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Essay Based on a Sky Journal
Observing the Night Sky in Gland, Switzerland

[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
	This essay discusses a four-week observation of the night sky on the outskirts of Gland, Switzerland. A phenomenological approach was used to engage with the night sky and cosmos in the same enchanted manner archaic humans might have experienced them. In order to provide an analytical framework for the discussion, an advocation by Vincent Van Gogh to his brother Theo will be used. In it, he exhorts: ‘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.] 


Methodology
	Between the early hours of October 30th and November 25th, 2024 I regularly walked out into the nearby fields to gaze at the sky, and following Van Gogh’s advice, I sought to experience the enchantment of life through the infinity on high. Using a phenomenological approach, my impressions, thoughts and experiences were recorded vocally using mobile phones, so that, in keeping with prehistoric settings, artificial light would be minimised. I also attempted photography with the phones. Informed by Terry Eagleton’s definition of culture as ‘what comes naturally,’[footnoteRef:2] my phenomenological approach aimed to arrive at what Eliade termed ‘the mental universe of archaic man’[footnoteRef:3] through the vector of the shared cultural resource of the night sky, the cosmic universe. The nocturnal setting enabled viewing with as little light pollution as possible, and limited the potential for elements of the modern society surrounding me to irruptively interrupt my thoughts. In a nod to Eliade’s hierophanies, I will term these irruptions of the modern neophanies. In the 21st century, one where Max Weber’s diagnosis of disenchantment is rampant[footnoteRef:4], Van Gogh’s advice is better understood not as a prescription for enchantment but rather re-enchantment, a term which recent scholarship by Linda de Vroey has defined as ‘the project of recovering enchantment in modernity.’[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Eagleton, Terry. The Idea of Culture. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2000, p.28.]  [3: Eliade, Mircea. Patterns in Comparative Religion. Translated by Rosemary Sheed, London: Sheed and Ward, , 7th edition, 1997, p. 10.]  [4:  Weber, Max. From Max Weber, ed. H.H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (eds.), London: Routledge, 1991, p. 155 quoted in Curry, Patrick, ‘Grounding the Stars: towards an ecological theory’, Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, Vol 1 no 2, 2007, p.213.]  [5:  De Vroey, Linda. Rewilding as Re-enchantment. Basel: MDPI AG; Religions, Vol.15 (8), p.1014, 2024-08, p. 2. 
] 


Scorpio’s Cloak
	I started my observation in the early hours of October 30th, and note that ‘today (or tonight) is my birth day, the starting point of my personal microcosm … yet the macrocosm is clearly unmoved by my wishes, and a thick layer of clouds prevents me from seeing my natal sky. Perhaps I should only be able to see it in two years, when procession will have shifted it exactly half a degree since I was born.’ It is a humbling reminder of the minutiae of a single human existence in relation to the grandeur and complexity of the cosmos. After some further contemplation, it dawned on me that thoughts of procession belie a more scientific approach, and archaic man would perhaps have understood this more figuratively. The astrotheology of the Mithraic tauroctony came to my mind: ‘it is as if Scorpio, after stinging the celestial bull or sun, wished to conceal its actions and draped bystander Mithra’s cloak over the sorry affair.’ Much like the simple truths of the Mystery religions was veiled in allegory, so I am aware of the sky even though it is veiled from my sight. 

A week later, at 04:32 on Wednesday 6th November, I ventured out in need of enchantment after watching coverage of the US Presidential election, and found a mostly covered sky devoid of celestial providence. ‘Interspersed through the woven strands of the cloudy shroud I do see some patches of the night sky, but no stars shine through. It feels like an austere atmosphere.’ After allowing some time for my eyes to settle to the darkness, I saw what at first seems like a star come into view. But ‘it was moving much too fast, it’s already gone, must be a low orbit satellite transiting through.’ The irony that the satellite is almost certainly owned by a company named Starlink did not escape me. As above so below, that night both the earth and the heavens were operating under the aegis of the same man, Starlink’s owner also being a major player in the election, and this satellitic neophany was certainly unconducive to re-enchantment.

A Hero of Our Time
	On November 8th, shortly after 01:00, I began recording before reaching the fields, while still surrounded by street lamps: ‘this is the night, the sky is crisp and I can already see the stars beaming down.’ I then took my place in the field, and behold ‘the glittering ceiling of stars, some are recognisable constellations like The Little Dipper, others I do not know, some are just faint pixels.’ As I absorb the sights, ‘it feels like the night sky is just a large, backlit piece of black paper, with an infinity of differently diametered holes punched through’. I cannot help escape the strictures of modern science, the neophanous knowledge that ‘what I am seeing is photons of light that have travelled millions, if not billions, of years to meet me’ does nevertheless genuinely enchant me. 

In that moment, I was taken back to my adolescence, when a literary passage had elicited a similar feeling of celestial numinousness. I asked myself: ‘what was it exactly that Pechorin said about the stars? I remember how he pointed out the stars are constant, while we are impermanent, just blips.’ I found the answer to my question, from the protagonist of Mikhail Lermontov’s novel A Hero of Our Time:
There were once wise men who imagined the stars took part in men’s petty squabbles … While in fact these lamps, which they supposed had been lit for the sole purpose of shining down on their battles and triumphs, still burn on as bright as ever, while they, with all their passions and hopes, have long since vanished.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Lermontov, Mikhail. A Hero of Our Time. Translated by Paul Foote, London: Penguin Books, 1840 2001, pp. 152-153.] 

If ever a negation of the importance of mortal life there was, this is it. The impermanence of individual human existence in contrast to the celestial abode (and its star count) is striking. Certainly on the scale of finite human lives, stars are, as Van Gogh remarked, infinite. Yet the realisation of this transience is truly numinous to the individual mind: the temporal can behold the theoretically infinite and come back unscathed. As such, we can all be a hero of our own time, if but for an ephemeral moment. 

Infinity
	As the Leonid meteor shower was set to peak on the night of November 10th-11th, I ventured out with high hopes of seeing a flaming comet fragment illuminate the night sky. These were quickly dashed by the low clouds and bright waxing moon which would be sure to both veil and dim any potential meteors. I note with some frustration at 01:15 on November 11th that ‘I am beginning to feel like there is more than a simply mental barrier’ to my attempt to perceive the stars with the mind of archaic man. Though the sky and I may well be ‘clouded by modernity, it is the actual clouds far above my head that block’ me. Edward Casey, in his analysis of Aristotle, can be seen to support the idea that the limiting factor is beyond my own self: ‘we are located in the celestial system by virtue of being surrounded by air, which is in turn surrounded by the heavens … But the limit here belongs to the surrounder, not to the body surrounded.’[footnoteRef:7] Yet it must be noted that ‘the outer limit of the contained body rejoins the inner limit of containing place’ so that by virtue of its material form and physical presence, the limit or barrier is immediately beyond my surrounded body, not far above it. [footnoteRef:8] [7:  Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History, pp. 54-55.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 58.] 


Clear skies returned for the full moon in the second hour of November 16th, and taking off from Pechorin I recorded feelings of ‘wonder’ at the thought that ‘the moon has been visible to every human being that has ever lived, most will have set their eyes on it at some point or other.’ ‘In a way, it is the only human constant’, the closest tangible and (I should add, mostly) ‘unchanged link to archaic humanity.’ The moon, then, is the closest, integrally visible body perceptible by all of humanity. I felt a sense of true physical proximity and social intimacy with it, and through it to those long vanished archaic humans. I speculate that ‘the first sacred space may well be Space.’ It was indeed within the mental universe of archaic humanity that the cosmic universe, and the celestial bodies it contains, was contemplated. 

This is supported by Randall Studstill’s observation that ‘the study of religion is located within the believer,’ where religion can equally be the night sky.[footnoteRef:9] If this is indeed the case, and it is added to Casey’s notion of the limits of contained body and containing place as conjoined, then as Nick Wyatt points out ‘”reality” lies not so much in one extreme or the other as in a dimension which reconciles or transcends them.’ [footnoteRef:10] In other words; the reality of the cosmic universe lies in my mental dimension. Though Wyatt wrote of this as the key to ‘much of the symbolic thought in the Vedas,’ it has applications reaching far beyond Indo-European cosmology. [footnoteRef:11] As Eliade wrote, ‘archaic ontology was expressed in biological terms’ and this may explain the manner in which human (or other biological) bodies were used to understand and zodiacally contextualize celestial ones.[footnoteRef:12] Astrotheology is astrobiology.  [9:  Studstill, Randall. Eliade, phenomenology, and the sacred. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Religious studies, Vol.36 (2), 2000-06, p. 182. ]  [10:  Wyatt, Nick. The Mythic Mind, Essays on Cosmology and Religion in Ugaritic and Old Testament Literature: Sea and Desert, Symbolic Geography in West Semitic Religious Thought. London and New York: Routledge, 2014, p.42. ]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion. p. 421.] 


	The implication is also that human and celestial bodies are conjoined at their respective limits, which can be understood as the sky or even those obstructing clouds. When contemplating the infinity on high of the celestial abode, that infinity then exists on low within the contemplating mind or mental universe as well. By the very notion of infinity as limitless, this therefore also erases limits between infinity in the cosmic, and mental, universes. As Wyatt elaborates: ‘if religious thinking (I use the term loosely!) is indeed bound up in the reification and objectification of inner processes … then the periphery is formally an extension of the centre. Thus it can be a formal denial of the reality of the centre.’[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Wyatt, The Mythic Mind, Essays on Cosmology and Religion in Ugaritic and Old Testament Literature: Sea and Desert, Symbolic Geography in West Semitic Religious Thought, p.42.] 


When the infinity of space is contemplated in the mind, the centre of human perception, that centre dissolves by definition since infinity has no centre, and that perception becomes limitless. But since it is the mind which is reconciling both, the mental universe becomes infinite, much like Space. The infinity of the cosmic universe surrounds the infinity within the mental universe, blurring the limits between each. To illustrate this point, I obtained a better phone to take an image of the night sky on November 25th. I framed it with a thick black band to obscure the limit between actual Space and the frame, thus negating the reality of the infinity of celestial bodies contained in the, otherwise quite misleadingly, mostly black image (Fig. 1). 

[image: A black sky with stars
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Figure 1. Starry Night in Black Frame. Photo: Nicolas Heidrich.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Inspired by Malevich, Kasimir. Carré blanc sur fond blanc, painted 1918. ] 



Conclusion

	In conclusion, my attempt to phenomenologically experience the sky like archaic humans, and recover re-enchanted at the stars and infinity on high in the modern day, was only partially successful in a purely sensory framework. Yet in the intellectual dimension, which comes naturally in modern culture, my attempts provided fertile ground for metaphysical contemplations, particularly of the infinite, which were genuinely enchanting. The stars were revealed as time travelling lamps, enabling me to see the distant past in a way that negates time, though not my own as they will shine long after I am extinguished. They negated my own importance, and highlighted my finite impermanence. The Moon appeared as the primary physical constant which has been perceived in most human minds, minds which perceive the heavens above them in the same terms as they do the physical bodies in which they are centred.  And minds which, by contemplating cosmic infinity, engage inner processes which reconcile the limit between us and the stars, reconcile their impermanence and the star’s near permanence, and thus reconcile the infinities of both mental and cosmic universes. 
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