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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Word count: 1974
Due date: 1 December 2022


Introduction
‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’[footnoteRef:1] So wrote Van Gogh to his brother after recounting the financial and health difficulties he was facing in life. A passing statement but spirit-lifting nonetheless, it shows the Dutch painter finds a spiritual dimension from his observations of the sky, in addition to the artistic inspirations he received, widely known and revealed in his magnus opus The Starry Night[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  Gogh, Vincent van and de Leeuw, Ronald, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. London: Penguin Books, 1997, p.392.]  [2:  Gogh, Vincent van (1853-1890), The Starry Night, Oil on canvas, 1889, 73.7 cm × 92.1 cm, Museum of Modern Art, New York] 
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The word ‘enchantment’ comes from Latin incantare (which was based on cantare, ‘to sing’), meaning spellcasting, bewitchment or operational magic. According to Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary[footnoteRef:3], the adjective ‘enchanted’ may either describe the feeling of 1) sensing a magical quality, and/or 2) being delightfully pleased or charmed.  [3:  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/enchanted (Accessed on November 30, 2022)] 

In other words, in his letter, Van Gogh communicates the magical and joyful state of mind he experienced while including the realm up-above into his consciousness of everyday life. In other words, he suggests by paying attention to the sky, one may reintroduce magic into their life. 
Is Van Gogh’s advice valid in today’s world? For according to Max Weber, the European west went through a process of disenchantment starting in 16-17th centuries due to the secularisation and scientific revolution; as a result, intellectualisation and rationalisation have become the main features of our era[footnoteRef:4], and the spiritual aspect of the world has been removed. He adapted the concept of ‘disenchantment of the world’ from Friedrich Schiller’s, who initially spoke about the ‘disgodding of nature’, and the model have been followed by other academics[footnoteRef:5]. However, with the occult revival, New Age Movement and in particular astrology together with astronomy in the late 19th- 20th century, to need to re-enchant the world – to give back its sense of magic and wonder - has been identified[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  Weber, Max. ‘Wissenschaft als Beruf,’ (‘Science as a Vocation’) in Gesammlte Aufsaetze zur Wissenschaftslehre, Tubingen, 1922, pp. 524-55. Originally a speech given at Munich University, 1918, published in 19l9 by Duncker & Humblodt, Munich.]  [5:  For example, Thomas, K., 1971. Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century England, Penguin, Harmondsworth.]  [6:  Wouter J. Hanegraaff (2003) How magic survived the disenchantment of the world, Religion, 33:4, 357-380, DOI: 10.1016/S0048-721X(03)00053-8] 

This essay examines in what ways observation of the sky makes life magical and delightful, using my ‘Sky Journal’ as a primary source. For this project I have chosen to observe the planet Mars and its movement against the stars[footnoteRef:7]. It should be noted that the period coincided with Typhoon season in my area, therefore the journal also kept records of other phenomena in the sky due to limited visibility. [7:  The observations are made from the patio outside my rooftop studio in central Taipei, Taiwan, during the nights of October and November 2022; most entries were first recorded in Chinese and translated into English for this essay. ] 


1. A new habit and connection

While writing the ‘Sky Journal’, one forms the new habit of observing the sky daily, and gradually this created a personal connection with the realm above. This can be shown by what I wrote on 22 October, ‘I was ready for sleep…I was tired, but the thought of checking out what the sky looked like was intriguing and somehow it got me out of bed. It’s starting to grow on me, the idea of checking out the sky – like an immense crystal ball with constantly changing images.’ The connection with the sky engenders curiosity and attachment which are strong enough to get an exhausted person out of bed late at night! 
The nature of this person-to-sky connection is also illustrated a contrario in the following entries, for during several days there was no visibility of the sky due to approaching typhoon:
‘No stars tonight. There's a light rain drizzling. White clouds moving westward. There's a patch of sky that's visible above me, but no stars. Water lands on my face. A taste of gloom. Nostalgia. As if knocking on the door of an absent friend. No one to speak to when I pick up the phone.’ (29 October)
The sky is experienced as an anthromorphised partner who shares a relational link with the observer, and fills certain emotional needs by its presence. The forlornness which arose from the interrupted connection is especially pronounced in this entry:
‘It's still that grey/lavender haze that covers the entire sky, and has got an upsetting plastic feel. I can't see anything, not even the cloud's movement. It's like losing touch with magic, losing touch with a dear friend. Disenchanted and disgusted.’ (8 November)	
Without any visibility of the stars or even movement of the cloud, the sky appeared to have lost all liveliness in this scenario, and the potential of connecting with it, be it mentally or emotionally, is erased. In other words, the quality of this heavenly connection is to a large degree determined by the clearness of the sky on the day of observation. 
The nature of this connection is unique and inspirational on many levels. It inspires not only emotional experiences including nostalgia, wonder and delight, but also wisdom and understanding about life on earth and daily events.
2. A unique and inspirational connection
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‘I have been working the entire evening, knowing I was going to miss out on the lunar eclipse. Once I walked out my room, to my complete surprise, the Moon was waiting for me in a very friendly way on the sky. I haven’t seen anything on the sky lately because of the thick clouds, but now it’s as if it had opened up a window and asked the Moon to greet me! I said to it, I worked so hard yesterday in order to hand in my first essay in more than 10 years, and life has finally reset; it only smiled slightly, as if no matter how wrong I was, I would always be a beloved child… Clouds encircles it, almost forming an eye, looking down from up-above, as if it was finally time to check what on earth is going on with the humans. ’ (8 November)

The Moon happened to be visible from Earth through a small clearing of clouds, which positioned it in such a way it looked like an eye, at the same moment when the observer steps outside after having thought about the Moon for several hours – a series of circumstantial ‘coincidence’ perhaps. However, it invoked strong personal connection and the image of the ‘eye’ looking down from the heavens inspires one into a conversation with the heaven, mirroring a parent-child relationship, reflecting a connection of care and understanding, as well as a magical and delightful experience from a subjective point of view.
In a different entry, the sky becomes an object of a more philosophical nature.
‘Sitting on the starry sky, I feel wealthy and content. The starry sky belongs to everyone else, and is also mine. I own the entire starry sky, because no one can take it away from me, and no one can keep it for themselves. If I own the entire starry sky, it’s because I can never possess it. Therefore, it will forever be in my company.’ (12 November) 
Here spontaneously launches a line of thinking regarding the concept of ownership, which is a key idea of the earthly realm. Various spiritual teachings talk about the transcendence of ownership in order to reach an elevated state of mind. While the utility of ownership is largely due to scarcity of material resources, the infinite nature of the sky sends one’s imagination into a different kind of world, where nothing could ever be either own or lost – the Eternal.

3. Correlation with life events

An increased awareness of the sky helps cast a new look on one’s life on earth, endowing it with new meaning and sense of wonder. The time spent observing the sky is often intermingled with thoughts about events that took place during the day. Strong correspondences to astrological transits are therefore obvious to see. For example, between 10-13 November, I recorded the Moon’s conjunction with Mars, as well as events of conflicts in my life. 
[image: ]

I woke up around 1.30am, and the night sky is very clear. The Moon got a bit closer to Mars. …(10 November)
Today the Moon and Mars are finally next to each other. The night sky is still clear, and I was only just calming down from the irritation during my therapy session. Moon-Mars conjunction – angry feelings, cognitive conflict regarding needs…
The Moon is starting to wane from the top, while Mars stands loyally at her side. Scorpio month is almost half-over. An intense period, with struggles in life, and the emotional ups-and-downs seems can only appear normal. Asserting my own needs through communication is now the central theme of this time. (11 November)
The Moon has abandoned Mars and headed eastward. During the two days of the Moon-Mars conjunction, I quarrelled with my therapist, had a run-in with the optician, then the organiser of tonight’s meditation… Tonight the atmospheric pressure is low, and breathing is not easy…the mosquitoes drove me back to the room, feeling a bit mad… feeling down tonight and don’t want to write anything. (13 November)
I was mad all day, feeling being treated unfairly and without respect. In the evening I bought an ice-cream and sat in the park, noticing Jupiter was bright and right above my head, like a God of protection. It made me feel safe. (13 November)
Astrologically the Moon stands for feelings and personal needs, and Mars conflicts and self-assertion. Without referring to further horoscopic details, it simply occurred during the time when Mars and the Moon – was very close together in the sky, that life was full of emotional conflicts. Sky watching therefore offers a time for self-reflection and emotional digestion. It also reminds the observer of the underlying meaning behind the main events and the life lessons which need to be learnt accordingly.
To finish with a last example, on 12 November I ended the night’s observation with, ‘I watered the plants beneath the Moon and the stars, when it suddenly struck me how romantic it actually is to be able to do so while living in a metropolis; the plants and I, all bathing in starlight. ’ A shift of consciousness happened because a certain rapport had been created with the heavenly bodies. Thus, a simple act of plant nurturing took on a greater, more cosmic context. What used to mean ‘I care for plants’, is now ‘I care for plants and the starlight cares for us’. The interconnectedness of the universe is awe-inspiring and spirit-lifting, and a simple action is now enriched with multiple dimensions of giving and receiving.

Conclusion
	Sky watching creates a new habit and awareness in the observer’s life, establishing a personal and magical connection between the sky and the psyche. The sky is an infinite being, which maintains a unique and inspirational connection with each observer. The experience of starwatching is physically relaxing, emotionally and intuitively stimulative; it’s a time for soul-searching and inner reflections. An observer equipped with basic astrological knowledge may even find correlation between heavenly events and those which happen in their life, finding meaningful messages for their personal growth. At last, the awareness of the sky may shift one’s perspective on their surroundings as well as the signification of their actions by placing them into the larger context of an interconnected cosmos.
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