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TITLE:   Essay based on a Sky Journal
2,081 words

INTRODUCTION
This essay examines the experience of keeping a sky journal for a month in the light of the following quotation from Vincent Van Gogh (1853-1890):  
‘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.] 

The idea of enchantment is explored, giving consideration to my own emotional and intellectual response to the sky, with the aim of understanding the nature of my relationship with the sky.  This is in the context of a strand of thought first introduced by Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805) holding that western culture is 'disenchanted', as described by Sara Lyons.[footnoteRef:2]  The alternative possibility of ‘enchantment’, or perhaps re-enchantment, is considered by reference to ‘participation mystique’ as introduced by Lucien Levy-Bruhl (1857-1939).[footnoteRef:3]  An aesthetic response to the sky as recorded in the journal is also investigated as a possible source and symptom of enchantment. [2:  Sara Lyons The Disenchantment/Re-enchantment of the World: Aesthetics, secularization, and the Gods of Greece from Friedrich Schiller to Walter Pater,  The Modern Language Review , Vol. 109, No. 4 (October 2014), pp. 873-895 (Modern Humanities Research Association)]  [3:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (Les Fonctions mentales dans les sociétés inférieures) (1910), trans. by Lilian A. Clare (Martino Publishing 2015).] 


METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _GoBack]My journal consisted of hand-drawn sketches of the sky between October 15th and November 15th 2020, observed from a vantage point from the summer house at the end of our garden in the west of England, along with notes recording my personal experience of making the observation.   All observations were made at roughly the same time of day, around 7.45pm, and were made facing south.  It should be noted however that the UK clocks were reset from BST to GMT on October 24th, meaning my observations relatively jumped forward an hour on the 25th.  I also made a painted study of the varied range of colours observed in the sky to illustrate their beauty, and the range of conditions observed over a month (Fig 4).


DISENCHANTMENT/ ENCHANTMENT
In considering the quotation from Vincent Van Gogh, I was particularly struck by the word ‘enchanted’.  This resonated with recent reading of the work of Levy-Bruhl introducing the concept of Participation Mystique as ‘the principle which governs the connections and preconnections..., the law of participation.’ and focused my thinking towards examining whether my own experience of keeping the sky journal would show the sense of connection he described.[footnoteRef:4]   In contrast to this notion, I entertained the possibility that I might be a ‘disenchanted’ observer.  Sara Lyons describes how the concept of the disenchantment of western culture was first introduced by Friedrich Schiller, whose poem ‘Die Götter Griechenlands’ …. refered to the un-godding or de-divinization of nature’.[footnoteRef:5]  Patrick Curry and Roy Willis explained that this concept was further developed by Max Weber (1864-1920), based on the notion that ‘The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by the “disenchantment of the world”.[footnoteRef:6]  This term suggests a sense of emotional separation and disconnection with the world in marked contrast to the notion of participation.  I was interested to see if I would find evidence of myself as a participant in the universe, or at least the night sky; or whether I would find myself operating as a detached, ‘disenchanted’ observer. [4: Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, p.76. ]  [5:  Sara Lyons The Disenchantment/Re-enchantment of the World: Aesthetics, secularization, and the Gods of Greece from Friedrich Schiller to Walter Pater,  p.879.]  [6:  Patrick Curry and Roy Willis Astrology Science and Culture (Berg, 2004), p.77.] 

I was surprised to find that a suggestion of ‘disenchantment’ could perhaps be detected in Van Gogh’s own response to the night sky.  Although he had painted the sky with such glowing liveliness, meaning and apparent enchantment (Fig 1), in his comment he could only go so far as to suggest that life was ‘almost enchanted’.  This suggested that he may have felt himself to be more separate observer than participant in an enchanted universe.

[image: ]
Figure 1  The Starry Night, June 1889 (oil on canvas), Gogh, Vincent van (1853-90)                                                                   Museum of Modern Art, New York, USA Bridgeman Images
As someone raised in a secular and scientifically-oriented family in England in the second half of the 20th century, I suspected myself to be a product of a relatively ‘disenchanted’ culture.  However my long standing interest in astrology may be considered to challenge this view.  Additionally, there is a distinction to be made between disenchantment and what Patrick Curry described as the ‘ordinary non-enchantment’ of everyday life.[footnoteRef:7]  It was possible that my suspected disenchantment could merely be everyday non-enchantment. [7:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment, Wonder in Modern Life (Floris 2019, Kindle version), p.97.] 

I had recently encountered the concept of ‘mystic participation’ as a way of being in the world.  This held an attraction, and I set out to examine if I could find myself operating in this way; described by Levy-Bruhl as a state in which everything participates with everything else as a whole with no separation.  ‘…they give forth and they receive mystic powers, virtues, qualities, influences, which make themselves felt outside, without ceasing to remain where they are.’[footnoteRef:8] This suggested a state in which no separation is experienced between the individual and the ‘external’ world. [8:  Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, pp.76-7.] 

Although Levy-Bruhl’s work was aimed at explaining the behaviours and beliefs of ‘primitive people’, rather than an educated European such as myself, he pointed out that ‘…our mental activity is both rational and irrational.  The pre-logical and the mystic are co-existent with the logical.’[footnoteRef:9]  In this quote he was referring to the educated European rather than the primitive.  This led me to consider that I may well approach the world, and the sky, along a continuum from detached observer to mystic participant, allowing for both a ‘disenchanted’ and an ‘enchanted’ experience of the world, and perhaps including non-enchantment as a kind of middle ground.   [9:  Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, p.386.] 

This suspicion was borne out by the experience of keeping the journal.  I approached the task as an exciting project, but was initially disappointed to find that the whole exercise took some effort.  The chilly weather of autumn in the UK may have contributed to this!  I had (and have) much to learn in order to identify stars and planets, which as an astrologer I felt was a serious failing.  For the first week, I was content to simply make observations, as I was keen to learn to visually identify stars and planets.  To assist me in this I used an app on my phone, called Sky Map.  Given that the sky was clear enough to see any stars on only one evening in that week, I also started to take note of the colours in the sky.  It was not until November 9th that I really began to respond personally to the sky, stepping beyond the role of frustrated student observer, to recognizing a possible role as participant, experiencing the clouds ‘like a comforting blanket’ (Fig 2).[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Wendy Fey, Sky Journal 2020, p.26.
] 

[image: ]
Figure 2 Wendy Fey, Sky Journal 2020, 20.5cmx14.5cm Photo Wendy Fey
By November 15th I was clearly aware of a sense of relationship with the sky, which was a very new experience arising directly out of the exercise of keeping and thinking about the sky journal.  My entry for November 15th reads ‘Again, a strong sense of it all being a vast pattern, and myself as part of the pattern rather than separate.  Quite odd, disorienting, wonderful!’ (Fig 3).[footnoteRef:11]  I was forcefully impressed by a strong sense of pattern.  This went beyond a sense of relationship, and led to a personal sensation of being physically and actually a component part of an overall pattern, albeit obviously a tiny part.  I experienced a sensation of being integrated with the universe as a whole, which I would certainly describe as enchanting. [11:  Wendy Fey, Sky Journal 2020, p.32.] 


[image: ]
Figure 3 Wendy Fey, Sky Journal 2020, 20.5cmx14.5cm, Photo Wendy Fey






CLOUDS 
Cloud cover initially was experienced as a frustrating barrier, limiting my freedom to explore and ‘learn’ the sky.  But then the aesthetic qualities of the clouds themselves began to ‘reveal themselves’ to me.  I felt this could be an example of participation, and that I was viewing the clouds differently, or possibly that the clouds were revealing themselves to me as fellow participants in the universe, in the manner described by Levy-Bruhl in the case of tin ore with an affinity for particular Malay miners, ‘The Malay Miner believes that tin ore may have special affinities for certain people and cannot be discovered by others.’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Levy Bruhl, How Natives Think, p101] 

After having observed every evening for some weeks, I developed a strong aesthetic and emotional response to the clouds; this was one of being covered, and comforted, and protected.  Seeing them at night, in a relatively dark context, and from the safety of my own garden, seemed to enhance their protective quality.  Also there was a beautiful, gentle quality to the way the clouds picked up light from the town, or from the Moon, with a soft glow that was aesthetically very pleasing.  The subtle but very distinct variations in the colours of the clouds from night to night made a strong impression as a source of wonder and delight, and to illustrate this for my own pleasure, I made a small painted study (Fig 4).

[image: ]
Figure 4  Wendy Fey Painting illustrating notes made in the Sky Journal Nov 2020,                                                                     Watercolour on paper, 29cmx19cm Photo: Wendy Fey
I experienced a sense of friendliness with the clouds; of common purpose and fellowship due to existing in the same universe.  It was not the sublime and dizzying sense of awe-inspiring infinity that I might have looked for at the outset, with Van Gogh’s quotation and paintings in mind:  instead I had encountered a relationship with the sky which was more comforting and inclusive than I had expected.  As Curry points out ‘…enchantment is a matter of relationship.’[footnoteRef:13]  My appreciation of the subtle and varied beauty in the colours of the cloudy night sky seemed to have established a relationship.  I would venture to describe this experience of being in the world as being actually enchanted, rather than ‘almost’, to refer back to Van Gogh’s quotation.   [13:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment, Wonder in Modern Life (Floris 2019, Kindle version), p.13.] 


AESTHETICS
On the few nights when I was able to observe some stars and planets, and the Moon, I was also aware that I was developing a sense of relationship with the sky that lay beyond the clouds.  In particular I was able to observe Mars, which at the time was both opposite the Sun and at its (or his?) closest approach to the Earth, and therefore unusually bright.  While being easily able to identify the planet by its position, brightness and red-gold colour, without the help of my phone app, I was very struck by its lustrous beauty and the gorgeousness of its colour, and noted in my journal that ‘Mars ‘feels’ energetic and much more beautiful than expected’ (Fig 5).[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Wendy Fey, Sky Journal 2020, p.31.] 


[image: ]
Figure 5 Wendy Fey Sky Journal 2020, 20.5cmx14.5cm, Photo Wendy Fey
Astrologically, I had not especially associated Mars with beauty, but it appeared to me quite unmistakable, and impressed me with the living, physical and meaningful reality of the planet.  From being an abstract symbol used in analysis, it became very tangible, powerful, and almost personal, as well as being very beautiful and expressive of an enchanted universe.  This could be seen as consistent with the path Lyons reported as being suggested originally by Schiller, that ‘what has been lost as pagan religious experience can be recuperated as modern aesthetic experience’.[footnoteRef:15]  As Curry pointed out, ‘The most and best one can do is to create …. inviting conditions for enchantment’.[footnoteRef:16]  In keeping the sky journal and openly accepting what experiences arose, I believe I had been able to create a condition for enchantment to occur.  This was especially rewarding to me as an astrologer, giving me a small insight into how astrology could be approached as a much more vividly real, concrete, and less abstract way. [15:  Lyons, Sara, The Disenchantment/Re-enchantment of the World: Aesthetics, secularization, and the Gods of Greece from Friedrich Schiller to Walter Pater, p.880.]  [16:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment, Wonder in Modern Life (Floris 2019, Kindle version), p.123.] 


CONCLUSION
I had not looked at other sky journals prior to beginning my own; I wanted to ensure that I was not influenced by others, but instead was recording my own direct, authentically personal responses to the sky.  This, as well as the weather, may have led me to be rather brief and tentative, as I feel the journal, especially in the earlier weeks, could have benefitted from being much more detailed and reflective.  Recent studies in cultural astronomy began to inform my observations as the month proceeded, especially the concept of disenchantment and the work of Levy-Bruhl introducing the notion of being a participant rather than an observer.  I had thought of the journal as an opportunity to improve my sketchy knowledge of the night sky in terms of being able to identify the stars and planets.  However as the exercise advanced, my initial position as detached, separate and ‘disenchanted’, or at least non-enchanted observer began to evolve and a strong sense of relationship and integration with the sky developed.  I felt I had been able to create an opportunity for a much more meaningful and rewarding relationship with the sky to begin to develop, as well as deepening my understanding of my relationship to the sky. This was very pleasing and rewarding.
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