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Essay Based on a Sky Journal
In a letter written in 1888, Vincent Van Gogh advises his brother Theo to ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’.[footnoteRef:2]  Modern western society has veered away from its more mystical past, favoring the rationality and technologically advanced lifestyle, arguable at its inception during the Protestant Reformation.[footnoteRef:3]  This essay aims to analyze a primary source, that of my sky journal, considering Van Gogh’s quote. Based on literature review, stellar observation and personal reflection, the themes of disenchantment in modern society and from childhood will be examined. Furthermore, reenchantment will be considered in light of the night sky. By reengaging with the cosmos, even in an urban environment, it is possible to experience reenchantment in line with Van Gogh’s advice. [2:  Vincent van Gogh, and Ronald de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh (London: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 392.]  [3:  Alexandra Walsham, ‘The Reformation and 'The Disenchantment of the World' Reassessed’, The Historical Journal, 51:2 (2008), pp. 497-528 (p. 1).] 


Methodology 
This journal consisted of a series of lunar observations from 11th October to 12th November 2024. However, due to excessive cloud cover, observations ceased on 1st of November. For each entry, I recorded the moon phase, position relative to the sidereal constellations on the ecliptic and altitude relative to the horizon[footnoteRef:4] as the moon crossed the Medium Coeli.[footnoteRef:5] I supplemented each entry with a photograph of the moon taken with a camera phone and a paragraph of reflective thoughts on the experience[footnoteRef:6]. During highly inspirational observations, I authored short poetry, primarily in the form of the haiku. Furthermore, I recorded visually striking experiences of the moon away from the Medium Coeli. All data was recorded from my home in Lucan, Dublin, Ireland. [4:  Astronomical data was recorded with the assistance from the Stellarium application.]  [5:  The Medium Coeli is the point in the sky where the southern meridian intercepts the ecliptic.]  [6:  The camera phone had limited capabilities. Due to relative brightness of the moon, no stars were visible in photos and the moon was unfocused in order to resolve images of planets. Stellarium screenshots are included where needed for clarification.] 


Observations, Reflections and Discussion
[bookmark: _Int_Zz3zWLeC][bookmark: _Int_6uUlckPi][bookmark: _Int_YiCpAYzR]In his work on the “Disenchantment of the World”, sociologist H. C. Greisman outlines two dominant theories on the ‘progressive extirpation of magic from social life’ and the ‘programmatic liberation of the mind as it is related to the betterment of material conditions’.[footnoteRef:7]  The first theory, outlined by Max Weber, describes the gradual removal of magic and myth in Western culture, replaced by rationalization and intellectualization, leading to a world devoid of mystical meaning. This leads to the rise of individualistic existence and of secularized deities.[footnoteRef:8] Conversely, the second theory, derived by Theodor Adorno, focuses on how the oppressive effects of rationalization and science have become tools of domination and social control.[footnoteRef:9]  Several entries in my sky journal provided evidence for these theories. The first entry on the 11th of October reflected how disenchanted I was with existence, an issue I have been dealing with much of my life. Urban living in a predominantly overcast island prompted the entry to contain the first verse of a song that has resonated with me for years called “The Spell” by musicians Kamelot: [7:  H.C. Greisman, ‘Disenchantment of the World: Romanticism, Aesthetics and Sociological Theory’, The British Journal of Sociology, 27:4 (1976), pp. 495-507 (p. 495).]  [8:  H.C. Greisman, ‘Disenchantment of the World', pp. 496-499.]  [9:  H.C. Greisman, ‘Disenchantment of the World', pp. 499-501.] 

[bookmark: _Int_TBPS6lHi]Where has all the magic gone?
Lost behind or lost along?
A victim of the pulse of our society
Don't you miss the ancient times?
The riddles and the subtle signs?
A relative perspective on reality.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Kamelot, ‘The Spell’, Karma, 2001, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tCczzFy0BGY> [accessed 20 November 2024].] 

[bookmark: _Int_BPYRyONn][bookmark: _Int_IG9o1uHl]The entry concluded with a line on how living in Ireland, a traditionally ‘enchanted island, where even fish can bestow great knowledge’, can still disenchant, an emotional response to the overcast, light polluted view, see Figure 1. Retrospective reflection suggested both academic and societal justifications. Sociologist Steven Grosby wrote of disenchantment in an academic setting. Quoting Weber, he claims that ‘we can in principle control everything by means of calculation’.[footnoteRef:11]  The concluding entry of my journal on the overcast 1st of November as the new moon hid under Virgo’s left foot[footnoteRef:12] reflected on how every journal entry commenced by excessively accurate astronomical data. Even in an exercise initially devoted to personal reflection, my decade in the hard sciences still reigned supreme, encompassing about 50% of each entry. I was ‘clearly aware of the stars’ in the words of Van Gogh, but also ‘clearly’ controlling the situation, in line with Grosby. My observations here evidently fall within Weber’s theory of disenchantment, rationalizing much of what I experienced. I was not participating in the cosmos, and I was not ‘clearly aware, of the ‘infinity on high’. An entry on the 17th of October after viewing the full moon rise on the eastern horizon (See Figure 2) with my cat from a local park concluded with a paragraph on how I had to ‘rush home, cook dinner, watch Netflix with my partner, clean the kitchen and be asleep by 11 pm as I have to go to the office the next morning’. As a result, my journal entry contained minimal awareness of the present moment due to the distractions of everyday life and societal expectations. Retrospectively, I desired to stay in the park and experience the full moon with my cat. This misfortune aligned with Adorno’s theory of disenchantment by social control. In a world with so much potential for enchantment, most of my day is focused on excessive mundane responsibilities. Both theories highlight how the modern sedentary lifestyle, the 24/7 work culture, technological and scientific advancement as well as increased outdoor lighting has alienated us from the enchanting firmament.  [11:  Steven Grosby, ‘Max Weber, Religion, and the Disenchantment of the World’, Culture and Society, 50 (2013), pp. 301-310 (p. 1).]  [12:  In traditional astrological theories, Virgo is associated with Mercury, a planet of science and calculations. See Vettius Valens, The Anthology: Book 1, translated by Robert Schmidt, (Berkley Springs: The Golden Hind Press, 1993) p .5.] 
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Description automatically generated]Figure 1. Light polluted overcast night sky on the 11th of October 2024. Photo: Sean O’Brien.
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Figure 2. Full moon rising over the eastern horizon in Vesey Park on 17th of October 2024. Inset: focused photo of moon. Photo: Sean O’Brien.
Many modern authors, considering the theories of Adorno and Weber, wrote on the topics of enchantment and disenchantment. Richard Jenkins claims that, for Weber, disenchantment ‘is definitive of his concept of modernity’[footnoteRef:13], however Jenkins goes on to argue through examples of political rituals, new age belief systems, and the consumeristic ’cultures’ of modern entertainment, ‘it is defensible to suggest that the world has never been disenchanted’.[footnoteRef:14] Micheal Saler opens his paper on Modernity and Re-enchantment with the interesting line:   [13:  Jenkins, Richard, ‘Disenchantment, Enchantment and Re-Enchantment: Max Weber at the Millennium’, Max Weber Studies, 1:1 (2000), pp. 11-32 (p. 12).]  [14:  Jenkins, Richard, ‘Disenchantment, Enchantment and Re-Enchantment’, p. 29.] 

SPECTERS ARE ONCE AGAIN HAUNTING EUROPE AND AMERICA—as are magicians, mermaids, mesmerists, and a mélange of marvels once thought to have been exorcised by the rational and secular processes of modernity.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Saler, Michael, ‘Modernity and Enchantment: A Historiographic Review’, The American Historical Review, 11:3 (2006), pp. 692-716 (p. 692).] 

[bookmark: _Int_MNgAw8ok][bookmark: _Int_wXXpxJk6]For me, this statement highlights a progressive modern obsession with the “supernatural” and non-rational concepts in popular media. Even among those who claim to be “rational”, there is a fascination with science fiction and potential advanced technologies which inspire awe. The cosmos, for example, is a breeding ground for these advanced technologies and imaginative storytelling. In her book on ‘Vital Reenchantments’, Lauren Greyson, when quoting Carl Sagen says ‘the cosmic perspective involves an embrace of the “subtle machinery of awe” with which the universe confronts us; it is an orientation towards wonder’.[footnoteRef:16] It is interesting to consider Sagen’s idea in relation to Van Gogh’s quote and how an awareness of the subtle machinery of celestial motions can inspire potential reenchantment, especially in my mundane approach to the sky journal. [16:   Greyson, Lauren, Vital Reenchantments: Biophilia, Gaia, Cosmos, and the Affectively Ecological, (Santa Barbara: Punctum Books. 2019), p. 193.] 

[bookmark: _Int_Yqu6C3i9][bookmark: _Int_3G2COCqj]The initial aim of the sky journal was to locate the magic in the changing of the moon's phases over a month. However, despite urban living, the night sky seemed unexpectedly alive. As such, several entries in my journal spoke of ‘the rippling pattern of light cloud cover’, ‘the intrusive airplanes’ and the ‘premature Halloween fireworks’. Most notably was my fixation on the starry background through which the moon transversed. This fixation struck up nostalgic memories of childhood and my fascination with the sky. The following journal entry was on the 20th of October.
The moon crossed the Medium Coeli at 3:35:00 in the body of sidereal Taurus separating from the Pleiades applying to retrograde Jupiter. This reminds me of those long car rides to Donegal when I was a child. I had no electronic devices, just the night sky to look at. I remember following the moon as it crossed the sky, and I specifically remember the Pleiades.
This nostalgic feeling was both positive and negative. The awe of the night sky, especially of the moon, but also the malevolence of the star cluster located in Taurus. My imagination ran wild convinced that the Pleiades was a UFO coming abduct me. As I was subsequently educated over the years, I gradually understood that these were just stars, and the magic disappeared. Inspired by my childhood nostalgia and the unexpected observation of the alive night sky, I decided to explore avenues of reenchantment in my sky journal commencing with poetry. 

Poetry
[bookmark: _Int_sn0IXFis]My interest in using poetry to reenchant the night sky was inspired by the statement from Welsh Poet Dylan Thomas, ‘A good poem helps to change the shape and significance of the universe, helps to extend everyone’s knowledge of himself and the world around him’.[footnoteRef:17] Thomas precedes this quote with a discussion on how poetry has magical and miraculous qualities, of which can be interpreted as enchanting. Psychotherapist Thomas M. Hedberg says poetry as a form of therapy is an ‘echo of the deeper mysteries of humankind, a music of the soul, capable of renewing and re-enchanting even the hardest of hearts’.[footnoteRef:18]  Van Gogh’s quote can have a direct implication on these statements. The cosmos can, and has been for millennia, a constant source of inspiration for artistic endeavors and self-knowledge. The style of poetry chosen was the haiku, a style originating in Japan in which is structured in three lines in which each line is 5, 7 and 5 syllables, respectively. As the moon culminated in the constellation of Aquarius at 11pm on the 14th of October, I wrote the following haiku in my sky journal. [17:  Thomas, Dylan, Quite Early One Morning: Broadcasts by Dylan Thomas (London: J.M. Dent & Sons LTD. 1954), p. 169.]  [18:  Thomas M. Hedberg, ‘The Re-enchantment of Poetry as Therapy, The Arts in Psychotherapy, 24:1 (1997), pp 91-100 (p. 92).] 

Flowing from the Vase,
Eclipse the great Chronometer,
Streaming back in time.
The imagery from this haiku was inspired by the dramatic scene unfolding in the night sky before me. I was witnessing the moon approaching its full phase almost eclipsing the planet Saturn while being positioned among the stars representing the water flowing from the vase of Aquarius, see Figure 3. I proceeded to write in my journal how unnoticeable this would be to me on a regular night and how genuinely reflecting on the experience for a prolonged period conjured up nostalgic memories. Specific memories of swimming in the river in my local forest around the previous period Saturn resided in the sidereal constellation of Aquarius[footnoteRef:19]. This was the moment in time my perception of the urban night sky changed from an uninteresting backdrop to a major source of artistic inspiration. Subsequent meditation on this experience had me formulating questions on how else enchantment may be inspired from the night sky. [19:  This would have been between the years 1993 and 1995.] 
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Figure 3. Screenshot from Stellarium indicating the moon and Saturn in sidereal Aquarius on 14th of October 2024. Lower inset: photograph of the moon and Saturn. Upper inset: focused photograph of the moon. Photos: Sean O’Brien.
Storytelling
Nicholas Campion argued that ‘Most cultures share the notion of the sky as a theatrical device, a stage on which celestial dramas are played out’.[footnoteRef:20]  In other words, cultures have been using the visible cosmos to create stories, an idea I wanted to investigate with my sky journal. On the 23rd of October, the waning moon was between the twins Castor and Pollux of the sidereal constellation Gemini. As I gazed up at this, I noticed the Moon was separating from the bright planet Jupiter and applying to the redness of Mars as demonstrated by my photo in figure 4a. Meditating on this formation in the sky I wrote the following haiku. [20:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: NYU Press, 2012), p. 3. ] 

Waning Luminary,
The Messenger of Bloodshed,
The Tears of the Gods.
[bookmark: _Int_QQ0VtfF0]I wrote in my sky journal how this celestial arrangement invoked images of the biblical story of Cain and Abel. This story recounts how God spurned Cains’s sacrifices in favor of Abel’s and how Cain murdered Abel out of jealously, in effect, the first known murder case.[footnoteRef:21] In my experience, Cain, symbolized by the moon, was travelling away from Jupiter, a planet who commonly is associated with dominant male deities, moving retrograde, symbolizing God’s spurning of Cain.[footnoteRef:22] The moon was travelling towards Mars, a traditional significator of violence.[footnoteRef:23]  The final line of my haiku was inspired by the aerial view as the sun rose, see Figure 4b. The red clouds furthered the theme of bloodshed. For me, these images verified Campion’s statement above and provided a solid experience of reenchantment with ’the stars and infinity on high’. [21:  Genesis 4:1-18.]  [22:  Many Hellenistic authors literally called Jupiter the Star of Zeus. See Vettius Valens, The Anthology, p .3.]  [23:  Vettius Valens, The Anthology, p .3.] 
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Figure 4(a). Moon travelling away from retrograde Jupiter moving towards Mars on 23rd of October 2024. Photo my Sean O’Brien.
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Figure 4(b). Red sky around sunrise on the 23rd Octobre 2024. Photo: Sean O’Brien.
Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Int_4r7NqBHH][bookmark: _Int_BEjoycQo]The essay aimed to discuss the observations and reflections of my sky journal considering Van Gogh’s advice. Initially, analyzing the phases of the moon highlighted the mundane experience of modern life in line with Weber and Adorno's theories of disenchantment, especially in an urban environment. However, further meditation on the journey of the moon through the starry sky revealed through artistic expressions, how looking ‘infinity on high’, a degree of enchantment can be reintroduced to life. This experience, through poetry and subsequent storytelling, can make life seem ‘almost enchanted after all’.
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