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Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.164. 	
] 

WORD COUNT: 2018



Introduction

This essay considers the significance of the idea of enchantment to the study of cultural astronomy and in particular astrology. Any human response to observation of the sky is cultural astronomy. Thus, this citation from a letter written by Van Gogh to his brother in 1888,[footnoteRef:2] and the portrait he was working on at the time with its background of a very particular shade of blue are cultural astronomy, as is my Sky Journal created in November 2022. The Sky Journal is a photographic record of a phenomenological investigation of two queries that arose from Van Gogh’s exhortation, cited above. The first was ‘How clear can a visual awareness of ‘the stars and infinity on high’ be in West Wales as winter sets in?’ This question was approached with a camera and a smartphone and a commitment to observe sunrise and sunset for a week. The second query was about meaning and experience.  What did Van Gogh mean by ‘enchanted’? Is this an essential human capacity I might experience as a result of my observations? His statement would imply that such a pursuit is a lost cause; that being clearly aware of the stars allows only for life to ‘seem almost enchanted’.  For Van Gogh it is a concept that can never be reality, merely an impression. His statement assumes that life is disenchanted. [2:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.164. 	] 

This excerpt from the Sky Journal[footnoteRef:3] is a record of a moment that took my breath away and stopped me in my tracks. The sun was not visible at the appointed time of our meeting -sunrise; but made a spectacular entrance half an hour later. [3:  Bridget Thomas 30th October-7th November 2021, p.3.] 
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Figure 1	Bridget Thomas  Sun-Show	1/11/21	0815

1st November 

The morning sky looked promising. Dry weather permitted the hope of a glimpse of sunrise. I walked myself to a place with a view of the horizon. The sky was clear above, but on the eastern horizon at dawn, towers of cloud were building.

I didn’t get a glimpse of the sun as it rose, but this view caught me by surprise on the way home.
A thick mist rising from the river diffused the light and challenged the image processing of my mobile phone. The resulting image captures something of the mystery and awe of the moment.



Enchantment
Enchanted (-ness) has been described as a state of being in which a sense of wonder is accompanied by a loss of awareness of time and embodiment.[footnoteRef:4] Patrick Curry [footnoteRef:5]elaborates [4:  Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings and Ethics, (Princeton University Press), p.5.	 Available at: <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1ggjkxq.4>	[Accessed 10 May 2022]]  [5:  Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and Culture: Pulling Down the Moon, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p.88.] 

It is an experience of the world as intrinsically meaningful, significant, and whole in a way that is fundamentally mysterious (the opposite of what Weber calls ‘calculable’) and that includes oneself, not observing from the outside but participating in it.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and Culture: Pulling Down the Moon, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p.88.] 


In an enchanted world divinity is immanent, in the here and now, accessible. Geoffrey Cornelius writes that in such a reality it is possible to consult the deities, to enquire as to whether a proposed action is in accord with them. Accurate observation is essential to this practice, but is not sufficient alone, interpretation is necessary. The signs and the symbols must be translated and can always be ignored.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Geoffrey Cornelius, The Moment of Astrology, pp.141-145.] 

J.R.R. Tolkien (1892- 1973) [footnoteRef:8] described enchantment (which he referred to as Faërie[footnoteRef:9]) as an encounter with a second world, another totality in which we participate in a ‘state of one-ness with a living, wondrous world’.[footnoteRef:10]He created an enchanted world in his book The Lord of the Rings,[footnoteRef:11] presenting the story as a translation from languages he had invented.[footnoteRef:12] Tolkien and his friend and colleague C.S. Lewis (1898-1963)[footnoteRef:13]created works of literary fiction infused with themes of enchantment that have been read by hundreds of millions of readers. Another translation from an alternative totality is Liber Novus, C.G. Jung (published in 2009.[footnoteRef:14] This translation comes from his own inner world encountered during his experiments with Active Imagination.  Patrick Curry has asserted that radical enchantment is transformative. It is an internal experience, a feeling of love, joy but it depends on an encounter with something radically other.[footnoteRef:15] Cornelius enchantment allows for the possibility of immediate experience of the divine including the two applications of astrology concrete magic and divination. [8:  Shippey, T. A. "Tolkien, John Ronald Reuel (1892–1973), writer and philologist.", Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. (23 Sep. 2004).   Available at: < https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-31766.>  [Accessed 17 May 2022]]  [9:  J.R.R. Tolkien, Tree and Leaf, (London: Unwin, 1964) pp.15-16. Cited by Nick Campion in ‘Enchantment and the Awe of the Heavens’, The Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena VI (2009), ed. E. M. Corsini, ASP Conference Series, (2011).]  [10:  Nick Campion, ‘Enchantment and the Awe of the Heavens’, (INSAP ,2009), p.5.]  [11:  J.R.R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring, The Two Towers, (London: Allen and Unwin,1954); The Return of the King, (London: Allen and Unwin,1955).]  [12:  Shippey, T. A. "Tolkien, John Ronald Reuel (1892–1973), writer and philologist.", Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. (23 Sep. 2004).   Available at: < https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-31766.>  [Accessed 17 May 2022]]  [13:  Bennett, J. A. W., and Emma Plaskitt. "Lewis, Clive Staples (1898–1963), writer and scholar." Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (23 Sep. 2004) 	Available at: <https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-34512.> 	[Accessed 17 May 2022]]  [14:  Ann Casement, “The Reception of Jung’s <em>The Red Book: Liber Novus</Em>, First Published in 2009.” Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche 4, no. 1 (2010), pp. 6–9. Available at: <https://doi.org/10.1525/jung.2010.4.1.6.>	[Accessed 23/5/22]]  [15:  Patrick Curry,] 

This excerpt from my Sky Journal[footnoteRef:16]describes a supplementary observation, an experiment to see if the unseen could be seen. My participation was essential, it required the use of special tools, technical preparation, and accurate timing. A ritual of sorts. [16:  Bridget Thomas 30th October-7th November 2021] 
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I laid the smartphone on the trampoline, pointed straight up at a blank sky.  There was a breeze and I wondered if a camera could see more than I could.
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The telephone wires bring wi-fi to the house and the enchantment of digital databases. Light pollution illuminates a layer of mist that obscures my naked eye observations. Carried on the breeze the mist is no foil to the smartphone’s slow capture. Slinging a gossamer veil between the viewer and the vault of the heavens. 

This was the result.  The telephone wires bring wi-fi to the house and the enchantment of digital databases. Light pollution illuminates a layer of mist that obscures my naked eye observations. Carried on the breeze the mist is no foil to the smartphone’s slow capture, it merely slings a gossamer veil between the viewer and the vault of the heavens. 

Figure 2.	 Bridget Thomas 	An Act of Divination: Lampeter, 7/11/2021, 22:28	.


Dis-enchantment 
Van Gogh’s equivocation demonstrates a reluctance to endorse the unbelievable. What Patrick Curry refers to as the ‘calculable’ world of Max Weber,[footnoteRef:17] is that world which can be measured, documented, explained, and understood if so desired. Weber is clear that this is a conviction or a belief, not a fact.  He asserts that ‘the intellectual process of rationalisation through science and science-based technologies… does not imply increased understanding of the conditions under which we live.’ rather, it is a belief in a world in which  [17:  Max Weber, ‘Science as a Vocation’ in David Owen and Tracy B. Strong Eds., Rodney Livingstone, trans. Vocation Lectures, (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 2004), pp.12-13.
 Available at:<https://hscif.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Max-Weber-Science-as-a-Vocation.pdf> [Accessed 21/11/21]] 

…we are not ruled by mysterious, unpredictable forces, but that on the contrary, we can in principle control everything by means of calculation. That in turn means the disenchantment of the world.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Max Weber, ‘Science as a Vocation’ in David Owen and Tracy B. Strong Eds., Rodney Livingstone, trans. Vocation Lectures, (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 2004), p.13.] 

The phrase ‘disenchantment of the world’ echoes a sentiment expressed in the 1787 poem Die Götter Greichenlands, (The Gods of Greece)[footnoteRef:19]by Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805). In this elegy the poet laments the demise of a sacralised cosmos that has reduced nature to a dead and godless timepiece. [19:  Friedrich Schiller, Alexander James William Morrison trans. Schiller's Complete Works, (United States, I. Kohler, 1861), p.71.] 

Her plodding round, and by the leaden weights, the slavish motion keeps.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Friedrich Schiller, Alexander James William Morrison trans. Schiller's Complete Works, (United States, I. Kohler, 1861), p.72.] 

The emergence of calculation as a disenchanting effect is traced by Geoffrey Cornelius[footnoteRef:21] to the development of ephemerides. Ptolemy had access to Mesopotamian records of eclipses that were compiled in the eighth-century BC and by the second-century BC computation of perpetual ephemerides revealed the orderly periodic movements of the planets.  That even the movements of the gods conform to mathematical law implies an indifferent cosmos, immune to human participatory involvement.  For astrology it implies a determinism, this great cosmic order becomes a ‘Machine of Destiny.’ Interpreting the symbolism of the planetary deities for any given moment is no longer approaching the divine to discern whether a proposed course of action is in accord with them.  Rather, in Cornelius’s words ‘By its greatness and unerring inevitability, the machine grinds to dust any hope of intervention in its decree.’[footnoteRef:22]The parallel development in the Hellenistic world was the distancing of the gods from humanity.  The planets with their mathematically definable, regular courses were no longer personal gods with their all too human characteristics intimately connected to every aspect of human life.  They were distant and imperturbable and divinity became abstracted outside the perceivable, observable world.[footnoteRef:23]This is the world in which the earliest condemnations of astrology arose and from which monotheistic religions gained purchase in the hearts of humans.[footnoteRef:24]It is a world in which the word became more significant than the sign.   [21:  Geoffrey Cornelius, The Moment of Astrology, p.182.]  [22:  Geoffrey Cornelius, The Moment of Astrology, p.183.]  [23:  Geoffrey Cornelius, The Moment of Astrology, p.181.]  [24:  ] 

This excerpt from my Sky Journal[footnoteRef:25]shows a page from one of the sources I consulted to plan my observations.  They are an abstraction of the phenomena I am observing, the mathematical accuracy and the elegance of the graphs are entertaining on a rainy day, but they do not have the power to enchant. [25:  Bridget Thomas Sky Journal, 30th October-7th November 2021, p.6.] 
3rd November – Sunrise 07:15	Sunset 16:43
These tables of sunrise and sunset times available at the touch of a button, provide accurate data showing exactly where and when the sun will appear and disappear. They present the same events I am trying to observe, codified in a different way.
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The German word used by both the sociologist Max Weber and the poet Freidrich Schiller is Entzauberung, more literally translated as demagification.[footnoteRef:26] Curry asserts that for the purposes of considering astrology in a Western cultural and scientific context, ‘disenchanted’ can be used interchangeably with the words desacralised or demythologised.[footnoteRef:27] Essentially anything which could not be rationalised into was dismissed from sensible discourse in the fifteenth-century. Thus, when magic is eliminated in favour of science and the Christian God is asserted as the only god, the plurality that is a necessary condition for the possibility of enchantment is lost. [26:  Jane Bennett, ‘Disenchantment Tales,’ in The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), p.57. 					Available at: <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1ggjkxq.7.>	[Accessed 24/5/22]]  [27:  Patrick Curry, Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and Culture: Pulling Down the Moon, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p.78.] 

An enchanted world includes the inexplicable, and the uncontrollable., in dreams 
Curry monotheists, politicians -
‘Monists all, they hate each other as much as they hate enchantment’

– scientific astrology – astrology fails to meet scientific criteria of ‘provability’
 – psychological astrology – semi-enchanted
Citing Howard Sasportas (1985:20) ‘The philosophical premise on which psychological astrology is based is that a person’s reality springs outward from his or her inner landscape of feelings expectations and beliefs.’ And compared to a world without binding regulations about which aspect of it is prior, or real, or permissible, this is certainly a kind of impoverishment; half of enchantment, so to speak is the world![footnoteRef:28] [28:  Patrick Curry, Astrology Science & Culture, p.74] 


Re-enchantment
Van Gogh may have assumed a dis-enchanted world, but he attributed value to the experience of something that gives the impression of approximation to an enchanted one.[footnoteRef:29] In her 2001 book The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics, political theorist Jane Bennett [footnoteRef:30]describes Weber’s assessment as a disenchantment tale and emphasises that it is not the only one.  ‘…the disenchantment tale, which purports to describe the existential and historical conditions in which we find ourselves, cannot be reduced to any one telling.’ Bennett  [29:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.164. 	]  [30:  Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics, p.] 

 Enchantment has never been absent from myth or from life and she suggests that it can form the basis of an ethics. Bennett writes,
I pursue a life with moments of enchantment rather than an enchanted way of life. Such moments can be cultivated and intensified by artful means. Enchantment, as I use the term, is an uneasy combination of artifice and spontaneity.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings and Ethics, (Princeton University Press, 2001), p.10.  Available at: <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1ggjkxq>			[Accessed 10th May 2022]] 

This ‘uneasy combination of artifice and spontaneity’ is at work in the Sky Journal.  Sunset observations were made from a fixed location indoors through a window. Dawn observations required a short walk with appropriate equipment. In nine days, the moment of sunset was only caught on two occasions and sunrise was never witnessed.[footnoteRef:32]  [32: Bridget Thomas, Sky Journal 30th October-7th November 2021, p.10.] 

Van Gogh may have assumed a dis-enchanted world, but he attributed value to the experience of something that gives the impression of approximation to an enchanted one.[footnoteRef:33] The decision to expand the remit of observations required a further commitment to check the sky regularly and carry a camera at all times. The extra effort was soon rewarded, with this image.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p.164. 	]  [34:  Bridget Thomas, Sky Journal 30th October-7th November 2021, p.2.] 
[image: A picture containing star, outdoor object, night sky, dark  Description automatically generated]  Figure 5, Bridget Thomas, Night Sky, Crugybar, 30/10/21 	23.18
A few miles outside town, I glanced up after the rain stopped.  The sky was clear, and the Milky Way stretched across a broad dome of darkness.  I captured an image of a tiny segment of a sky full of stars.  To be ‘clearly aware of the stars’ is relatively easy with a dark sky.




The smartphone does a good job, but the result is not as affective as the experience. Many scientists also refute these tales of disenchantment, asserting that the practice of science can immerse the practitioner in an enchanted ‘second world’, inducing awe and wonder. The birth of the ecology movement and environmental activism has been linked to the enchantment of the Overview Effect.[footnoteRef:35] Frank White devised the term to describe the cognitive shift reported by astronauts in relation to the experience of seeing the Earth from space.  The transformational power of this image has been reported those who have only seen a picture. [35:  Frank White, The Overview Effect: Space Exploration and Human Evolution, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987).] 

Conclusion
A life enchanted is one lived within a cosmos that is alive and singing. We participate in the song. Within the song we can sing along, invoking the assistance of planetary gods by honouring the things that bear their signatures as with concrete magic and (pre-modern) medicine. Or we can sing out a call and receive a response given in the form of signs, as with divination.  Either case requires human participation and interpretation, and it is the astrologer who identifies the signatures and interprets the signs.  The works discussed in this essay are all These notions are cultural responses to the confines of historical and philosophical truth claims about the reality of human existence. Philosophical distinctions between reason and imagination, fact and fiction have had significant cultural implications for the spiritual, and social spheres of human experience.
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