Draft Essay Based on a Sky Journal 

This essay is based on a Sky Journal that contains observations of the Sky between the hours 21:00 and 23:00 from the 1/11/2021 – 18/11/2021. The aim of this Journal was to record observations of the moon phases, although, as weather dictated, the moon was not always possible. These observations will be analyzed within the context of the following quote from Vincent Van Gogh:

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


This quote is taken from a letter (in a series of letters) that Van Gogh wrote to his brother Theodore throughout the course of his life.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh p xv] 


Introduction, introduce themes

The aim of this essay is to show how the sky provides meaning to humans by enchanting their lives. As thought by Van Gogh throughout his life the sky enchants our lives,[footnoteRef:3] which in turn provides meaning.[footnoteRef:4] This idea of enchantment in the context of my sky journal showed up in 2 forms. The first being enchantment a tangible experience through the provocation of feelings and sensory explorations. The second being enchantment in the form of intangible experiences, such as imagination and metaphorical transportation to other worlds or planes of existence. I will explore how the ability to give life meaning that came from this enchantment did not always sit comfortably with me or other observers of the sky[footnoteRef:5], as a result of the current state of disenchantment in which we find the world.[footnoteRef:6] This presence of meaning which the sky poses in one’s life, despite our inherent apprehensions, can keep the individual grounded and present,[footnoteRef:7] resulting in greater self-awareness, this is a nod to the grandeur of the experience itself.  [3:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, p. 392]  [4:  Trachtman, Paul. 2009. “Van Gogh’s Night Visions,” Smithsonian Magazine <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/van-goghs-night-visions-131900002/> [accessed 25 November 2021]]  [5:  ]  [6:  Grosby, Steven, ‘Max Weber, Religion, and the Disenchantment of the World’, Society (New Brunswick), 50.3 (2013), 301]  [7:  Sky journal] 


Born in the Dutch countryside in 1853 [footnoteRef:8] Vincent Van Gogh was a self-taught artist[footnoteRef:9] who worked alongside the likes of other famous artists of the time such as Toulouse-Lautrec, Gauguin and Seurat.[footnoteRef:10] He was troubled by mental illness which eventually led to his suicide in 1890. We can look to Art Historian and painter John A. Walker for a beautiful description of Van Gogh’s connection to the sky: [8:  WALKER, JOHN A, ‘VAN GOGH AND THE COLOURS OF THE NIGHT BY SJRAAR VAN HEUGTEN OTHERS’, The Art Book, 16.4 (2009), 27–28]  [9:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, p. xxvi]  [10:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, ‘About the Author’] 


*indent* *check quote*“He experienced the world before today’s light pollution from cities and highways….He enjoyed taking long walks in the countryside and had strong emotional responses to nature, the sun, moon and stars, skies, the fading light of evening and the artificial light emanating from house windows after dark. Later, his intense engagement with Christianity and the Bible encouraged him to interpret nature and light religiously, symbolically. This meant that the empiricism of his observation and the realism of his art were overlaid with symbolic meanings. A reaper of ripe wheat, for instance, was not simply an agricultural labourer hard at work but also a symbol of death and, with the sower scattering seed, the cycle of life. The stars in the night sky were not simply astronomical phenomena but emblems of eternity. The extraordinary popularity of his art is partly due to the ability of the audience to intuit such meanings.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  WALKER, JOHN A, ‘VAN GOGH AND THE COLOURS OF THE NIGHT BY SJRAAR VAN HEUGTEN OTHERS’, The Art Book, 16.4 (2009), 27–28] 


Originally, my Sky Journal had been intended to be a journal observing the phases of the moon, due to the presence of clouds, buildings and light pollution, it ended up being very little about the moon and more about the sky in general[footnoteRef:12] *add quote about no moon*. Written in the Netherlands the Sky Journal’s cloudy depictions further connected my observations to those of Van Gogh, as he said himself ‘Holland is gloomy’.[footnoteRef:13]  By imposing my motives of observing the moon my Sky Journal would have been a monologue, this was not my intention in writing these notes, my intention was to have a conversation, a dialogue with the sky, and that is in the end what happened.  [12:  Sky journal]  [13:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, p. xxvi] 


In Steven Grosby’s analysis of Max Weber’s idea of disenchantment, he mentions the issues around the translation of Weber’s word ‘dis-enchantment’ we can see these same problems in Van Gogh’s choice of the word ‘enchanted’.[footnoteRef:14] Van Gogh’s quote in which my Sky Journal is analyzed in the context of was originally written in French. According to the Cambridge French-English Dictionary, the original word Van Gogh used ‘enchantée’ [footnoteRef:15]can mean both delightful and magical[footnoteRef:16]. Upon further investigation it appears the one meaning of the word ‘enchantée’[footnoteRef:17] refers to a feeling that is tangible and available to us, the other meaning refers to a sense of something ‘other-worldly’.[footnoteRef:18] These two meanings are of equal importance to the sky’s ability to enchant our lives and provide us with a sense of meaning. [14:  Grosby, Steven, ‘Max Weber, Religion, and the Disenchantment of the World’, Society (New Brunswick), 50.3 (2013), 301]  [15:  “663 (663, 520): To Theo van Gogh. Arles, Saturday, 18 August 1888. - Vincent van Gogh Letters.”[n.d.]. Vangoghletters.Org <http://www.vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let663/letter.html> [accessed 25 November 2021]]  [16:  “Enchanté.” [n.d.]. Cambridge.Org <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/french-english/enchante?q=enchant%C3%A9> [accessed 25 November 2021]]  [17:  “Enchanté.” [n.d.]. Cambridge.Org <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/french-english/enchante?q=enchant%C3%A9> [accessed 25 November 2021]]  [18:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Magic Vs. Enchantment’, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 14.3 (1999), p. 403] 


If we explore the first meaning of the word ‘enchanted’ as mentioned above we look to a tangible feeling. Through examining the letters from Van Gogh to his brother we can see that the sky at night was somewhere he looked to for a feeling of comfort: [footnoteRef:19]   [19:  Trachtman, Paul. 2009. “Van Gogh’s Night Visions,” Smithsonian Magazine <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/van-goghs-night-visions-131900002/> [accessed 25 November 2021]] 

*Check the wording of this quote **indent*  "the mysterious brightness of a pale star in the infinite…you must be able to live on a piece of bread while you are working all day, and have enough strength to smoke and drink your glass in the evening....And all the same to feel the stars and the infinite high and clear above you. Then life is almost enchanted after all."[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, p. 392] 

In some regard he was referring to earthly pleasures, it was something that he could meditate[footnoteRef:21] on after a day of hard work, something that made it all worthwhile, something that gave life meaning. [21:  Trachtman, Paul. 2009. “Van Gogh’s Night Visions,” Smithsonian Magazine <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/van-goghs-night-visions-131900002/> [accessed 25 November 2021]] 

I also experienced my dialogue with the sky as a meditative one, noting the calming effect that my observations had on me.[footnoteRef:22] *add quote* Often in my Sky Journal I noted the sensory feelings that were provoked in me. [footnoteRef:23] *add quote* These feelings keeping me grounded in my body, rather than floating off into dreams. In this way a meditation of presence. To meditate as a way to find meaning in ones life.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Sky journal]  [23:  Sky journal ]  [24:  ] 

In the second meaning of the word ‘enchanted’ we can look to that which is not of this world, through his use of the word ‘infinite’[footnoteRef:25], he refers to the sky as being endless[footnoteRef:26], beyond the scope of human perception[footnoteRef:27]. In a previous letter to his sister Van Gogh references the sky as Godlike, "He sees...under the great starlit vault of heaven a something which after all one can only call God—and eternity in its place above the world."[footnoteRef:28] Making reference in some regard to the sky being a source ‘enchanted’ as something ‘otherworldly’.  Van Gogh’s interactions with the sky through his life is a psychological one, a merging of dreams and reality, an attempt to even grasp the meaning of life through the concept of death: [25:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, p. 392]  [26:  Infinte and endless in French dictionary]  [27:  ]  [28:  ] 


*indent* *check quote*“For myself, I declare I don’t know anything about it. But the sight of the stars always makes me dream in as simple a way as the black spots on the map, representing towns and villages, make me dream. Why, I say to myself, should the spots of light in the firmament be less accessible to us than the black spots on the map of France.
Just as we take the train to go to Tarascon or Rouen, we take death to go to a star. What’s certainly true in this argument is that while alive, we cannot go to a star, any more than once dead we’d be able to take the train. So it seems to me not impossible that cholera, the stone, consumption, cancer are celestial means of locomotion, just as steamboats, omnibuses and the railway are terrestrial ones.[footnoteRef:29]” [29:  “638 (642, 506): To Theo van Gogh. Arles, Monday, 9 or Tuesday, 10 July 1888. - Vincent van Gogh Letters.” [n.d.]. Vangoghletters.Org <http://www.vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let638/letter.html> [accessed 25 November 2021]] 


Patrick Curry explored whether enchantment was artistic, and whether it involved a creation of a secondary world.[footnoteRef:30] This idea is poignant to the second understanding of the word ‘enchanted’. I certainly noticed in my own sky observations that I was drawn to mentioned colours in an artistic way *add quote*[footnoteRef:31] I even felt pulled to draw my observations. *add picture* Whilst I am in no way an artist as Van Gogh was, you can see he also felt this call upon observing the night sky. That the enchantment in which the sky provoked in our lives moved us to the point in which we were inspired to create. Creation a true source of meaning in ones life.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Magic Vs. Enchantment’, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 14.3 (1999), p. 403]  [31:  Sky journal ]  [32:  ] 


In examining Van Gogh’s quote, he merely mentioned that all we need to do is be ‘aware’[footnoteRef:33] of the sky, we need not examine it or assign it with meaning. What was surprising through my observations of the sky was my need to understand the sky. *Add sky journal here * [33:  Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de. Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, p. 392] 

If the opposite of enchantment is dis-enchantment as Max Weber supposes[footnoteRef:34] *check reference* and as he goes on to characterize our times as the ‘dis-enchantment of the world’[footnoteRef:35], then is my attempt to understand that which is potentially incomprehensible[footnoteRef:36] evidence of my unwillingness to accept the wonder of nature as an enchanting force[footnoteRef:37], a reflection on the disenchanted society in which I live? The idea of enchantment then becomes a source of resistance,[footnoteRef:38] resistance in itself is a source of meaning[footnoteRef:39], therefore the sky as a source of enchantment provides meaning in our lives. [34:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Magic Vs. Enchantment’, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 14.3 (1999), 406]  [35:  ]  [36:  ]  [37:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Magic Vs. Enchantment’, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 14.3 (1999), 409]  [38:  Curry, Patrick, ‘Magic Vs. Enchantment’, Journal of Contemporary Religion, 14.3 (1999), 401]  [39:  ] 


Regardless of what Van Gogh meant by ‘enchanted’ it is clear that sky does both aforementioned embodiments of the word in our lives. The sky provoked feelings, sensory experiences in me, *add sky journal* as well as causing me to consider forces outside of the world in which I live *add sky journal*. It was through these forms of enchantment that the sky provided me with a sense of meaning. A way to stay grounded and connected to my emotions, as well as a sense of perspective, how small I am in the grand scheme of the cosmos, these two examples show the sky provoked in me self-awareness and it is this self-awareness is the key to leading a life full of meaning.[footnoteRef:40]In encouraging me to feel grounded, and comforting me as Van Gogh also experienced[footnoteRef:41], it is clear that a relationship, a dialogue with the sky, is a connection worth having.  [40:  ]  [41:  Trachtman, Paul. 2009. “Van Gogh’s Night Visions,” Smithsonian Magazine <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/van-goghs-night-visions-131900002/> [accessed 25 November 2021]] 



**add Patrick curry pg 408 quote*
* Add how the sky keeps us present and grounded*
*include more on your own experience*
*add signposting statements to tie argument together*
*write up bibliography and add extra footnotes, check footnotes*
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