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A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE SKY IN RELATION TO MATERIAL CULTURE: 
IMAGE BASED REPRESENTATION OF THE SKY
Word Count: 4,500 (excluding footnotes, image labels, and reference list)

The sky has served as inspiration and been captured through visual arts for millennia – from Aboriginal cave paintings, and ancient Egyptian and Greek depictions, to incorporate the evolving art movements of more recent centuries. This paper will critically examine the cultural expressions of the night sky in image-based representations of two-dimensional art from two of these distinct periods. The first cultural material, Moving Forward Guided by the Moon, is dated 4 March 2026 and is a contemporary, self-created interpretation of the night sky based on my personal observations of the moon. The second piece is one of the final paintings by Vincent van Gogh created between 12 – 15 May 1890; titled Country Road in Provence by Night, it similarly depicts cosmological phenomena including the moon.[footnoteRef:1]  To effectively bring these two works into dialogue, it is important to consider the broader discussions of cosmology and culture that shape how the sky is perceived and expressed. [1:  Kröller-Müller Museum, Country Road in Provence by Night: Vincent Van Gogh (1853 – 1890) <https://krollermuller.nl/en/vincent-van-gogh-country-road-in-provence-by-night-1> [accessed 5 March 2026].] 

The intersection of cosmology and culture will be considered through anthropological cosmologies, as described by Nicholas Campion, who contemplates the cosmos as an ‘integral part of human cultural and social systems’. [footnoteRef:2]  In this context, cosmology extends beyond the scientific explanations of the universe and its origins to encompass human worldviews and understandings of our place within the cosmos. Culture, on the other hand, is a little more difficult to define. Terry Eagleton states, ‘culture is said to be one of the two or three most complex words in the English language’.[footnoteRef:3] Raymond Williams, in his attempt to comprehend culture argues that German Philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder views it in the plural as the ‘specific and variable cultures of different nations and periods, but also the specific and variable cultures of social and economic groups within a nation’.[footnoteRef:4] Nation here could be substituted with a place, making the terminology applicable to any place and time and the way of life of any group or community – of which the individual is the nucleus encompassing the entirety of the intersecting cultural influences one relates to, and humanity is the largest collective. The aim of this paper, then, is to inquire into how the sky is seen, perceived, and expressed through these different cultural and cosmological lenses by the observer. [2:  Nicholas, Campion, ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture : Contexts and Consequences’, in. Trends in Modern Cosmology (London: IntechOpen, 2017) <doi.org/10.5772/67976>, pp. 3–17 ( p. 5).]  [3:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 7.]  [4:  Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society, new ed. 2nd ed. (Oxford University Press: 2016) p. 45.
] 

The paper will critically compare the physical and non-physical elements of each artwork, considering the cultural contexts in which they were created. It will first outline the methodologies and materials behind each piece, including the fieldwork undertaken and the phenomenological approach that shaped the observational process. It will then explore the narratives and human experiences embedded in the distinct depictions of the night sky. This will be followed by an examination of the artistic techniques utilised, focusing on how colour and style help shape meaning. Finally, the paper will draw conclusions about what these images reveal about the sky from the perspective of their respective cultures. Through this comparative analysis, the paper invites us to think of the sky from a holistic perspective where culture and cosmology are intertwined.

Comparative Methodologies 
Moving Forward Guided by the Moon (see Figure 1) emerged following a week-long observation of the night sky in Sunshine Coast, Queensland Australia during which I was particularly drawn to the shifting phases of the moon. The approach taken was a phenomenological one that extends beyond a narrow definition of sensory engagement to encompass richer, more layered experiences. [footnoteRef:5] Maurice Merleau-Ponty further emphasises that phenomenology is an embodied, lived experience rather than detached intellectual objectivity. [footnoteRef:6] This approach provides a framework for attending to how artists perceive and make meaning through celestial events.  [5:  Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Phenomenology (2013) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology/> [accessed 18 April 2026]]  [6:  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. (2012) Phenomenology of perception. Edited by D.A. Landes. London: Routledge. p278-279] 

Each evening, I noted not only the visual observations relating to the moon and the movement of clouds but also the emotional responses and meanings this phenomenon evoked. Across the week, reflections centred on the ‘stirring of hope’, ‘new beginnings’ and ‘being guided’. These impressions emerged naturally after several years of personal healing. The artwork itself portrays a waxing gibbous moon and what appears to be a bright star in the sky with wave-like clouds above a mountain range, and a female figure in the foreground.
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Figure 1: Moving Forward Guided by the Moon, created following observations in Sunshine Coast, Queensland 4 March 2026, Crayon on Recycled Card, 15 cm x 10.5 cm, Image: Kavita Maharaj.






My personal response to the sky informed the selection of a historical comparison. The fieldwork methodology was extended to analysing both images through the same phenomenological lens used during my sky observations. Vincent van Gogh’s Country Road in Provence by Night (see figure 2), also known as Road with Cypress and Star, was chosen because of its captivating imagery and strong resonance with the themes present in my own piece. Van Gogh’s painting depicts a country road in Provence, France: this is illuminated by a bright star and a crescent moon appearing in the dramatic sky above a natural landscape with figures on the road and a building in the distance. Created near the end of Van Gogh’s stay at the asylum in Saint-Rémy, the work is understood to have been painted at night from his room and shaped through imaginative discretion by his impressions of the region.[footnoteRef:7] Through the extensive correspondence within his letters, it is evident that van Gogh approached painting as a means of expressing felt experience rather than literal representation.[footnoteRef:8] In this way, both artworks arise from a similar phenomenological impulse. [7:  Kröller-Müller Museum, Country Road In Provence By Night: Vincent Van Gogh (1853 – 1890) <https://krollermuller.nl/en/vincent-van-gogh-country-road-in-provence-by-night-1> [accessed 5 March 2026].]  [8:  Letters of van Gogh] 
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Figure 2: Vincent Van Gogh (1853–1890), Country Road in Provence by Night, created 12 – 15 May 1890, Oil on canvas, 90.6 cm x 72 cm, Image:  Kröller-Müller Museum in Otterlo, Netherlands.







The materials used in the artworks further reflect the cultural contexts in which they were created. Country Road in Provence by Night now housed at the Kröller-Müller Museum, in Otterlo, Netherlands measures 90.6 cm x 72 cm and was executed in oil on canvas – a medium and scale that carry their own cultural symbolism. Oil painting has historically been associated with durability, depth, and artistic prestige within Western art traditions.[footnoteRef:9] This supports the notion that van Gogh had a desire for his art to endure within cultural memory. Although not originally a commissioned work, the substantial scale of Country Road in Provence by Night also communicates van Gogh’s intention for his art to be seen – often gifting them to others to be experienced or working towards their sale through the business he refers to in his letters with his brother Theo.[footnoteRef:10]  . Oil painting was also believed to be expressive of colour and emotional intensity by allowing for more complex layered affects in line with the characteristics of Post-Impressionism, and aligning with van Gogh’s iterative working method.[footnoteRef:11] His letters frequently describe reworking motifs and  refining emotional and perceptual qualities, demonstrating how material choices supported his desire to convey felt experience to the observer.[footnoteRef:12]  [9:  Charles Lock Eastlake, Materials for a History of Oil Painting, (London: Longman, Brown, Green & Longmans, 1947); Laurence de Viguerie, Guylaine Ducouret, François Lequeux, Thierry Moutard-Martin, and Philippe Walter. (2009) 'Historical Evolution of Oil Painting Media: A Rheological Study', Comptes Rendus Physique, 10.9-10 (2009), pp. 612–621 (p. 614-615)  <Doi:10.1016/j.crhy.2009.08.006>. ]  [10:  Kröller-Müller Museum; letter 686 – referring to business; missing letter source for gifting paintings (to his sister, mother, doctor, and landlord)]  [11:  Laurence, de Viguerie, et al, 'Historical Evolution of Oil Painting Media: A Rheological Study', p. 619-620.]  [12:  Letters – reworking motifs] 

In contrast, the materials and scale of my own artwork differ considerably. The use of environmentally conscious and sustainable materials in the form of eco-friendly crayon on a 15 cm x 10.5 cm recycled card resonates with my values and the increasing awareness of environmental concerns in contemporary art and broader social practices. While some may argue that sustainable materials detract from the original purpose of the art as self-expression, in this context it reinforces it by aligning to the values and purpose of natural connection. Linda Weintraub argues that footprint-conscious artists challenge the assumption that self-expression demands unrestricted resource use, instead prioritising ecological integrity. She suggests that re-enchantment emerges through ‘cognitive awareness of sources and sensual engagements with systems’.[footnoteRef:13] In this way, sustainability aligns with enchantment by revealing the Earth as more than ‘mute matter’ for human consumption, exploitation, and possession – instead cultivating delight in the material environment.[footnoteRef:14] The small scale of my artwork reflects the intimacy of the observational process and the personal nature of its creation within the Sacred Skies module through the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The act of drawing became a quiet, reflective ritual – an extension of the nightly sky watching – and the use of crayons evoked childhood memories, drawing attention to how child-like perception can reopen pathways to wonder and enchantment. [13:  Linda Weintraub, To Life! Eco Art in Pursuit of a Sustainable Planet, (Berkley: University of California Press, 2012), p. 45.]  [14:  Linda Weintraub, To Life! p. 45.] 

	Where van Gogh’s materials and scale reflect a desire for permanence and public visibility, my emphasis lies in impermanence, intimacy, and the personal purpose of the work at a specific point in time. Both approaches, however, affirm that sky observation is simultaneously an internal, phenomenological experience as much as it is an external, observational one. 

A Night Sky Full of Stories
Just as cultures inscribe stories into the stars, the sky becomes a vessel for the observer’s own narratives, experiences, and meanings. Muriel Rukeyser’s assertion that ‘the universe is made of stories, not atoms’ resonates with the creation of Moving Forward Guided by the Moon, where a celestial event became a gateway into my inner world and personal cosmology. [footnoteRef:15] In unexpected ways, this mirrors, Vincent van Gogh’s Country Road in Provence by Night, in which the night sky becomes a site of spiritual and emotional revelation. This parallel aligns with a phenomenological approach,  described by Husserl according to Gavin Flood, in which phenomenology is understood as a transcendental philosophy concerned with the structures of experience – a practice of universal self-knowledge to “Know Thyself”.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Chris Impey]  [16:  Gavin Flood, Beyond Phenomenology: rethinking the Study of Religion, (London: Cassell, 1999), p. 93.] 

Both artworks begin with a commitment to the realism in the sky by grounding their compositions in observable celestial events.  Van Gogh’s night sky centring a crescent moon and a luminous star, accompanied by a smaller, more distant point of light was found by later astronomical research to correspond closely with actual planetary positions. Astronomers Donald W. Olsen and Russell L. Doescher demonstrated that the stars were in fact Venus and Mercury, which were in the vicinity of the moon in the depicted positions at the time van Gogh painted.[footnoteRef:17] My own artwork similarly portrays direct observational reality, supported by contemporary technology. Using the Stellarium app when creating my art, I identified that what I had assumed to be a star near the waxing gibbous moon was in fact Jupiter. This technological layer adds a distinctly modern dimension that was unavailable to van Gogh. Contemporary art scholarship notes how digital tools reshape our perception of the cosmos, making the sky simultaneously more accessible and more mediated – sometimes leading to disenchantment.[footnoteRef:18] In my own practice, verifying the planet’s position encouraged curiosity about the stars in van Gogh’s painting and intensified my sense of wonder. In both cases, astronomical accuracy forms the foundation upon which deeper layers of meaning are built. [17:  Donald W. Olsen and Russell L. Doescher, ‘Van Gogh, Two Planets, and the Moon’, Sky and Telescope, (1988), 406-408 cited in Albert Boime, Revelation of Modernism: Responses to Cultural Crises in Fin-de- siècle Painting (Columbia: Missouri University Press, 2008), p. 2.]  [18:  ] 

From this foundation, each artwork expands into a cosmology that is defined by Cleomedes as ‘a construct formed from the heavens, the Earth, and the natural substances within them’, though they do so in different ways.[footnoteRef:19] In my work, the mountains symbolise the interconnectedness between earth and sky, shaped by an observation on 1 March: [19:  Cleomedes, On the Heavens, trans. by Alan C. Bowen and Robert B. Todd (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004) p1] 


‘It stirs something within me, like all the hopes are still alive. Like there is something more, something bigger – not in the material, capitalist sense but a higher calling. Like I’m being guided, not by the moon but from within myself. And I contemplate how we’re connected. The moon controls tides and my body is mostly water’.  
The mountains carry further layers of meaning: they represent obstacles overcome, forming a pathway through my healing journey, and reconnecting me to my past – through my Pacific Island and Nepali heritage where landscape, ancestry, and cosmology are ingrained. The female figure – an embodiment of the self – extends upward as though one with the land, the sky, and the moon. She represents an emergent consciousness navigating a moment of transition, ready to step forward towards the highest version of herself. The moon acts as her guide, reminding her that the cosmos resides within, while the star symbolises hope – a dream placed in the heavens and in her heart. While illustrating the star, I recalled a ritual from my youth in which I would wish upon the first evening light – a small act that now reveals itself as an early cosmological practice, a way of placing intention out into the world. Through this process of exploring celestial phenomena, what emerged were stories of myself and my inner cosmology – the parts that link past, present, and future, all reflected in the cosmos.
Van Gogh’s painting expresses related ideas through a different cultural lens and visual language. The cypress tree performs a comparable connective function as the mountains do in mine, rising from the land into the sky. The peasant figures reflect van Gogh’s long-standing identification with rural labourers, a theme central to his past and early career.[footnoteRef:20] His admiration for the dignity of peasant life shaped his belief that ordinary people were ‘true servants of God’ and carried profound moral and spiritual weight.[footnoteRef:21] Yet his letters reveal a more complex inner cosmology. As Kathleen Powers Erickson notes, although van Gogh became increasingly disillusioned with the hypocrisy he perceived within his faith he continued to be deeply preoccupied by spiritual questions surrounding it.[footnoteRef:22] The tension appears in his letter describing the cypresses as ‘beautiful as regards lines and proportions, like an Egyptian obelisk’, a comparison that perhaps signals his ongoing search for transcendence after leaving institutional religion.[footnoteRef:23] In another letter to his brother he writes that when he feels the need ‘for religion’ he goes ‘outside at night to paint the stars’, suggesting that the night sky had become a site for spiritual encounter.[footnoteRef:24]  [20:  ]  [21:  Debora Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin: The Search for Sacred Art, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000), p. 108-109.]  [22:  Kathleen Powers Erickson, At Eternity’s Gate: A Religious Biography of Vincent van Gogh  PHD]  [23:  Letter 686]  [24:  Letter 691] 

The symbolic elements in both of our artworks exist because of the meanings we put into them. As Mary LeCron Foster states ‘culture is not itself formed of symbols, but of the meaning that lies behind and unites symbols’.[footnoteRef:25] The meanings exist through our respective lived cultural experiences. For van Gogh, even if he has chosen against organised religion, it seems he still looks for God outside of himself  [25:  Mary LeCron Foster] 


Shaping Meaning within Colour and Style 
The nocturnal world in Van Gogh’s Country Road in Provence by Night is amplified further through his use of colour and stylistic technique, creating an atmosphere that feels both vibrant and luminous. In early September 1888, he wrote to his brother Theo saying, “It often seems to me that the night is much more alive and richly coloured than the day”. [footnoteRef:26] Only days later, in a letter to his sister Willemien, he expanded on this idea, describing his endeavour to paint “a night without black,” a night composed instead of “nothing but beautiful blue and violet and green”. [footnoteRef:27] These thoughts help explain the atmosphere Van Gogh creates in his work. The sky here is composed of deep blues, greens, and touches of violet, while the moon and stars glow with warm yellows and orange. The landscape below is painted in tones that are more typical of daylight or twilight. Rather than treating night as darkness or the absence of light, Van Gogh transforms it into a realm of heightened colour and emotional resonance. This vivid palette reflects his desire to express his inner perception of the cosmos and paint what he feels rather than simply through observation. This approach reflects the broader aims of Post-Impressionism, in which artists sought to move beyond Impressionism’s optical effects to use colour and form to express emotional and symbolic truths.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Letter 676]  [27:  Letter 678]  [28:  The Met Museum Post-Impressionism - The Metropolitan Museum of Art] 

This marks a significant shift from Van Gogh’s earlier night scenes, which relied heavily on dark pigments such as black, brown, and grey to depict the rural lives of peasant families.[footnoteRef:29] At that stage, his colour palette was very much grounded in realism and shaped by his  desire to represent working people with empathy and authenticity.[footnoteRef:30] Understanding these beginnings highlights the cultural influences and shifts within the development of his style, and makes his later embrace of expressive colour more profound. Van Gogh’s artistic transformation was fuelled by exposure to new artistic styles.  His study and practice of the colour theory of French Romantic painter Eugène Delacroix led to experimentation with the expressive power of complementary contrasts – particularly the vivid pairings of blue and yellow evident in Country Road in Provence by Night.[footnoteRef:31] Encounters with Impressionism introduced him to brighter palettes and broken brushwork that challenged his earlier work.[footnoteRef:32] Yet he soon felt that Impressionism did not go far enough in expressing emotion or symbolic meaning. Taking inspiration from his growing connection with artists like Paul Gauguin, who used imagination and expressive distortion, encouraged him to move beyond Impressionism.[footnoteRef:33] [29:  Van Heugten Sjaar, Joachim Pissarro, and Chris Stolwijk, Van Gogh and the Colors of the Night, (New York,: Museum of Modern Art, 2008), p. 63-67.]  [30:  Letter 497 497 (501, 404): To Theo van Gogh. Nuenen, Thursday, 30 April 1885. - Vincent van Gogh Letters]  [31:  Vincent’s Colors]  [32:  Vincent van Gogh and Impressionism - Van Gogh Museum]  [33:  ] 

Van Gogh’s heightened palette and symbolic treatment of the night sky exemplify this shift towards Post-Impressionism. In Country Road in Provence by Night, as in his more famous Starry Night, the reality is that the night is not as blue as he has depicted it to be. [footnoteRef:34] As Patrick Curry notes, “every colour carries within it its own particular enchantment”, suggesting that colour itself can evoke a sense of wonder.[footnoteRef:35] He also notes that at the time, blue had become associated with the divine and celestial. Van Gogh’s use of intense blue, therefore, participates in a long cultural history that links it with transcendence. This is reinforced by Van Gogh’s own remark, quoted by Curry, that yellow was “a colour capable of charming God”, showing further that, even after distancing himself from organised religion, Van Gogh retained a spiritual sensitivity that shaped his palette choices. [footnoteRef:36] The short, wavy, broken brushstrokes animate the night and give it a sense of directional movement and rhythm that deepen this enchantment. Although this intensity is often linked to assumptions about his mental state, it can instead be understood as a deliberate effort to express the night not as it appears to the naked eye but as it was experienced by Van Gogh, consistent with Post-Impressionist aims. Pickvance supports this view noting in another painting that the “thick, swirling brushstrokes” evoke “wind-swept movement and turbulent energy”.[footnoteRef:37] In Country Road in Provence by Night, the movement isn’t just atmospheric; it extends beyond the sky into the wheat, the cypress tree, and the directional flow of the road. In addition to movement, the white palette adds a sense of luminosity.  [34:  Van Gogh and the Colors of the Night p. 80.]  [35:  Patrick Curry, Art and Enchantment p.66]  [36:  Curry, P66]  [37:  Pickvance, Van Gogh in Saint‑Rémy and Auvers, 1986, p. 72] 

In contrast, my artwork approaches colour, light, and movement through a more restrained palette and a different conceptual lens. Where Van Gogh intensifies colour, my work uses more realistic grey-black for the sky, white for the “star”, and white with subtle grey for the moon, keeping the celestial elements close to how they visibly appear. Within a contemporary context, this restraint, when viewed alone, may be read as reflecting a disenchantment of the world, particularly against Van Gogh’s art. However, as Patrick Curry argues: it is through experiencing the wonder in the real, “independent of the conceiving mind”, that enchantment arises and I found this to be true when attending to the sky as it is.[footnoteRef:38] A fuller halo was added around the moon to emphasise its significance, and an additional layer of white was applied to both the moon and “star” using liquid chalk to strengthen their presence within the landscape, as I experienced them. This adjustment mirrors Van Gogh’s own process; conservation research indicates that he returned to the moon after the initial layers had dried and  strengthened the colour contrast by adding orange, presumably to heighten its contrast with the surrounding sky.[footnoteRef:39] Notably, the colour of the landscape on my artwork parallels Van Gogh’s in that both draw on palettes more typical of daylight than night. Instead of saturating the surface, I create luminosity through restraint: by applying colour sparingly, the uncoloured or lightly coloured areas generate a soft glow. In this way, I still aim for a scene that feels lighter than the actual night, but this effect is achieved thorough minimalism rather than expressive exaggeration. Movement in my work also differs from Van Gogh’s. Clouds form wave-like shapes that suggest the moon’s pull on water and the moisture held within the clouds. This creates a metaphor grounded in natural processes while also carrying symbolic meaning: the waves echo the girl in the foreground, whose raised arms mirror the sense of being guided by the moon, just as water in the body responds to lunar influence. Texture from the use of crayons produces a softer, more granular surface, creating a quieter kind of motion that still carries a sense of enchantment. [38:  Patrick Curry, Magic v Enchantment p3]  [39:  Kröller-Müller Museum, Vincent Van Gogh: Country Road In Provence By Night <https://krollermuller.nl/en/vincent-van-gogh-country-road-in-provence-by-night-1> [accessed 5 March 2026].] 
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