The sky journal will document my activity with Dawnstalkers over the period of a month. Observing the rising of our own star, paying particular attention to colours and textures, and recording the thoughts, feelings and emotions that are evoked. The aim of the essay will be to analyse the information recorded in the journal, to try to understand what meaning was added by the synchronisation of the practise with the sunrise. Seeking to establish if the findings could constitute feelings mystery, magic, awe or enchantment, thereby demonstrating the validity of Van Gogh’s statement.


FINDINGS

Yellow

Van Gogh was known for his use of colour in his paintings to communicate emotion, particularly yellow which he saw as a representation of the sun[footnoteRef:12] and which it is suggested he may have used to convey happiness, hope and friendship.[footnoteRef:13] For the same meaning the colour yellow has become important to me since the sudden loss of my brother Ben in 2018. A photograph taken of Ben not long before his passing, reminiscent of a Van Gogh painting, (fig. 1) seemed to capture these emotions and helps remind me of the friendship and happiness of our time together, rather than the pain of the loss.  [12:  Van Gogh, V. Letter to Theo Van Gogh Nr 659. <https://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let659/letter.html> [accessed 15 November 2024]]  [13:  Street Art Museum Tours website < https://streetartmuseumtours.com/blogs/blog/vincent-van-gogh-color-theory> [accessed 15 November 2024]] 
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Figure 1: Photograph of Ben compared to ‘Wheatfield with a Reaper’ by Van Gogh, 1889. 
(Source: www.vangoghmuseum.nl)
One of the benefits I hoped to gain through sunrise swimming was to that of my mental health, which suffered as a result of losing Ben. On day 11 of the sky journal, as the sun rose the light caught between two banks of clouds in such a way that it created an intense golden yellow glow, (fig.2) I noted that ‘it was the colour you assume heaven would be if you could see it.’[footnoteRef:14] It is here, in this connection to “heaven”, to the beyond and maybe to Ben, that I feel hope. Dacher Keltner writes about the mystery and awe of death, about how the people we love ‘remain with us in even more mysterious ways after they leave.’[footnoteRef:15] It is in the observation of the colours of sunrise on days like this that these feelings become more pronounced.  [14:  McDonald, S. Personal Sky Journal. Day11.]  [15:  Keltner, D. Awe: The Transformative Power of Everyday Wonder. (Penguin Books, 2023) p.236.] 
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Figure 2: A golden yellow sunrise of day 11 of the sky journal.


Orange/Red

The mornings with intense orange and red colours are those that feel most special. In being immersed in the water as the sun appears to rise out of it, there is the sense of a direct connection between us. On the calmer mornings when the light of the sun sends a chord like line of reflection across the surface towards me it feels even more tangible. (fig. 3) Using Deuteronomy 4: 19[footnoteRef:16] as justification, Christianity generally forbids worship of the sun as a deity, separating the creator from creation. In this practise I feel a connection to both, perhaps pointing towards an understanding of the cosmos in line with that proposed by Zeno of Citium in which he saw the creator and creation as one and the same.[footnoteRef:17] On a number of these mornings I am moved to tears. The intensity and suddenness with which this emotion rises means it likely falls into what Keltner and Haidt refer to as primordial awe, that is a ‘hard wired, pre-cultural’[footnoteRef:18] response to something more powerful than the self, in this case the divine.  [16:  The Bible, Deuteronomy 4:19.]  [17:  Diogenes Laertius’ biography of ‘Zeno’ in Lives of Eminent Philosophers, trans R.D. (Hicks, London: William Heinemann, 1925) vol. 2, p.195 (VII.88)]  [18:  Keltner, D. Haidt, J. Approaching awe, a moral, spiritual, and aesthetic emotion, Cognition and Emotion, 17:2 (2003): p. 306.] 
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Figure 3: Day 3 of the sky journal, the sun hovering above the horizon 
as a line of reflected light stretches towards me.


Grey

The geographical location of my sunrise swims mean that many mornings are shrouded in cloud, rendering the sun invisible and making it more difficult to find a connection to the cosmos. If found though, the reward seems a little greater having had to search that much harder. Mornings like these are generally quieter, and I occasionally try to make the most of this by entering the sea alone at first light before anyone else has arrived. Day 24 was one such morning and being there, alone in the vast dark silent stillness, feeling fish swimming around me, aware of the slowly changing light; I felt the boundaries between myself and nature start to dissolve in what could be described as participation mystique. Derived from the work of Levi-Bruhl,[footnoteRef:19] Jung defines this term as when ‘the subject cannot clearly distinguish himself from the object.’[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Levi-Bruhl, L. How Natives Think. (Allen & Unwin Ltd. 1926) p. 69-104.]  [20:  Jung, C.G. Edited by Adler, G. Hull, R.F.C. Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 6: Psychological Types. (Princeton University Press, 1971) p. 456.] 
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Figure 4: Day 24 of the sky journal turned out to be the first in a long sequence of cloudy sunless days.


The final day of the sky journal was another grey one in a sequence of many, in which I found myself becoming jealous of the people around the world who could see the sun. This consideration of others brought to mind a poem called Sunrise by Mary Oliver in which she alludes to the interconnectedness and oneness of humanity of which I am a part. The appropriate extract from the poem is below, with the full version included in Appendix 1 for reference.

‘in the familiar
fabric of dawn, I thought
of China,
and India
and Europe, and I thought
how the sun
blazes
for everyone just
so joyfully
as it rises
under the lashes
of my own eyes, and I thought
I am so many!’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Oliver, M. Sunrise. https://readalittlepoetry.com/2010/12/25/sunrise-by-mary-oliver/ [Accessed 18 November 2024]] 


CONCLUSIONS

This study establishes that for me, the regular observation of sunrise while being immersed in the sea evokes feelings of mystery, awe and of a connection with the divine. These constitute a magic or enchantment thereby demonstrating the validity of Van Gogh’s statement. This magic is not that which seeks to control nature; paraphrasing Tolkien,[footnoteRef:22] Campion describes it as a ‘state of mind in which the individual is completely at one with a world which is glowing and alive.’[footnoteRef:23] Revealed by the entry on Day 22 of the sky journal: [22:  Tolkein, J.R.R., Tree and Leaf. (London: Unwin 1964) pp. 15-16.]  [23:  Campion, N. Cosmos: A Cultural History of Astrology, (London: London and Hambledon. 1997) draft ch. 19] 


‘Sunrise is a momentary point of balance in the great scales of nature that constantly swing between light and dark and back again, it holds excitement and anticipation before tipping into the realisation of all the boundless potential of the day. I can’t help but feeling that by being there, witnessing it, engaging with it, harmonising with it, I can have a greater influence over how it will play out.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  McDonald, S. Personal Sky Journal. Day 22.] 


If entering the cold of the sea is understood as an act of surrender this ritual would seem to correspond with the behaviour of an African mountain tribe known as the Elgonyi described by Jung. Every morning at sunrise tribe members leave their hut, breathe into their hand, then hold their palm up to the sun. By identifying that they understood the sun as divine and the breath as spirit, Jung explains that ‘the action means: I offer my living spirit to God. It is a wordless, acted prayer, which could equally well be spoken: “Lord, into thy hands I commend my spirit.”’[footnoteRef:25] Jung goes on to contemplate on whether this behaviour is coincidental or whether it was ‘already incubated and purposed before man existed.’[footnoteRef:26] For me, it certainly feels like the latter. [25:  Jung C. G. (1933) Modern Man in Search of Soul. (London: Routledge. 2001) p. 152-154]  [26:  Jung C. G. (1933) Modern Man in Search of Soul. (London: Routledge. 2001) p. 154] 
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APPENDIX 1


Sunrise
by Mary Oliver

You can
die for it–
an idea,
or the world. People
have done so,
brilliantly,
letting
their small bodies be bound
to the stake,
creating
an unforgettable
fury of light. But
this morning,
climbing the familiar hills
in the familiar
fabric of dawn, I thought
of China,
and India
and Europe, and I thought
how the sun
blazes
for everyone just
so joyfully
as it rises
under the lashes
of my own eyes, and I thought
I am so many!
What is my name?
What is the name
of the deep breath I would take
over and over
for all of us? Call it
whatever you want, it is
happiness, it is another one
of the ways to enter
fire.


https://readalittlepoetry.com/2010/12/25/sunrise-by-mary-oliver/
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