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Essay based on a Sky Journal 

Word Count: 2097
This essay is based on a sky journal of stary skies from dusk to midnight, conducted during the period of October 25, 2021 to November 9, 2021, and placing it within the context of Vincent Van Gogh’s quote, “Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.”

Context
I chose the quote by Van Gogh among two provided by professors.  The objective of this study was to reflect on the subjective impact of skyscapes over a two-week period to draw insight in context with the quote.  Van Gogh, a post-impressionist artist of the late 19th century, completed The Stary Night in Saint-Remy-de-Provence shortly before sunrise in June of 1889, while recovering from a nervous breakdown.
  The quote can be understood as a reference to his bedroom window view that contrasted his personal confinement with the vastness of the sky.  In that sense, the quote is an artifact of an unintended observational point.  As a record of a subjective experience, the quote connects qualities of infinity with an emotional response of enchantment. 
My background is broad due to study in a variety of fields.  Exposure to theoretical trends from several fields causes an engagement with social construction, its motives, and effects.  Psychology informs my understanding of related topics: states of consciousness, meaning-making, emotion, perception, and spirituality.  Overall, I expect truths to universally integrate to form a theory-of-everything.  I view subjective content as limited in truth to the whims of personal and/or social utility.  Although I prefer phenomenological method for generalizing experiential truths, the present study is of a single participant employing an open-ended reduction.
I conducted my observations at residence in southern Louisiana.  I share very little in common with Van Gogh beyond gender and a French-influenced culture.  His observations were in rural isolation, far from gas lighting, restricted by a limited eastward facing view.  I reside in rural suburb about four miles from a lit highway with surrounding structures that face south.  Our observations are separated by 130 years, 8,000 kilometres, and advances in science that include deep space photography.  What themes might resonate across these divides and what are the implications for understanding enchantment?
Methodology 

The field work engaged with the sky over a set time window.  Time became one measure of the phenomenon of sky watching.  Earth rotation and lunar phase change during two weeks but planetary movements are elusive to human perception.  I chose to focus my attention on light phenomena, including variations of colour, luminosity, and gradation. Observations by unaided eye were dated and entered sequentially in a digital journal.  After the two-week period ended, I analysed the entries for evidence of thematic content suggestive of an enchanted state of mind.  To aid this process, I searched for source material regarding sky watching and enchantment.  I will first summarize the field understanding of enchantment and then discuss relevant sky journal themes.
Enchantment 

A concept can be understood as culturally informed by a person’s contemporary context, its historical antecedents, and also intercultural content.
  All of these meanings are lent to one’s understanding of a term and may express to a greater or lesser extent of its specific application.
  For this reason, several treatments of enchantment are included.  Philip Fisher, Harvard Professor of Literature, views enchantment as a spontaneous visually inspired intellectual process when he writes, “Both wonder and the sublime are also categories within the aesthetics of surprise and the sudden, as is that favourite modern aesthetic category, shock. Finally, they are both experiences tied to the visual taken in a deeply intellectual way; they both lead us back to reflection on ourselves and on our human powers…”
  Nicholas Campion distinguishes the contemporary merger of intellectualism and subjective openness from Max Weber’s intellectual scepticism by resting on his own personal experience, “…a ‘technical means’ of seeing the stars, should have obstructed the feeling of enchantment, but it didn’t.”
  Notably, Campion bolsters his argument with quotes from classical astronomers and the fantasy fiction writer J. R. R. Tolkien.
  Patrick Curry considers metaphor to be “the life-blood of learning” a phenomenal wonder because we engage in an “empathic, imaginative, and narrative understanding” of ourselves and the other.
  We build new insights and connections with an attitude of appreciation.  The stars speak to us when we recognize we realize we are in and of the world.
 Robert St. Hilaire takes the imaginative a step further than Tolkien and Curry by defining the past age of enchantment as, “an era that took quite seriously a wide range of spiritual beings, otherworldly occurrences, and magical powers,” resting upon miracles as cultural heritage.

All of these authors are immersed in a postmodern perspective termed participation theory.  Knowledge and meaning are simply potentials until activated by a dialogical process between the observer and world.
  The theory becomes more complex when three features are added: 1) the observer’s openness to interact with a cosmic mind, 2) the observer’s reliance on a cultural knowledge bank, as a lens for the experience, and 3) the amount of desire and drive to search deeper for relevant cultural material, as a means to integrate or ground the personal experience in culture.  Finally, owing to an increased importance for participation in western culture beginning as far back as the Enlightenment Idealists, I operate from this general presumption, too.
  Participation occurs across time with a cultural particularity, mythopoeic mind being one example, so that, while I may engage in enchantment, the findings of this field study are most helpful as illuminative of cultural attitudes and assumptions.

Themes

I uncovered three themes by applying these descriptions of enchantment and wonder to the sky journal: 1) sensemaking—seeking earthly comparisons to describe sky phenomena, 2) theoretical engagement--confusion and wonder when phenomena do not conform to expectations, 3) social supports-- drawing cultural and intellectual parallels leads to a shared human experience.

Sensemaking is done “contextually and phenomenologically” and all attempts at modelling begin with connecting the subject to known analogues.
  The colour of sky at dusk was a recurring subject of attention.  One journal entry mentions “the crisp light of the stars is only comparable to light transferred through a crystal or gemstone.”
  Another entry expresses difficulty in drawing an allusion, “the glow of the sky is unlike the elements we encounter.  It feels cooler than fire and more vibrant, similar to the glow of noble gases, but with a depth and variability that is not seen elsewhere.”
  Later, I connected a similar experience to the first with a brief note, “The glow of the sky,” followed by asterisk notations indicating significance.
  Impermanence was another subtheme, “pink sunset cirrus clouds—the colours are of fruit and flowers that, while also short lived, lack the unique energy of backlighting.”
  Experiencing twilight triggered a recollected memory about “the magical ultraviolet glow in my childhood.”
  Generally speaking, this sensemaking attitude is motivated by a desire to integrate the heaven and earth somehow.  Is this driven by the human predilection to objectify and control the environment or is it driven by the ‘otherness’ that complicates descriptions of skyscapes?  Each shift in luminosity became a point for enchantment.  Halos from ice crystals, start twinkles, and early appearances, such as the moon and Venus during daylight, were unexpected and engaging—the crucial factor seemed to be a receptive interest in qualitative changes to light.

Factors such as atmospherics, weather, light pollution, and my limited experience with identifying stars caused confusion.  Frustration was most pronounced due to weather interference.  In one case, “Clouds occlude the stars completely.  I worry that I will not have a report for the day” followed two hours later with “I give up.”
  I was quite purposeful in the search for themes.  I questioned how and why luminosity changed.  Theoretical engagement included the possibility that my perceptions were inaccurate, “The colour of stars is not always so clearly defined.  Many of these stars appear to emit both red and white light.  Which is the true red star?”
  The issue of comparative descriptions arose, “Venus is growing brighter or Jupiter is growing dimmer.”
  And a concern for human interference, “Sky is lighter at the horizons.  Is this light pollution or a natural glow?”
  These and other entries reference the difficulty to focus on objects, identify them, and maintain orientation.  Fischer addresses these shifts in feeling as integral to a subjective account, “It is essential that the event described is a visual all-at-once experience.  What narrative adds to that experience is the sequence of recognitions that took place in fractions of a second of time.”
  The uncertainties of what is seen from afar and as so otherworldly are addressed by Curry as, “the wonder of being part of an intrinsically meaningful place and moment on Earth that specifically includes the cosmos, especially insofar as it can be directly experienced.”


Connections are rarely singular, rather they spread out as a nodal network that includes content in the arts and unfamiliar cultures.  In this manner, the connections are cultural and intellectual parallels that lead to a shared human experience, irrespective of distance in space or time.  Several internal processes may be promoting this behaviour, including: 1) a drive to validate one’s perspective, 2) to experience significant meaning, 3) in a timeless species-wide endeavour.  Hard to describe imagery was often compared to known artwork, such as the ultraviolet backlit glow of a dusk sky compared to “Maxfield Parish paintings.”
  Spontaneous allusions were compared to cultural predecessors, such as when crystal-like atmospherics were said to “make sense [when] Greek philosophers would theorize based on their closest analogue.”
  Known cultural identifiers came to mind, such as when Orion’s belt was visible, “recognizing the familiar gave me grounding and orientation.”
  Sometimes the allusions were of another culture’s etiological myth, such as when the reducing moon “looked like a snake mouth eating an egg.”
  At times the allusions were faint recollections, particularly the cross-cultural ones, and this led to an intense internet and records search to fill information gaps.
  In this way, the experience of wonder was as much about various cultural responses to the phenomena than it was a pure receptive reaction to an observation.
  Fisher explains my drive to connect and explain as a manufacture of wonder, “even within ordinary visual experiences we can bring about, by means of wilful thought, the production of at least a simulation of wonder.”
  
Conclusion
Curry explains these general attitudinal responses as an ontopoetic and magical combination of will and power in defiance to the modern attitude of disenchantment.
  Ontopoetic is a fair description of my dialogical yet often subtle and tangential response to sky content.  I actively sought or made connections that created a feedback loop in which wonder was sustained at a higher baseline over the two-week observational period.  One psychological theory that supports this finding is the broaden-and-build model, in which intentional recognition of positive emotions leads to more frequent experiences of positive emotion.
  
I used descriptors such as magical only three times in the sky journal.  In retrospective, Curry’s understanding and my own become resolved when magic is understood as an intellectually-focused process art.  Magic, as a conceptual term, has undergone a similar disenchantment from the rich detailed processes and effects of earlier eras to an objectified amusement, an entertaining parlour trick, in the modern era.  Postmodernism appears to draw upon the ontopetic past, irrespective of the participant’s cultural relationship, as a means of jumpstarting wonder in a time of disenchantment.  One key insight is that humanity’s relationship with the sky has employed relationships in the past, both the cross-cultural and the questionable relationships, to deepen our common astrological experience.
  My sky journal would seem to indicate that we continue to look for integrative themes as a way of connecting earth and sky with all of humanity.
Interpretation is a deeper dialogical process than that of simple description because it implies sentient communicators.  Culture is our language.  The earth is our context.  The sky will always be something ‘other,’ beyond us in literal and figurative realities.  Even in space exploration, the set of observable phenomena change yet the sense of enchantment does not—this is something scientists term the overview effect.
  The sky inspires reflection on several categories to which we belong, spiritual, natural, cultural, embodied humanity.
  Participation can occur simultaneously across these categories.  Enchantment becomes a sustained and immersive mood where the observer’s will to dialogue is met with the full expanse of his or her cultural heritage.
  We are as much enchanted by who we are as a species, our being in the world, as we are with wonderous sights.
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