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Tracking the Lunar Phases:
Exploring the Moon's Enchantment on Human Culture
Word Count: 2098

Since the period of Enlightenment, the industrial revolution and the separation of science from spirituality, modern humans seem to have lost the enchantment with the cosmos. This essay is based on a personal sky journal about the lunar phases, which observations are here discussed under the light of an inspirational statement from Vincent Van Gogh about the enchantment of the cosmos on human life. This idea is also explored according to some indicators of human culture, such as counting time with the lunar phases, the lunar connection with the feminine principle and the inspirational role of the Moon in the arts. 

	I tracked the lunar phases between the Hunter's Full Moon (28 October 2023) and the Beaver's Full Moon (27 November 2023) from my home in the countryside of Hereford, England. I conducted naked-eye observations and took photographs from the Eastern side of my garden and from one of my South facing windows. I organised my observations by following the template Moon Observation Journal [footnoteRef:1] designed by NASA. As shown on Figure 1, I wrote down date and time of each observation and illustrated how the Moon looked by shading with a pencil the non-visible sides of the Moon. Although I covered a period of 31 nights in total, I was only able to observe the Moon for 18 nights due to weather conditions, such as rain or heavy clouds, but also because of the Moon's absence during New Moon and its evasive nature around the crescent periods. I indicated with an X sign the nights I couldn't observe the Moon.  [1:  NASA, Moon Observation Journal < https://moon.nasa.gov/resources/12/moon-observation-journal/> [accessed 26 October 2023].  ] 
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Figure 1 [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Isabel Jones, Moon Observation Journal, 2023] 


	 
	By systematically observing the lunar period from Full Moon to Full Moon, I became more aware of its ever-changing lunar phases, and I felt that my enchantment with the Moon was renewed. This sense of lunar awareness harmonises with the following statement by Dutch artist, Vincent Van Gogh, ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Vincent van Gogh & Leeuw, R. de., The Letters Of Vincent Van Gogh (UK: Penguin Books, 1997), p. 164.] 

	Van Gogh declared these words inside a letter dated 11 August 1888, which was directed to Theo, his brother and unique benefactor. In this letter, Van Gogh fluctuated between his existential crisis as a painter, his economic difficulties and lack of food. Yet amid Van Gogh's mundane needs and hunger, he felt his life was enchanted by the cosmos "after all".  
	In the context of this essay, the insights from Van Gogh relate the notion of being "aware of the stars" with sky watching, the idea of "infinity" with lunar phases as indicators of time, and the concept of "enchantment" with art and poetry. Hereafter, a brief exploration of these cultural markers.  

Counting Time with the Moon

	While tracking the Moon phases, I reflected on how useful the lunar cycle is to count time. I became "clearly aware" of the Moon as a time marker and, consequently, of the "infinity on high" of the cosmos. By applying simple naked-eye observation from Full Moon to Full Moon (Figure 1), I was able to decode the lunar month or lunation. From date 29/10/23, which marked the first night after the Hunter's Full Moon, to date 27/11/23, which marked the Beaver's Full Moon, there are precisely 30 days/nights. I felt awed by the fact that this number is not far off from the actual scientific[footnoteRef:4] lunation period of 29.5 days. And despite some frustrations about the ever-changing Moon and that I completely "lost" the Moon during some nights, there was a mathematical constant after all. I understood that if we count from any of its eight lunar phases to the next one, it will take 29-30 days, not far from the scientific 29.5.  [4:  Anne Buckle and Graham Jones, 'The Lunar Moon', Time and Date <https://www.timeanddate.com/astronomy/moon/lunar-month.html> [accessed 26 October 2023]. ] 

	An example of this is the Islamic lunar calendar which count starts with the Waxing Crescent Moon. Nicholas Campion[footnoteRef:5] notes that 'Observation of the moon itself was vital, because the month, and therefore the entire religious calendar, was based on the first observation of the rising crescent new moon'. Therefore, the Moon as a time marker relates us to the cosmos and, as long as celestial bodies keep exist, we should be able to count their patterns to count time to "infinity".  [5:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology And Cosmology In The World's Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), p. 179.   ] 

	The use of lunar calendars across human history is well documented and some authors sustain that, instead of being solar, the first human calendars were lunar in nature. Carl Sagan asserts that in ancient times, 'The more accurately you knew the position and movements of the Sun and Moon and stars, the more reliably you could predict when to hunt, when to sow and reap, when to gather the tribes'.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Carl Sagan, Cosmos: The Story Of Cosmic Evolution, Science And Civilisation (London: Abacus, 1995), p. 62.  ] 

	As reported by the BBC, scholar Michael Rappenglueck[footnoteRef:7] interpreted some of the symbolic paintings on the walls of the prehistoric caves at Lascaux in France as one of the oldest lunar calendars ever created. As seen on Figure 2, there are 27 dots painted under the brown horse. If we consider that the invisible Moon period lasts approximately 2 nights during the New Moon[footnoteRef:8], then it makes sense that only 27 dots were represented.  [7:  David Whitehouse, 'Oldest lunar calendar identified', BBC News SCI/TECH, 16 October 2000 <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/975360> [accessed 2 November 2023].  ]  [8:  Anne Buckle, Graham Jones and Vigdis Hocken, 'New Moon: The Invisible Phase', Time and Date <https://www.timeanddate.com/astronomy/moon/new-moon.html> [accessed 26 October 2023].] 
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Figure 2 [footnoteRef:9] [9:  BBC News, Brown Horse and a Lunar Calendar, Lascaux Caves, France. <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/975360.stm> [accessed 2 November 2023].  ] 

	According to Flora Clancy and Edwin Krupp[footnoteRef:10], several scholars agree that the first Mesoamerican calendars to be formulated were lunar in structure and that even the Tzolkin, the sacred 260-day count of the Classic Maya is thought to have been lunar in its origins. Following this line of research, Stanislaw Iwaniszewski[footnoteRef:11] established that the Maya system known as the Lunar Series considered three types of information about the lunar cycle 'the age of the current moon, the number of moons completed in a series 6 (or 18) differentiated lunations, and the alternating of 29 and 30-day formal lunations'. Thus, by alternating lunar months of 29 and 30 days, the Ancient Maya matched the scientific 29.5 days of the lunar cycle. Anthony Aveni[footnoteRef:12] argues that something similar may have occurred in Stonehenge, when he writes that 'The count of the Y and Z holes located just outside the Sarsen circle, 30 and 29 in number, respectively, may have marked . . . the days of the lunar month'. Therefore, it is feasible to sustain that lunar calendars constitute some of the older pieces of astronomy in culture.   [10:  Flora Simmons Clancy and Edwin Charles Krupp, 'The Ancient Maya Moon: Calendar And Character', Cosmology, Calendars, And Horizon-Based Astronomy in Ancient Mesoamerica, Edited by Anne S. Dowd and Susan Milbrath, University Press of Colorado (2015), 229–248 (p. 229-230).
<http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14bthst.16>]  [11:  Stanislaw Iwaniszewski,'Telling Time With The Moon: An American Overview', Living the Lunar Calendar, Edited by Jonathan Ben-Dov, Wayne Horowitz, and John M. Steele (Oxbow Books, 2012), 311-330 (p. 326) <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvh1dj98.19>]  [12:  Anthony Aveni, Stairways To The Stars: Skywatching In Three Great Ancient Cultures (New 
York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 1997), pp. 86-87. ] 




The Moon and the Feminine Principle

	The Moon has been associated with the feminine from time immemorial. The main biological reason is the menstrual period, which duration relates to the 29.5 days of the lunar month. As noted by Kevin Allen,[footnoteRef:13] there is also an etymological connection between the origin of the words "menstruation", "month" and "moon". Precisely, the period of my teenage daughter started with each of the two Full Moons included in my observations. It was thus simple to explain to her how to track her fertility days around the new moons. When observing the Moon phases, I also thought that both, the First Quarter and Last Quarter, looked like the tummy of a pregnant woman.    [13:  Kevin Allen, The Reluctant Hypothesis: A History Of Discourse Surrounding The Lunar Phase Method of Regulating Conception (Lacuna Press, 2007), p. 239. ] 
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Figure 3 [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Babylonian Goddess Ishtar. Photo taken from Jung, 'Man and His Symbols', p. 277] 
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Figure 4 [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Milbrath, Susan, Detail of Classic Maya Moon Goddess (American Museum of Natural History vase; after Schele and Miller 1986) in Milbrath, Star Gods Of the Maya, 1999, p. 152-153.] 
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Figure 5 [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Goddess Selene. Sailko (photographer), 'Selene', Capitoline Museums, Rome, Wikimedia Commons] 




	The Moon symbology has also been related to some goddesses of antiquity. Carl Jung stated that 'the ancient Chinese connected the moon with the goddess Kwan-Yin'[footnoteRef:17] and he also mentioned 'a more popular Chinese anima-figure . . . the "Lady of the Moon"'.[footnoteRef:18] Jung also pointed out that 'The crescent shape has long been linked with the moon and thus with the feminine principle, as in the crown of the goddess Ishtar'.[footnoteRef:19] (Figure 3) The Greek pantheon had the Moon Goddess Selene (Figure 5) who also wore a crescent crown. In a similar way, Susan Milbrath unveils that the Classic Maya Moon Goddess (Figure 4) 'often appears with a lunar crescent, and she sometimes has a rabbit companion'.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Carl Gustav Jung and Marie-Luise Von Franz, Man And His Symbols (New York: Doubleday, 1964, p. 97.]  [18:  Ibid., p. 188.]  [19:  Ibid., p. 277.]  [20:  Susan Milbrath, Star Gods Of The Maya: Astronomy in Art, Folklore, and Calendars, (University of Texas Press, 1999), p. 150. ] 

	Milbrath's research[footnoteRef:21] also shows that the Moon has multiple aspects in the Maya creation myth of the Popol Vuh[footnoteRef:22] and that the male ballplayer may represent the Full Moon, while the young Blood Woman may be the Waxing Moon, while the Grandmother is probably the Waning Moon. Clancy and Krupp also sustain that there exist a general association of the female with the Moon in Maya thought and that 'almost any woman depicted on painted vases, however, seems to have the potential to be a Moon goddess who can be young or old, depending on which phase of the moon is being represented'.[footnoteRef:23] Also in Mesoamerican antiquity, Anthony Aveni[footnoteRef:24] points out the tragic role of the Moon Goddess, Coyolxauhqui, in the Aztec creation myth.  [21:  Milbrath, Star Gods Of The Maya, p. 138.]  [22:  Popol Vuh: Sacred Book Of The Quiché Maya People. Electronic version of Popol Vuh: The Sacred Book of the Maya, Translation and Commentary by Allen J. Christenson (University of Oklahoma Press, Norman, 2003), Electronic Mesoweb <www.mesoweb.com/publications/Christenson/PopolVuh.pdf> ]  [23:  Clancy and Krupp, 'The Ancient Maya Moon', 229–248 (p. 240)]  [24:  Anthony Aveni, Star Stories: Constellations And People (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2019), pp. 33-34.] 


The Moon's Enchantment in Art and Poetry

	The Moon has also been a constant symbol of enchantment in the arts. Just a few months after his letter to Theo, Van Gogh would manifest his "enchantment" with the "stars" by producing one masterpiece after another,[footnoteRef:25] while staying at the asylum in Saint-Remy for mental health treatment. One of these paintings was, precisely, the Starry Night (Figure 6). Unfortunately, after this prolific period, Van Gogh plunged into depression and sadly took his life.[footnoteRef:26] One could say that the "starry night" and the Crescent Moon casted a spell on him and, thus, he was able to resolve his existential dilemma on his own terms. [25:  Gogh & Leeuw, The Letters Of Vincent Van Gogh, p. 185.]  [26:  Vincent Van Gogh Biography, Van Gogh Gallery <https://www.vangoghgallery.com/misc/biography.aspx> [accessed 30 October 2023] ] 
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Figure 6 [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Vincent Van Gogh, Starry Night [Oil on canvas] (1889) <https://www.vangoghgallery.com/painting/starry-night.html> [accessed 30 October 2023]
] 


	As seen, the Starry Night by Vincent Van Gogh captures the magic of observing the Moon at dusk, something I only became aware during the last two days before the Beaver's Full Moon. Precisely, my best photographs were taken at this time (Figure 7 and Figure 8) and I found they provoked a similar enchantment on me. 
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Figure 7 [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Isabel Jones, Waxing Gibbous Moon, 2023] 
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Figure 8 [footnoteRef:29] [29:  Isabel Jones, Waxing Gibbous Moon, 2023] 




The Moon has also been a constant symbol in poetry and literature because of its inspirational romanticism. Jung stated that although 'modern space flight has proved that the moon is only a cratered ball of dirt, we have retained something of the archetypal attitude in our familiar association of the moon with love and romance'.[footnoteRef:30] While observing the Full Moons, I reflected on the times before the invention of artificial light, imagining how ancient lovers were able to find each other under its enchanting blue light. However, romanticism also calls for melancholy and the Full Moon doesn't stay as such. When its light starts diminishing, it feels like a great loss of love and romance. The romantic English poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, reflects this on his poem, 'To the Moon'.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Jung and Franz, Man And His Symbols, p. 97.]  [31:  Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Complete Poetical Works, Edited with Textual Notes by Thomas Hutchinson M.A. (London: Oxford University Press, 1914), p. 615.] 

I
Art thou pale for weariness
Of climbing heaven and gazing on the earth,
Wandering companionless
Among the stars that have a different birth, —
And ever changing, like a joyless eye
That finds no object worth its constancy?

II
Thou chosen sister of the Spirit,
That gazes on thee till in thee it pities ...

	Shelly perceives the Moon as feminine, and he feels for her because she is companionless. He thinks the ever-changing lunar phases are the result of the Moon wandering on heaven and earth, constantly looking for an object worth of her attention, an object that would stop her from moving. During my observations of the lunar phases, the Moon's lack of constancy also made me feel melancholic. I had a sensation that I "lost" the Moon, especially during the crescent days when I couldn't fully track it (Figure 1). Finding the Moon again during the subsequent lunar phases transformed the feeling of melancholy into a new enchantment. Down below, a selection of my journal photos capturing the Moon phases ascending.  
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Figure 9 [footnoteRef:32] [32:  Isabel Jones, Moon Ascending] 
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Figure 10 [footnoteRef:33] [33:  Isabel Jones, Moon Ascending] 
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Figure 11 [footnoteRef:34] [34:  Isabel Jones, Full Moon] 




Conclusions

	As seen, the Moon's enchantment permeates multiple aspects of human culture and, as such, it is a fascinating subject within the field of cultural astronomy. In the same way, its connection with the feminine principle has a potential to enrich genre studies. My personal experience of keeping a sky journal to tracking the lunar phases has revived in me a profound sense of cosmic awareness. In this essay, I discussed some of my observations under the light of the inspirational statement from Van Gogh. I related the "awareness of the stars" to the importance of sky watching, in this case, to my observations of the Moon phases. The awareness of the moon has certainly produced magical pieces of art, such as the Starry Night and the poem 'To the Moon'. Van Gogh also referred to the concept of time when he talked about the "infinity on high" since the nature of the cosmos is endless after all. Certainly, we connect with the cosmos through time, the reason why calendars have the potential to harmonise heaven and earth. In special, lunar calendars are some of the older pieces of astronomy in culture and they seem to have more possibilities of "enchantment" than mundane civic calendars. All in all, if we cultivate our cosmic awareness in modern times, then certainly life could appear "enchanted after all'. 
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image3.jpeg
Moon Observation Journal

DIRECTIONS: Observe the Moon each day for one month. Write down the date and time you make each observation, and illustrate how the
Moon looks each day by shading in the circles to reflect the shape of the Moon. For example, if you can see the whole Moon, you do not need to
shadein any part of the circle. Ifyou can only see half of the Moon, shade the side of the Moon that you cannot see in the circle for that day. If you
cannot see the Moon at all on a day, indicate this on your journal and also write down why you could not see the Moon.
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