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Essay based on a Sky Journal 

Jupiter in the Evening Sky
Introduction
This essay is an analysis of some observations I have written in a sky journal, with an attempt to place such observations into a scholarly context. The focus of my journal was the presence of Jupiter in the Eastern sky, as seen from the Eastern coast of Sicily during a period between October and November of 2023. Additionally, I have made observations regarding the transient appearance of the Moon across the same area of the sky during part of the same timeframe. These reflections include descriptions of visual circumstances, photographs, ideas and feelings, and their significance is analysed in relation to the following statement written by Van Gogh: ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’.
 Unless explicitly stated otherwise, the expression ‘van Gogh’s words’ will refer to this sentence from hereafter. The themes explored include reflections upon the meaning of sky observation, human engagement with the cosmic rhythms, the meaning of infinity, eternity and divinity.

The significance of sky observation

Van Gogh’s words allude to a profound appreciation of celestial dynamics. As I began working on my sky journal, his expression prompted me to reflect upon the importance of sky observation. Van Gogh’s statement was part of a letter written in August 1888, in which he referred to the difficult economic conditions and lifestyle of an artist.
 Towards the end of his letter he referred to the sky in a consolatory fashion, as if looking among the stars for the enchantment which he could not easily find in ordinary life. Throughout the months of October and November 2023 I made regular observations of the Eastern sky. I focused on the evening presence of Jupiter, when it was visible, and paid attention to how other changing circumstances, such as atmospheric conditions and light pollution, influenced my daily visual connection with the planet in question. I found myself dealing with contemplation and rationalization at the same time, but the former eventually took over. Nicholas Campion, author of a number of books on the history of cultural cosmology, wrote that all human societies somehow live symbiotically with the sky, relating their fears, concerns, hopes and wishes to the cosmic harmony.
 Furthermore, sky observation is also historical research. Because light travels at finite speed, the most faraway objects are seen as they were in a distant past, as explained on the NASA website.
 The awareness of looking far into space and back in time awakened a profound sense of wonder in me, as I began working on this project.

Engaging with the sky

The sensations which emerged while working on my journal were the result of an active and consistent way of observing the sky. I decided to engage with the sky in accordance with van Gogh’s words, trying to find an escape from day-to-day life, even if only for a few minutes within the business of everyday life. Bruce Jantz described ‘thaumazein’ and ‘admiratio’ as two different aspects of wonder in reference to the experiences of astronauts in space.
 According to Janz, thaumazein is common in the current understanding of phenomenology, and its name derives from Thaumas, a Greek God. This deity related to mystery and transcendence in Greek mythology. Citing Plato’s (427-347 BC) Theaetetus, which is a dialogue about the essence of knowledge, Janz referred to a statement made by Socrates (c. 470 – 399 BC): ‘philosophy begins in wonder’.
 In that dialogue with Theaetetus, Socrates spoke of Thaumazein as the philosopher’s way of living with the mysteries and contradictions of a reality which is gradually or partially disclosed.
 Janz consequently contrasted this idea of wonder with Spinoza’s ‘admiratio’, which identifies an absence of concepts, potentially underlining an emotional openness to change.
 In admiratio it is possible to discern a contrasting view which gives meaning to the experience itself, disconnected from preconceived ideas about reality. In attempting to relate these perspectives with my own sky observations, I have become aware of the fact that a mix of the two experiences may have played a role in my journal. My visual engagement with the sky, and especially the prolonged observation of Jupiter, might have awakened a thaumazein kind of experience in me. As I tried my best to detach from the intellectual approach, a much more profound dimension emerged. If I were to metaphorically summarize it, I would say that the submerged part of an iceberg had just become visible.

Reconnecting with the Sky

Van Gogh concluded his letter writing that ‘those who do not believe in the sun here are quite godless’.
 He seems to have referred to the quest for a transcendent reality as a cure for earthly malaise. Jacob Hoerger, quoting a character from the 2014 movie Interstellar, wrote that ‘we used to look up in the sky and wonder at our place in the stars’; ‘Now we just look down and worry about our place in the dirt’.
 With this direct quote, Hoerger appears to have summarized the ideas I feel compelled to deal with whenever I engage in any sort of prolonged sky observation. On day one I wrote in my sky journal: ‘Jupiter visible to the East above the Calabrian mountains. First quarter Moon to the South (culminating), clear skies, no wind, warm temperature. Sense of quiet, Jupiter looks bright and sharp in a completely dark sky’.
 This succinct note must have reflected my mood that evening. Perhaps my mind was looking for clarity after a long day of work. I recollect having several moments of deep reflection, as I began looking for one or more celestial features which might have been of relevance for my research. Hoerger suggested that light pollution is one of the main reasons why modern humans do not admire the sky like it was done in the past.
 In fact, this particular comment anticipates an experience which followed on the second day of observations. That night I took a photograph of the Eastern sky, here shown as Figure 1. Despite the light pollution, I managed to visually catch Jupiter, which was visible as a bright light above some faraway mountains. That is the Southern tip of the Western Calabrian coast, as seen from the Sicilian side across the strait of Messina. In the photograph, a few stars can be seen above Jupiter; however, to my surprise, they were completely hidden from my sight at the time of the observation. Had I not taken a long-exposure photo that evening, I would have not noticed them. Connecting Hoerger’s perspective with my own experience, it appears that contemporary society oftentimes actually tends to pay little attention the sky. On the other hand, studying or contemplating the universe entails a direct confrontation with dynamics of both space and time which are quite distant from terrestrial life, and this may appear as a subtle deterrent for many.
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Figure 1
Stefano Stracuzzi, Jupiter with stars above the Strait, Sky Journal, Messina, October 23 2023

Infinity and Eternity

In my understanding, the mysteries of both time and space gain prominence for the observer when the relentlessness of the sky is contrasted with the seemingly erratic essence of earthly life. Van Gogh referred to ‘the sky and infinity’ as aspects to be aware of in order to find enchantment.
 Giacomo Leopardi, a nineteenth-century poet, wrote L’Infinito in 1819. In the text he used his imagination to travel beyond the limits of a local and solitary hill, which he defined with the archaic Italian expression ermo colle.
 Towards the end of the poem Leopardi specified that ‘he recalled to mind the eternal’, as he contrasted the wind’s voice to the silence of his place. Margaret Brose explained that in Romantic poetry this sort of emotional symbiosis between poet and landscape represented a common transcendental experience.
 Though Leopardi’s observations in L’Infinito did not refer to the sky, it appears that the feelings I experienced while journalling resonated, at least partially, with his. On October 5th I wrote:
Partly cloudy skies, Jupiter is not visible. The gibbous Moon is well visible at around 50 degrees of altitude, to the Southeast. Its luminosity is quite powerful and it creates a vivid reflection upon the strait.
I had not had a chance to observe Jupiter over the last couple of days, but I wanted to believe that the Moon was in the Southern portion of the Eastern sky to somehow comfort me. I went back around an hour later, and the same cloud had expanded, covering a larger section of the sky. It would not be possible to observe Jupiter that evening, so the best I could do was to appreciate what I could actually see. Therefore, I began ‘inviting’ details from the sky, rather than searching for anything in particular. Both Jupiter and the Moon would come back to the East the next day, and I could be sure about it. In that instance, I recognized a faint connection with Plato’s ideas on eternity. In the Timaeus, he wrote about the ‘moving image of eternity’.
 He further specified that such eternity ‘abides in unity’. In the context of this essay, this question becomes an important consideration about the mystery of humanity’s place and role in the cosmos. Plato described that such eternity moves according to number.
 As Wolfgang von Leyden pointed out, Plato drew on Parmenides’ description of the One, which represents eternity all at once, so it is beyond time.
 One of the most prominent experiences which I can associate with my observations was a sense of stepping out of time, albeit it seemed to occur quite subtly and ephemerally. Throughout the second and third weeks of journalling, I felt that I was not really catching any important details. Luckily, I could see Jupiter for more than half the number of my observations, but no major theme seemed to have emerged. I later realized that I had actually connected with an overwhelming sense of impasse after repeatedly writing similar ideas for days. During the first week of November my notes had a constant tone: ‘There is a sense of immobility. Jupiter appears as a comforting reassurance, a light-bearer’, ‘Jupiter is not visible, the sky looks homogeneous. Neither the planets nor the Moon are visible. There is a sense of stillness.’
 This reminded me of how the human mind is actually capable of perceiving the world in many different ways, sometimes even creatively framing the lack of experience and details within a meaningful context.

The Divinity of the Cosmos

In a state of wonder, I found it natural to detach myself from a deterministic view of the sky. Perhaps influenced by my propensity to think astrologically, I began wondering about the divine order of the stars. Van Gogh’s aforementioned reference to godlessness highlighted humanity’s need for divinity.
 The interpretation of the sky through an understanding of symbol and divinity is a practice that has accompanied humanity for millennia, though this concept may appear quite foreign in a modern disenchanted society of a Weberian type.

The fate of our time is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and, above all, by the 'disenchantment of the world'. Precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have retreated from public life [...]

Weber addressed the modern tendency to relegate the mystical aspect of life to contained parts of society, while the large community appears to be unable to embrace contemplation. A peak contemplative experience occurred to me at the Full Moon of late October, shown in Figures 2 and 3. On October 29th I had the opportunity to observe the moonrise from the coast.

Both the Moon and Jupiter are clearly visible while they rise above the horizon. There is a sense of culmination, a perception of divinity, as if I were going through a peak experience in my journalling. I wonder whether this is a culturally conditioned idea which is primarily rooted in my astrological mindset.
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Figure 2
Stefano Stracuzzi, Moonrise over the Ionian sea, Sky Journal, Messina, October 29 2023
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The astrological notion of ‘culmination’ was present in my mind, but I wondered whether this was objectively part of the circumstances or not. Perhaps, I had just imposed this idea upon the surroundings. Once again, I realized that humans have a great capacity to intellectualize and mythologize upon their observations. As Campion pointed out, Greek cosmology started considering the divine aspect of planets around the fifth and fourth centuries BC. The two major pieces of evidence are Plato’s Epinomis and Aratus’ Phaenomena.
 Katharina Volk explained that, in Aratus’ words, benevolent Zeus created the constellations as a sign system.
 Therefore, the poem represents one of the earliest attempts at finding order and meaning in the cosmos. The parallels Aratus drew between sky observation and divine intervention lie at the foundation of most modern astrology. Martin P. Nilsson specified that the Epinomis represents Plato’s late thought, despite its disputed authorship.
 The celestial bodies were seen as divine, intelligent, beautiful and perfect, in fact they were considered as perfect souls, perhaps immortal.
 These ideas strengthen the notion that humanity has a natural ability to ascribe divinity to what either surprises or overwhelms the intellect. It may have been mere fascination, but on November 11th, as I walked along the seaside in the bay of Taormina, an ancient town with Greek roots, I felt overwhelmed by a perception of celestial beauty (Figure 4). The landscape, which I am quite familiar with, appeared to give Jupiter a renewed value. The same bright, candid light was shining at mid-altitude on the East, but it appeared to be a different Jupiter to me. That was my experience, and it perhaps denoted a profound desire to find divinity within the scene I was witnessing.
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Figure 4
Stefano Stracuzzi, Jupiter over the Taormina bay, Sky Journal, Taormina (IT), November 11 2023
Conclusion

This essay has explored the significance of notes which I wrote during a one-month sky journal, trying to correlate the ideas which emerged with a statement by van Gogh (cited in the introduction). My point of interest was Jupiter, but I was surprised to find out that soon I became more alert to other characteristics and phenomena of the evening sky, such as cloud coverage, the Moon and other stars. The vision of the sky was constantly contrasted with feelings and surrounding conditions, such as light, temperature and wind. At times it felt like observing a faraway dimension while being rooted in a purely Earthly environment. The main themes which emerged relate to time and space. Infinity and eternity interacted with each other among my thoughts, while keeping in mind Van Gogh’s reference to the value of sky observation and the enchantment which can potentially derive from it. This experience made me reconsider the notion that modern society appears to be detaching from the sky, at least from an emotional point of view. Journalling also raised awareness on my own way of engaging with the sky as an astrologer. I began asking myself how much observation accompanies my study of planetary cycles. I consider my observation of the Moonrise during the Full Moon of late October as a peak experience. I was lucky enough to witness that, and it made me wonder about my cultural and intellectual influence upon my perception of the environment. The sensations and ideas which I recorded in my journal helped me reexamine the Weberian concept of disenchantment, as well as the ancient Socratic idea of wonder. I would conclude that contemporary society, according to how I currently perceive it, appears to walk along the fine boundary between these two philosophical concepts.
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