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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Enchanted by the Moon

	This essay will describe my observations of the Moon each evening at around 10 p.m. for twenty - four days, 24 October to 17 November 2023, from my residential neighborhood in Huis ter Heide, the Netherlands. The observations were recorded nightly in a personal ‘sky journal’. From the observations, several themes emerged related to the influence of weather and technology, and the interaction of astronomy with my practice of astrology. This essay will relate these themes to a quotation by Vincent van Gogh, ‘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.392.] 

	Van Gogh’s use of the word ‘enchanted’ is an apt term for both my experience of the cosmos as well as in the earliest known civilizations. Many ancient texts name the formation of stars as one of the first actions by the gods, including the African Dogon tribe, the Egyptians, and the Sumerians.[footnoteRef:2] A similar process is described in the Mayan text, Poh Vaval, where it is written, ‘Then they (the creator gods, C.W.) expressed everything, With it they did also, In light existence, Light words’.[footnoteRef:3] The book of Genesis in the Bible states that on the fourth day, God said ‘Let there be lights in the firmament of the heaven…let them be for signs...’[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Laird Scranton, The Science of the Dogon (Rochester, Vermont: Inner Traditions, 2006), p 22.]  [3:  Alan. J. Christenson, Popol Vuh: Sacred Book of the Quiché Maya People, (University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), p 3. 44 – 45. < http://www.mesoweb.com/publications/Christenson/PV-Literal.pdf> Accessed 31 October 2023.]  [4:  Holy Bible, King James Version (Nashville/Camden/New York: Thomas Nelson Inc., 1972), Genesis 1.14.] 

	Van Gogh’s use of the verb ‘to enchant’ also describes the sense of fascination the cosmos holds. Oxford defines it as ‘to place somebody/something under a magic spell (= magic words that have special powers)’[footnoteRef:5]. Etymologically, ‘enchant’ comes from the Latin incantare = in + cantare (to sing)[footnoteRef:6]. Yet perhaps not so coincidentally, ‘En‘ is also the word in Sumerian which means ‘Lord’. So ‘en- + chant (speak)’ might even refer to the power of the Word, such as the Tibetan ‘OM’, or the statement from John 1.1, ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’ For the First Peoples of Australia, everything was sung into existence. Thus, in the quote above, van Gogh taps from the ancient sense of magic and divinity that mankind has accorded the starry heavens from time immemorial. This sentiment also applies to my own experience. [5:  Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, ‘enchant’, <https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/american_english/enchant#:~:text=1enchant%20somebody%20(formal)%20to,the%20Oxford%20Collocations%20Dictionary%20app > [Accessed 29 November 2023)..]  [6:  Online Etymology Dictionary, ‘enchant’< https://www.etymonline.com/word/enchant > [Accessed 29 November 2023).] 

	A relationship with the stars certainly shaped my personal cosmology, or means of giving order and meaning to life and the universe. As child born in the United States in the 1960s, I witnessed the culmination of the space race with the Russians when the U.S. put the first man on the moon in 1969. The excitement surrounding the event affected every American. It also gave rise to a new form of mythology spun in Hollywood. Ancient heroes such as Enki, Marduk, Ra, Zeus, and Hercules were replaced by Star Trek’s Captain James T. Kirk and the Vulcan Mr. Spock, and Star Wars’  Luke Skywalker, Princess Leia, Han Solo, and Obi Wan Kenobi. On a more serious note, astrophysicist Carl Sagan also achieved stardom achieved with his series, Cosmos. Thus, it was natural for me to be captivated by space, and drawn to the stars.
	Yet my personal cosmology was not only inspired by the astronomy fever which swept the country, but also a resurgence of interest in astrology. Linda Goodman’s Sun Signs became the first astrology book ever to enter the New York Times’ bestseller list in August 1969. I purchased a copy in January 1976, and learned to draw horoscopes in the dusty, deserted section of the local public library. Astrology symbolically revealed an amazing correspondence between the stars above and my life on Earth. Modern astronomy’s view of the sky, however, seemed based on measurement and calculations, and had been stripped of the numinousity of ancient sky myths. I had, therefore, focused on the symbolism of the stars rather than their physical aspects.
When I began the task of observing the evening sky for a month on 24 October, I did not know where to look or what to view. To be honest, I did not even expect to see much, for the day had been overcast, as usual. Vincent van Gogh had written about the enchantment of the stars in the sunbathed south of France. In fact, the above mentioned quote continued with, ‘Ah, those who don’t believe in the sun here are quite godless’.[footnoteRef:7] My vantage point in his home country, the Netherlands, is quite different. The Royal Dutch Meteorological Institute (KNMI) states that the average rainfall is 192 days per year (0.3 millimeters or more) , more than 52% of the time. There is an even higher number of days which are cloudy.[footnoteRef:8] In fact, only 23 days a year can be officially classified as ‘fine weather days’. [footnoteRef:9] I was not, therefore, particularly optimistic when I walked outside the first evening. [7:  Van Gogh and de Leeuw, The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, p. 392.]  [8:  Koninklijk Nederlands Meteorologisch Instituut, Het regent niet vaker, wel harder (27 September 2022) < https://www.knmi.nl/over-het-knmi/nieuws/het-regent-niet-vaker-wel-harder > [Accessed 19 November 2023].]  [9:  Koninklijk Nederlands Meteorologisch Instituut, Uitleg over mooi weerdagen < https://www.knmi.nl/kennis-en-datacentrum/uitleg/mooi-weerdagen > [Accessed 19 November 2023].] 

	However, I was overwhelmed by a powerful sense of enchantment when I say that the waxing Moon beamed down at me from the open area of sky at the end of the street. I gazed in rapture at the lunar goddess at the intersection of Planets Lane (Planetenlaan) and Uranus Court (Uranushof; my neighborhood is called Sterrenberg, see Figures 1 and 2). 
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Fig. 1: Approximate observation point (right  marker)			Fig. 2: Orientation viewing Moon 22.27 CEDT,  24 
	and home (left), 22.25 CEDT 24 October 2023 			October 2023 ( Digital Compass app)
	(Google Earth)

As I gazed south at the Moon’s luminous orb, a sense of awe almost physically arose throughout my body. I was amazed that such a brilliant jewel should bestow her gaze on mortal eyes.
My heart cried out, ‘La Luna!’. Fragments of an unknown song sung by an angelic voice tugged at my memory, which I searched for later in vain. A bit to the southwest, I saw a slight red twinkling next to the Moon. I knew that astrologically both the Moon and Saturn were in the first degrees of Pisces (see Figure 3). I checked at Time and Date.com to confirm that it was indeed Saturn next to the Moon.
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Fig. 3: Waxing Moon and Saturn 22.16 CEDT, Huis ter Heide, Netherlands (Charlotte Wenner)

 From the 24th to the 29th,  I continued to be blessed with clear night skies, and witnessed the Moon grow in fullness. On 27 October, the day before full moon, I wrote, ‘I could make out the various crater areas, so clear was my view. She looked like a beautiful lady, gazing down on me benevolently, assuring that all is well, that she is here watching me. Writing these words, I could just as easily be one of the “primitive star – worshippers” that Lévy – Bruhl writes of, uneducated and making anthropomorphic objects in the sky…yet is that so foolish?  Is it ignorance to stand in awe in the presence of the majestic Moon? As Einstein is said to have stated, “Either you think nothing is a miracle, or everything is”’. (See figure 4).
Encouraged by the sighting of Saturn then Jupiter with the Moon, I began to actively prepare for my viewing sessions by checking which planets would be visible via an online app (see Figure 5). As the Moon moved further north, I wrote on 1 November that I ‘was captivated by how she’d moved into the area near Gemini, above Perseus and under Auriga and its bright star Capella…I turned north where I saw the Big Dipper, looked to the southeast and saw bright Jupiter, like an old friend’. 
After this inspiring start, however, a period of disenchantment set in. On 3 November, I wrote in dismay, ‘I couldn’t find the Moon!’ even though the stars were clearly visible. ‘I looked everywhere…I could imagine how so-called “primitives” must have felt…if the Moon or Sun was suddenly gone, they would have felt unsettled. I know I do!’ My astrological knowledge was insufficient to explain the Moon’s absence, and I wrote later, ‘I am painfully aware of how out of touch I truly am from contact with the sky. I do not participate with it…I theorize about the meaning of symbols.’

[image: Afbeelding met buitenshuis, raam, gebouw, hemel

Automatisch gegenereerde beschrijving]
Fig. 4: (Near) Full Moon at 22.19 CEDT, 27 October 2023, Huis ter Heide, Netherlands (Charlotte Wenner)
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 Fig. 5:  Online App Night Sky, 22.06 CET, 1 November 2023, Huis ter Heide, Netherlands https://www.timeanddate.com/astronomy/night/@2753488)
	


I searched the internet and found out that the Moon not only changed its area in the sky every night, but the time of its rising and setting varied as well.[footnoteRef:10]  I would not see her at 22:00 for several weeks. The fact that I could not even hope to see her exacerbated my irritation with the weather, which remained rainy and overcast. To add insult to injury, even when the stars were visible, they were obscured by the streetlights every 10 meters on the street (see Figures 6 and 7). I desperately searched my neighborhood for darker skies, and on 6 November I wrote, ‘Tonight I finally found a decent place to view the sky in grassy knoll behind the garage…there are not any streetlights!’  This, along with my consultations of the online constellations in the previous week, brought about an epiphany. ‘For perhaps the first time in my life, I am being jolted out of the complacency of an Earth - That - Is - Standing - Still to an Earth - That - Is - Rotating - and - Orbiting….Amazing! This rupture in my static - Earth cosmology has deep implications.’ Inspired by Dr. Brady’s PowerPoint on Sympathies and discussion of repetition forming images through fractals[footnoteRef:11], I wondered if a similar process took place ‘when we freeze the Earth to a standstill’. [10:  Robert G. Aitken, ‘The Moon’, in Publications of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific, (Astronomical Society of the Pacific,1917) Vol. 29, No. 169, pp. 121-132 (pp 123 – 126), < https://www.jstor.org/stable/40711416 > [Accessed 31 October 2023  ].]  [11:  Bernadette Brady, Sumpatheia and Chaosmos, PowerPoint lecture, HPCA 7015 Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology, (date unknown, University of Wales, Trinity Saint David), <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=5513&section=9 > [Accessed 5 November 2023].] 
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          Fig. 6: Light Index Europe (Light Pollution map app)                           Fig. 7: Light Index Huis ter Heide, Netherlands (Light Pollution map app) 


But after the glory comes the fall, and it rained almost unchecked for the next ten days. I became increasingly irritated by the amount of light which seemed to maliciously block any glimpse of the stars, any chance that my life could feel enchanted again (Figures 8 and 9). Yet I persevered in checking the constellations on my app, and went outside every night. Finally, from pure frustration, I decided to go to a dark - sky area in Hoge Veluwe on 15 November. Although it was overcast, I was amazed by the difference. ‘The sky was truly dark grey, ’I wrote, ‘without the slightly orange tint of streetlight. It was wonderful to view so much dark sky without obstruction…It felt much greater and majestic.’
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Fig 8: Sky  between Harskamp – Otterloo,                          	 Fig. 9: Facing East behind  Planetenlaan, Huis ter Heide 
15 November 2023 20:30  CET				15 November 2023 21:15   CET

However, a true breakthrough occurred on 17 November, when I woke up feeling an energy I had been lacking for weeks. The Sun had finally passed Mars in Scorpio, and this seemed synchronistically linked to my renewed vitality. I had seen online that Mars and Mercury were not visible next to the Sun, and I could now experience it physically. I was inspired to write a story similar to the astronomical tales of the First Peoples in Australia.[footnoteRef:12] It was about the tribal chief and a warrior fighting for supremacy. The chief emerged victorious, and the warrior went back to the duties of his station. I had a sense of having ‘participated’ in this battle. [12:  Duane Hamacher, The First Astronomers (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2022), for instance pp 77 – 78.] 

I wrote in my sky journal, ‘What I love about this project, despite - or perhaps because of  -  all the obstacles my location offers, is that it has forced me to answer the question of what astronomy has to offer astrology! The question may seem odd,’ I wrote. It is the opposite to that addressed by Clive Ruggles about the value of astrology to astronomy.[footnoteRef:13] Yet ‘as most astrologers do not delve deeply into astronomy…(they) do not seem to believe (astronomy) is essential to their practice’. When I finished writing, I looked out the window northward to the clear sky at twilight. The Moon would not have set yet, and would be in the southwest near the Sun since it had just been New Moon. I checked, and saw to my joy I was correct! (See Figure 10.) From being unable to determine the cardinal directions in October, I could now predict the location of celestial objects. [13:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’, Proceedings of Science (2009) pp 10-11.] 

Thus technology has proven to be a double-edged sword, both obscuring and enhancing my experience. Yet by viewing and learning about the stars, my enchantment with astrology has been deepened. It is a practice which I will pursue.
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Fig. 10: Setting Crecent  Moon 17 November 2023, 17:05 CET  in Huis ter Heide, Netherlands
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