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‘Essay based on a Sky Journal’
‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all.’ Discuss this statement from Vincent Van Gogh as it relates to your sky journal observations. Gogh, Vincent van, and Ronald de Leeuw. The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh. London: Penguin Books, 1997, p.392.
Introduction
This essay is based on observations of the sky from the 28th of October to the 28th  of November 2022. This period is one of liminality; in the UK the clocks went back on the 31st of October, Halloween is over and Christmas adverts are blaring despite being a long way away. However, through my observations I have found that the winter night gifts us with darker skies for longer, allowing a spectacular view of the moon, stars and planets. This liminality, as Patrick Curry notes, can also be a form of enchantment[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Patrick, Curry Enchantment: Wonder In Modern Life, Floris Books (2017), p. 27.] 

Vincent Van Gogh’s statement ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’ reflects my experience of observing. Patience is required, many nights the clouds thick and black obscure a perfect moon. The moon’s light itself obscured planets. But in this patience, comes the enchantment. The enchantment is told in my journal from personal observation of feelings, but also the appearance of both strangers and friends joining me to look at the night sky. 
I will situate my journal within the scholarship of Patrick Curry’s ‘Enchantment: Wonder in Modern Life’ and Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion’s ‘Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology. ‘Enchantment’ examines definitions of enchantment, drawing on Max Weber, J.R.R. Tolkien and various poets including the Romanticist William Blake. ‘Skyscapes’ looks at the emerging academia of the sky and cosmos; using this scholarship I will reflect on my observations as part of the long human tradition of engaging with the cosmos. 
Whilst most photographs and observations were made in Clevedon, North Somerset some were made in Clifton, Bristol. The wide time frame also meant that observations are not specific to a certain time. I will use these limitations by arguing that my sky journal taking place in two locations at different times demonstrates the enchantment that can be found in the universal sky, regardless of time or location. To ‘be clearly aware’, as Van Gogh says, my journal demonstrates that the observer must be patient, willing to pause and seek out planets and stars, something that was noticeably more difficult in the city. 
Finally, I will use other sources including poetry and letters, to reflect on other individual experiences of enchantment, comparing them to my own. I will use these comparisons to argue that enchantment is not something which is more or less for each person, but unique to each of them in the moment. 
Light and Darkness
The first three journal entries (28th, 29th and 30th October), were written before the clocks went back and shortly after a new moon. A key theme begins to emerge – that of light and darkness.
28th October: A perfect crescent in a candy floss sky, it was worth coming out in the cold, all of us stopping to look. Looking behind me, darkness is coming. The sky seems to be divided into two.
29th October: Her (the moon’s) light feels enormous against a darkening sky.
30th October: There’s almost no time to process the changing seasons, it’s all or nothing. … glimpses of the moon as she rises a little later, a little fuller…  I am suddenly very aware of my surroundings, feeling an almost animal instinct to hide.
A negative lexicon appears; ‘hide’ ‘nothing’ ‘divided’ – a subconscious expression of fear. Curry writes on darkness ‘We also grossly overvalue light while irrationally fearing darkness … Identifying light with logos, reason, heaven and maleness drives us to disparage the sources of enchantment in mythos, emotion, Earth and the female.’[footnoteRef:2] The darkness is unknown, and upon reflection I see a fear of not knowing what is in front of me. The once known land in front of me changes, but this change can be just as magical as it can be frightful. How can one ‘be clearly aware of the stars and infinity’ if they are removed from view by the light? This sentiment is reflected in Amy Lowell’s poem ‘The Pleiades’. [2:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 107. ] 

By day you cannot see the sky
For it is up so very high.
You look and look, but it's so blue
That you can never see right through.

But when night comes it is quite plain,
And all the stars are there again.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Amy Lowell, The Pleiades, 2003 < https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/the-pleiades/> [30/11/2022]] 


We know the stars are present, despite not being able to see them, but enchantment of stars and infinity requires us to see through the light and adapt to the darkness. Indeed, Daniel Brown writes on experiencing skyscapes ‘Increased urbanisation and light pollution has made us less aware of stars and the ever-shifting location of sunset and sunrises on the horizon’[footnoteRef:4] [emphasis my own].  [4:  Daniel Brown, ‘Skyscapes Present And Past – From Sustainability To Interpreting Ancient Remains’ in Skyscapes: The Role And Importance Of The Sky In Archaeology, ed. by Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 32-41, (p. 33). ] 

My journal notes the days where I was in the city of Bristol for work, and the observations are noticeably different. 
9th November, 11:12pm:  Different location (in Clifton for work) … Distinctly different to the Clevedon sky… drowned out by artificial lighting and I am on the street rather than in my garden. It makes stargazing harder; I have to block out streetlights with my hands…
24th November, 6pm: I’m still in Clifton, and can’t see too many stars tonight.
Once again, a negative lexicon is used: ‘drowned’ ‘harder’ ‘can’t’. However, something different happened when I stargazed on the streets or in light rich areas as opposed to alone in the back garden: others stopped to look too. 
12th November, 23:59
Late at Clevedon Hall for a wedding … If you put lots of people together, chances are a great deal of them will be looking up!
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Figure 1, Late at Clevedon Hall, Clevedon on November 12th 2022
In this specific instance of a wedding, enchantment occurred because, as Curry writes, enchantment is not infinite[footnoteRef:5]. I knew I would not experience this specific moment, nor is it likely that I would stargaze with them again. And perhaps, such is the nature of enchantment. Again, a liminality is at play – a specific moment suspended in time before it is suddenly over, and the working week begins again. Van Gogh’s words echo strongly; ‘be clear aware’ – to know a moment exists only then creates an enchantment specific to those there that cannot be recreated.  [5:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 10.] 

Enchanting Relationships
Now, while the sun rests on the mountains, light
Thy bright torch of love, thy radiant crown
Put on, and smile upon our evening bed![footnoteRef:6] [6:  William Blake, To The Evening Star in Romantic Poetry And Prose, ed. Harold Bloom and Lionel Trilling (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973) p. 15.  ] 

My journal, along with the above poem by William Blake, shows an inclination to opening ourselves to the skies as a living thing, expressed through metaphor.
31st October, 7:15pm
The moon dominates the sky, the world takes on a different kind of enchanting, haunting energy.
4th November, 6:35pm
a beautiful moon Jupiter conjunction… Kings of the winter sky.
8th November, 11:01pm
Mars is a red eye in the sky.
[image: ]Figure 2: Moon-Jupiter Conjunction, Clevedon on November 4th 2022. 

The enchantment of the night sky is expressed through metaphors of grandeur, expressing the feeling of experiencing something much larger than myself. What occurred can be compared to Brown’s findings when groups of people experience dark skies, and Fabio Silva’s writing on humans experiencing skyscapes. Silva writes ‘Different cultures might have “access” to the same sky but “see” completely different skyscapes.’[footnoteRef:7]Brown’s findings of the experiences of modern populations in dark sky areas showed that ‘experiences were described as: “fantastic”, “magical”, “one could feel the history”, and become “aware” or “one with the universe”[footnoteRef:8]. These experiences demonstrate the way we not only interact with dark skies, but feel life become enchanted with the awareness of something more than ourselves. Metaphor itself is liminal, something both is and isn’t the other thing[footnoteRef:9], Mars is and is not a red eye, Jupiter is and is not King. What counts here, in terms of enchantment, is the moment where I stand in under the watchful eye of Mars, a ‘wonder at this other being, its sheer presence.’[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Fabio Silva, ‘The Role And Importance Of The Sky In Archaeology: An Introduction’ in Skyscapes: The Role And Importance Of The Sky In Archaeology, ed. by Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion (Oxbow Books, 2015), pp. 1-7, (p. 2.).]  [8:  Brown, p. 38. ]  [9:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 28. ]  [10:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 92. ] 

Building on this, I will argue that my observations further support the idea of the enchantment being finite, which was captured in Laura Gilpin’s poem ‘Two Headed Calf’: 

Tomorrow when the farm boys find this
freak of nature, they will wrap his body
in newspaper and carry him to the museum.

But tonight he is alive and in the north
field with his mother. It is a perfect
summer evening: the moon rising over
the orchard, the wind in the grass. And
as he stares into the sky, there are
twice as many stars as usual.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Laura Gilpin, Two Headed Calf, 2017 < https://rolfpotts.com/two-headed-calf-by-laura-gilpin/ > [03/12/22]] 

The poem acknowledges that the life of the two headed calf is short. This does not diminish the calf’s experience of ‘twice as many stars as usual’, something unique to him. His life will end, but this does not lessen the enchantment. 
4th November:
I notice that when people see me stopped to take a photo, they also look up… A shared moment because we’re curious and all want to see what that other person is looking at.
I don’t know each person’s unique interpretation of the sky above us, but the moment of enchantment existed in that pause. In an interview with Janet Saad-Cook, artist Charles Ross explained his astronomical art ‘Finally, it dawned on me that a monumental work could be created to focus our awareness of the human being as the intermediary between earth and sky-our place at the boundary where earth and sky mesh’[footnoteRef:12]. Enchantment, then, is perhaps specific to being alive in our uniqueness. Much like the reader knows Gilpin’s calf will die tomorrow, I know the others with me will leave, I know the science behind the Moon’s appearance, but it does not detract from the momentary enchantment. Much like metaphor and Hermes[footnoteRef:13],  the relationship between the star and stargazer ‘one is sensed as well as sensing, apprehended by as much as apprehending.’[footnoteRef:14]  The act of pausing to observe, exist in momentary enchantment allows us to be suspended in momentary enchantment.  [12:  Janet Saad-Cook, ‘Touching The Sky: Artworks Using Natural Phenomena, Earth, Sky and Connections to
Astronomy’, Leonardo, 21.2 (1988), pp. 123 – 134, p. 125. ]  [13:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 26. ]  [14:  Ibid, p. 14. ] 

Analysing this within the context of Van Gogh’s statement raises the question of what ‘infinity’ means and how one can become aware of it to achieve the enchanted life. An observation from my journal can be contrasted with an observation by Charlie Ross:
5th November:
Standing just in moonlight, lit by only her and fire, I once again feel small but so connected.
20th November:
The stars are quite literally EVERYWHERE… I feel very small again. I am very self-conscious of the space I occupy, of stars looking back at me. 
[image: Stars in the sky
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Figure 3: Littered with stars, Clevedon, on November 20th 2022. 
In contrast, Ross found that ‘I have never felt that I was small and insignificant under the immensity of the stars. I have always felt, "Wow! It's incredible to be intimately connected to forces this large!"’[footnoteRef:15] Both myself and Ross faced infinity and connection but came away with opposing feelings. I will use ‘concrete magic’ to examine experiences of infinity and enchantment therein. Curry summarises enchantment as ‘concrete magic’ (as defined by Max Weber[footnoteRef:16]): ‘enchantment is both embodied and embedded, in and of this world, and spiritual, ineffable and deeply mysterious.’[footnoteRef:17] To experience enchantment, then, one must understand and not understand infinity, to experience the same thing in opposing ways but neither is better or worse, it simply is. At it’s heart, both mine and Ross’ experience were of wonder at looking at infinity, and infinity looking back. In Curry’s words, ‘The heart of true enchantment is sheer existential wonder’.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Saad-Cook, ‘Touching The Sky’, p. 126. ]  [16:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 18.]  [17:  Ibid.  ]  [18:  Curry, Enchantment, p. 13. ] 

Conclusion
Van Gogh’s statement, ‘Be clearly aware of the stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all’ can be broken down into different parts, all of which reflect my sky journal. To ‘be clearly aware’ requires a suspended moment that is finite. Of ‘the stars and infinity’, an acknowledgement of some form of more than human outside of ourselves. And finally, an ‘almost enchanted’ can exist in this combination. 
My sky journal exhibits fascination, fear, and a knowledge that there is something more than human to build a relationship with. Over different places, different times, alone or with others, the enchantment existed in meeting with the stars at that moment. Whether it is the stars littering the sky, a planetary conjunction or simply the Moon’s light, enchantment is a ‘direct encounter’[footnoteRef:19] at the threshold of infinity, knowing we cannot possess[footnoteRef:20] it but can, for a moment, suspend ourselves in time with it.  [19:  Ibid. ]  [20:  Ibid. p. 13. ] 
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