VAN GOGH’S STARRY NIGHT:
A HISTORY OF MATTER AND A MATTER OF HISTORY

ALBERT BOIME
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Fig. 1. Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night (La Nuit Etoilée), 19 June 1889. Oil on canvas, 29 x 3614". Musewm of Modern Art,
Acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest.

Described so often as a hallucinatory or visionary work, Starry Night's theme remains opaque
to our benumbed methodologies. We must break this barrier of convention and excessive
familiarity by looking at all kinds of evidence.



to George O. Abell

o other Western European painter is more universally familiar
to us than Vincent van Gogh; no other work has been more
widely reproduced than his Starry Night (Fig. 1).* We find it in the
homes of our friends and in the offices of our dentists—the para-
digmatic masterpiece of the avant-garde epoch. This essay attempts
to retrieve Van Gogh’s work from the popular stereotype of the hal-
lucinating genius, relocate it squarely in the domain of social his-
tory, and then return it to its rightful place in the doctor’s waiting
room, in the kindergarten, and in our neighbor’s hallway.

What is it that we see in the picture? There is first of all the sight
of a night sky teeming with stellar life: the waning moon with its
aureole, a network of white, yellow, orange, and blue stars which
seem to rotate and pulsate and throw out cosmic energy, and a spi-
raling band turning on itself while running parallel to the horizon.
Beneath this active sky we glimpse the houses of a hamlet surround-
ed by wheatfields and olive groves and bounded on the right by foot-
hills whose undulations are repeated by light streaks in the sky. In
the center of the hamlet is a church with its spire barely breaking
the horizon line, while at the left a cypress tree towers over the en-
tire composition, propelling itself into the animated firmament.

Described so often as a hallucinatory or visionary work, the paint-
ing’s theme remains opaque to our benumbed methodologies. We
must break this barrier of convention and excessive familiarity by
looking at different kinds of evidence. Based on the position of the
moon and the direction of the horns of the crescent, three of my col-
leagues in the Department of Astronomy at UCLA agreed that the
picture shows us the eastern portion of a pre-dawn sky, approxi-
mately 4:00 in the morning. Taking the latitude of Saint-Remy and
using the date of June 19, 18892—the day Vincent wrote excitedly to
Theo that at last he had executed his Starry Night—the director of
the Griffith Park Observatory set back the Zeiss Planetarium Pro-
jector to recreate the sky over Saint-Remy at that early morning
moment. The result is a view which is striking for two brilliant orbs
at an angle approximating the two most luminous objects in van
Gogh’s picture, and a constellation-between them forming a scalene
triangle (Figs. 2 and 2a). The radiant white planet of Venus appears
close to the horizon, analogously to the notable white disc in the
painting, and we can make out the constellation of Aries above it.
The significant change in the picture is the variation in the phase of
the moon, van Gogh showing a crescent and the planetarium scene a
gibbous when the moon’s shape appears similar to an American foot-
ball.?

A close investigation of this detail of van Gogh’s painting, how-
ever, reveals a curious pattern of indecisiveness and change (Figs. 3
and 4). First of all, the crescent itself is quite ungainly and mis-
shapen, lacking the regularity of his other similar lunar forms (Figs.
5 and 6). Secondly, on the inside of the crescent there is evidence of
his having begun with a fuller shape; for example, the scraped-out
yellow-orange area around the upper and lower inside horns and the
overlapping hooked strokes which seem to dig inside the Pac-Man-
like mouth to reduce its width. Thirdly, when we complete the out-
line of this shape we find that it is not circular but rather conforms
to the shape of the gibbous phase. (This is seen most vividly in the
drawing done after the composition [Fig. 7].) This might also explain
the bright aureole around the moon which is incompatible with a
crescent and which has been a source of confusion to many scholars
who see it as a sun-moon combination or as some form of eclipse.* It
appears that he began with the gibbous shape but felt it to be so
clumsy that he reverted to a more traditional image, while yet keep-

| ing the general configuration through the aureole. At the same time,

Fig. 2a. Schematic design of Starry Night
with Venus and Aries.

Fig. 2. Projection of the pre-dawn sky -
over Saint-Remy, 19 June 1889.
Photograph by Robert Webb, Griffith Park
Observalory, Los Angeles.

Fig. 4. Vincent van Gogh,
Starry Night (detail), 1889.

Fig. 3. Vincent van Gogh,
Starry Night (detail), 1889,

Fig. 5. Vincent van Gogh, A Lane of Cypresses with a Couple Walking, 1888. Pen
and ink sketeh in Letter 556, October 1888. Rijksmuseuwm Vincenl van Gogh, Amsterdam.
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Fig. 6. Vincent van Gogh, Cypresses, June 1889, Metropolitan Museuwm of Art.

Fig. 7. Vincent van Gogh,
Starry Night, 1889, Pen sketeh. Destroyed. Formerly Kunsthalle, Bremen.
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he retained the accurate phasing of the moon then in its waning
period.

Both the data and the high viewpoint of Starry Night tally in large
part with the actual topographical and astronomical facts at the time
the picture was executed. Van Gogh was confined to a cell in the up-
per story of the Saint-Remy mental asylum housed in the 12th-cen-
tury monastery of Saint-Paul-de-Mausole.? It was a two-story struc-
ture, with van Gogh'’s room facing east and southeast over a field of

grain and the foothills of the Alps known as the Alpilles directly be-
hind the asylum. By looking at maps of the area as well as several of
his studies done from his window, we may easily confirm its easterly
orientation. Throughout his life van Gogh often rose before sunrise
to study the view from his window, and at Saint-Remy this occurred
regularly due to his insomnia. In a letter written in early June he
tells Theo: “This morning I saw the country from my window a long
time before sunrise, with nothing but the morning star, which
looked very big.”®

The “morning star” referred of course to the planet Venus which
was then passing through the end of an eight-year cycle when it at-
tained its maximum brightness. It was a popular subject of astro-
nomical discussion in the period, and the public was advised to take
advantage of the moment to get a spectacular view of the planet.” It
dominated the pre-dawn sky in the spring of 1889 and Vincent gave
it a prominent position next to the twisting cypress. The tree itself
rises dramatically to touch Venus with a foliated arm. While this
motif has also been seen as an imaginative addition, a look at an ad-
vertisement for the asylum shows that tall cypresses did in fact sur-
round the institution and grew past the windows of the inmates (Fig.
8). Indeed, they still do—although now they are neatly clipped and
manicured. An examination of a map of the region indicates that
Mount Gaussier, visible in the ad at the left, lies due south of Saint-
Remy (Fig. 9). Van Gogh'’s eastern exposure could thus have encom-
passed one of the lofty cypresses drawn in the ad. Here we may note
again that his easterly perspective takes in the Alpilles, seen in a
number of painted sketches and drawings executed in his bedroom
cell (Figs. 10 and 11).8 Although barred, the windows were quite
large and could easily have encompassed the panorama both below
and above the horizon (Figs. 12, 13, and 14), a fact 1 confirmed for
myself during a visit to Saint-Paul in June, 1984. (Although van
Gogh'’s old space is presently occupied by a patient, I was permitted
to enter the room next to it on the same floor.) This is turther veri-
fied by his letter of 25 May 1889 which states that “through the iron-
barred window I see a square field of wheat in an enclosure, a per-
spective like Van Goyen, above which I can see the morning sun ris- |
ing in all its glory”—again confirming the easterly direction of his
view.?

Van Gogh's written comments suggest a more than perfunctory
interest in celestial phenomena. His desire to depict accurately such
observations is clear from a letter to his sister in September 1888
where he states that close attention to the night sky reveals “that
certain stars are citron-yellow, others have a pink glow, or a green,
blue and forget-me-not brilliance. And without my expatiating on
this theme it will be clear that putting little white dots on a blue-
black surface is notenough"1® This empirical attitude is supported by
his other paintings of night skies. The same month he wrote to his
sister he painted two major nocturnal studies out-of-doors, Cafe Ter-
race by Night and Starry Night over the Rhone River (Figs. 15 and
16). The first was done during the early part of the month, with a
view facing due south toward the Hotel de Ville of Arles whose cup-
ola van Gogh traced in silhouette. Judging from the relatively few
customers at the cafe and passersby, 1 place this scene sometime
shortly before midnight, perhaps 11:00 p.m. At that moment in the
southern sky, just above the horizon, an observer could see the con-
stellation of Aquarius (Fig. 17). It comprises the familiar “Y”-shape
of the urn, and in the painting it seems as if we are looking directly
into the center of it (Fig. 18). The Starry Night of that period was
also painted by gaslight and clearly shows the Big Dipper. Van Gogh
wrote to his friend Boch that he had painted the starry night with
the Great Bear, the northern constellation containing the seven
stars that form the Dipper. A comparison of the painting with the
planetarium reconstruction of the night sky over Arles at approxi-
mately 9:00 p.m. indicates that van Gogh tilted the constellation up-
ward, but in his letter to Boch he seems to have adjusted the angle
and also included Polaris (Figs. 19 and 20).1!

Thus while he may have exaggerated scale and distance, van Gogh
tried to paint the sky as he perceived it from his window at Saint-
Remy. The constellation Aries, shaped like a scalene triangle, is in
approximately the same relationship to Venus as in the planetarium
recreation, although way off in relationship to the moon.'2 But the
pattern I see in the van Gogh is also tangential to the cypress tree




and neatly underlined by the spiral band below, making it a key com-
ponent of his night sky. During my visit to Saint-Remy, I awoke at
3:00 a.m. the mornings of June 18, 19, and 20 and went directly to
the asylum; I was gratified to see (except on the 19th when unfortun-
ately the clouds rolled in) that Aries, appearing low over the horizon,
dominated the eastern sky. | watched as the sun rose, and observed
that Aries appeared to be located directly on the vertical of the sun-
rise. These three astronomical phenomena—moon, planet, and con-
stellation—stand out prominently in both the picture and the recon-
structed night sky. Additionally, it may be noted that Van Gogh was
born under the sign of Aries (30 March). Aries the Ram was associ-
ated with the biblical sacrifice of Abraham, and among astrologers it
was a dreaded sign indicating passionate temper and bodily hurt.!3
Before I am accused of having totally sold out to the California mind-
set, let me remind you that in the nineteenth century people re-
garded their identification with the stars more seriously than we do
today.!* For example, LTllustration—one of van Gogh's favorite
magazines—ran a series on the zodiacal signs in 1887 with nary a
word about relations with one’s spouse or going on a long trip (Fig.
21).15 It was a question of astronomical lore and history and one's
place in the cosmic scheme.®

We may now identify the silvery streaks echoing the contours of
the hills as the light of dawn, and attribute the orangish moon to the
fact that the atmosphere reddens astronomical objects close to the
horizon. During my pre-dawn excursions to the site in June 1984, 1
was startled by the orange-red color of the low-hanging moon. As
the moon arose toward daybreak it became whiter —a phenomenon I
witnessed on three successive mornings. It should be pointed out
that the asylum is located in full countryside exactly as in the time of
van Gogh, and that the orange-red moon is a peculiarity of this re-
gion. At the same time, we must account for two objects van Gogh
could not have seen—the curious serpentine movement in the center
of the night sky and the human-made church of Saint-Martin which
lay to the northwest of the dsylum and could not have been viewed
through the window. Neither was invented, but they belong more to
a conceptual than to a perceptual process. I believe that the serpen-
tine band is either a spiral nebula or the trail of a comet, phenomena
which received a good deal of attention in the 1880s and were photo-
graphed for the first time (Figs. 22, 23, and 24).17 One example is the
page of various comets published in an 1881 issue of Harper's Week-
ly, a magazine regularly read by van Gogh during that period (Fig.
25).18

The artist’s shifting of the church to the compositional center is
the result of an ideological decision and demonstrates the need to
comment upon this human construct within the natural context.
Both Schapiro and Lévgren, two scholars who have made major con-
tributions to our understanding of the picture, stressed its religious
character and sought biblical analogies to clarify it.!¥ Indeed, van
Gogh himself claimed that he turned to the stars when he felt a
“dire” need for religion. But he categorically rejected at the time of
the painting all explicit canonical references and even criticized his
friends Bernard and Gauguin for “their Christs in the Garden.” He
added that “of course with me there is no question of doing anything
from the Bible.”2° Hence it is unlikely that Starry Night carries di-
rect or indirect allusions to either biblical or doctrinal thought. De-
spite his attachment to the Bible and the Church in the previous dec-
ade, he progressively followed a positivist line until, by 1889, he
could claim that everywhere organized religion was "crashing," and
kept warning his brother to flee “the whitewashed wall, which
meant hypoerisy and everlasting Pharisaism."”*!

A close examination of the picture shows that the apocalyptic
exaltation is not associated with the church but with the movement
in the sky. The church is totally overwhelmed by the explosive at-
mosphere, while the cypress tree, which echoes the shape of the
steeple, manages to free itself from its terrestrial confines and
establish contact with the celestial zone. The motif of the stunted
church recalls a passage from Multatuli’s satirical Max Havelaar, a
popular Dutch work which van Gogh knew. Multatuli tells his reader
that “there are no such things as towers,” which are only a form of
bragging, and he goes on to declare:

The fanaticism which thought it a duty to place towers on
edifices erected in honor of this or that saint did not last long
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Fig. 8. Advertisement for Saint-Paul-de-Mausole asylum; reproduced in M.E. Tralbaut,

Vineent van Gogh, p. 274,

Fig. 9. Map detail showing region around Saint-Rémy including Mount Gaussier.
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enough to complete them, and the spire which is intended to
point the faithful to heaven usually rests a couple of stages too
low on its massive base, reminding one of the man without
thighs at the fair. Only the little towers, the little steeples on
village churches, have ever been completed.??
In the same ironic vein, van Gogh shifts the church with its puny
steeple to point up by way of contrast the authentic locus of divine




experience. As he wrote his brother, Starry Night did not signal “a
return to romantic or religious ideas,” but rather expressed “the
purer nature of a countryside compared with the suburbs and
cabarets of Paris.” Van Gogh’s term “purer,” however, is value-
laden, and when used to differentiate city from countryside implies
an exalted state in an uncorrupted environment.

His involvement in the celestial pageant as a source of moral
energy was directed and nourished by the writers he most admired.
His abundant references to Hans Christian Andersen, Carlyle,
Longfellow, and Whitman often occur in association with
astronomical metaphors for religious experience. He echoes their
non-theological terms for Divine Reality such as “Infinity,” “Im-
mensity,” and “Force.”?8 Whitman especially came to mind when
van Gogh was preoccupied with his night scenes in September-
October 1888. He lauded the American poet as one who “sees in the
future, and even in the present, a world of healthy, carnal love,
strong and frank—of friendship—of work—under the great starlit
vault of heaven a something which after all one can only call God—
and eternity in its place above the world.”2

Fig. 12. Vincent van Gogh, Barred
Windows, May 1889. Black Chalk.
Rijksmuseum Vincent van Gogh,
Amsterdam.

Fig. 13. View of
landscape from van Gogh's cell
window; reproduced in Tralbaut, p. 280.
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Fig. 10. Vincent van Gogh, Sun over Walled Wheat Field, May 1889. Chalk, pen and
ink, heightened with white. Rijksmuseum Kroller-Miiller, Otterlo.

Fig. 11. Vincent van Gogh, Mountain Landscape Seen Across the Walls
with Rising Sun and Green Field, June 1889. Rijksmuseum Kroller-Miiller, Otterlo.
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This fundamental characteristic of van Gogh's imaginative
background is prefigured in the work of the American painter,
William Morris Hunt, who, with direct connections to Longfellow
and Emerson, and through them to Carlyle and Whitman, produced
as one of his last pictorial legacies in 1879 an image strikingly
similar to Starry Night (Fig. 26). It is a charcoal drawing showing
the silhouette of a church spire and a crescent moon. The legend
beneath the picture follows from a statement he made to his
students, recorded by his monitor Helen Knowlton: “I was thinking
of Eternity the other night, when I looked at the moon, and saw
before it, a church-spire, a finger pointing upward into space. Next
the spire, the moon. Beyond the moon, a fixed star. Next—what?
Eternity.” And he closed his reminiscence with the dramatic ut-
terance, “A ripple closes over us”—a sad presentiment of his suicide
by drowning not long afterwards.?s

Similarly, van Gogh's outdoor night scenes contain non-
theological allusions to universal harmony and eternity, building on
the empirical fact. This is what I think he means when he states that
Starry Night makes no overt religious claim, but rather expresses
“the purer nature of a countryside.” This aspect of his thought links
him with the scientists and geographers of his time espousing
radical social views and who saw in the countryside the possibilities
for a regenerated society. The anarchist-geographer Elisée Reclus
asserted that social transformation required a salubrious en-
vironment, and he devoted his scholarly activities to the study of the
earth in order to learn how to ameliorate the human condition. His
approach entailed seeing the planet from its relativistic position in
the cosmos:

The earth on which we dwell is one of the lowest in rank
among the heavenly bodies. If an astronomer in some other
planet were exploring the immensity of space, our earth,
owing to its small size, might readily elude his intelligent view
... Beyond our own sky, other skies stretch far away into
infinity, and others beyond these, so that light, not-
withstanding its prodigious rapidity, takes eternities to cross
them. How small the earth seems in this fathomless abyss of
stars!2é
But if the earth is nothing more than an impalpable grain of dust in
the vision of the galactic astronomer, knowledge of it is nevertheless
the key to understanding other worlds. It obeys the same Keplerian
laws as every other planet, and in studying it, “we study all the
heavenly bodies.”

The close connections between geography and astronomy in this
period depended upon the increasing capacity of scientists to make
topographical generalizations about the surface of the earth, the
moon, and the other planets in the solar system.2? This interlocking
of the two disciplines and their ideological expression was mos
vividly seen at the spectacular World's Fair which opened in May. |




1889, and celebrated French science and technology on the one
hand, French colonial conquests on the other.2® The relationship
between geographical discovery (on earth as well as in heaven) and
geographical conquest was part of the organizers’ program to
showcase the progress of the moderate Third Republic and to
demonstrate its total recovery from the Franco-Prussian War and
the civil disorders of 1870-1871.2¢

Van Gogh paid close attention to the approaching Exposition
Universelle whose development he followed in the illustrated
journals. He noted the need for the Indépendants to make a strong
showing in their exhibition to balance what he considered to be a
biased national representation in the official display. He hoped to
make a great stir personally with a series of special decorations, but
this never came to fruition. Instead, he requested Theo in May 1889
to exhibit his Starry Night Over the Rhone as an example of his
experimental nocturnal effects.?® Thus a month before he painted
his Starry Night at Saint-Remy he carefully considered a subject ap-
propriate to the thematic emphasis of the World's Fair.

The symbolic linchpin of the 1889 extravaganza was the 1000-foot-
high Eiffel Tower which both its partisans and critics compared to a
secularized church steeple reaching impudently for the stars. Those
mounting to the uppermost platform likened the ascension to a
balloon flight.3! The notorious group of artists who opposed the
tower published a protest against this “barbaric mass” which
overwhelmed such Gothic monuments as Notre Dame, Sainte
Chapelle, and the Tour Saint Jacques.?? The application of the new
technical wonder of electricity turned the tower into a spectacular
light show which at night seemed to resemble a new celestial orb.
High above the city the tower’s crown —a powerful rotating electric
beacon —filled the skies with flashing tricolor beams of blue, white,
and red (Fig. 27).32

The topmost platform of the monument was reserved for scientific
experiments.®* An observatory was set up to make astronomical
observations as well as a laboratory for gathering meteorological
data. A large telescope was installed at the summit, permitting
astronomers to observe the sky from a much more favorable position
than that of the Paris Observatory where low mists, polluted air, and
city lights interfered with the view of stars near the horizon.?® The
popular journal L’Astronomie praised the concept of the tower and
derided its eritics. It compared its lighthouse to an “artificial moon”
soaring high above Paris and replacing “the vanished sun.”s¢

The field of astronomy and its collateral branches were well
represented in several displays at the Exposition by new powerful

and precise telescopes and celestial clocks, demonstration models of
the solar system, constellation charts, lunar maps, celestial globes,
planispheres, and the latest photographs of the sun’s surface. The
entire aggregate of astronomical exhibits was impressive enough to
warrant a special two-part review by L’Astronomie, published by the
Société Astronomique de France.?” This group boasted Alexandre
Gustave Eiffel himself as a member; Eiffel had only recently de-

Fig. 14. Photograph of van Gogh's cell showing window; reproduced in Gruyter, Elffers,
and Andriesse, De Wereld van van Gogh, p. 94.

Fig. 15. Vincent van Gogh,
Cafe Terrace at Night, September 1888. Rijksmuseum Kriller-Miiller, Otterlo.
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Fig. 16. Vincent van Gogh,
Starry Night over the Rhane River, September 1888. Private Collection.




Fig. 17. Projection of southern sky over
Arles in early September 1888, Pholo by
Robert Webb, Griffith Park Observalory,
Los Angeles.

Fig. 18. Vincent van Gogh,
Cafe Terrace at Night (detail), 1888.
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Fig. 19. Projection of sky over Arlesin
September 1888 showing the Big Dipper.
FPhotograph by Robert Webh, Griffith Park
Observalory, Los Angeles.

Fig. 20, Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night over the Rhane River, 1888, Pen sketch
sent with Letter 553b, September 1888. Rijksmusewm Vincent van Gogh, Amsterdam.

signed a monumental light-weight rotating dome for the observa-
tory at Nice.38

Eiffel’s good friend, Camille Flammarion, was the founder of the
Société Astronomique and its first president.®® Flammarion was
then one of the most celebrated astronomers in the world.® His
achievements span the entire decade of the 1880s, beginning with
the publication of his prodigiously successful L'Astronomie popu-
laire in 1880 and ending with his significant role in the organizing of
the Exposition of 1889. During the interval, he published Les étotles,
a popular survey for amateurs, began publishing the journal [’As-
tronomie, and founded the Société Astronomique de France (Figs.
28 and 29). One of the most colorful writers of science and astrono-

my, he was a combination Buckminster Fuller and Carl Sagan —both
of whom he influenced among countless other aspiring scientists all
over the world during and after his lifetime. He was a prolific and
widely read popularizer of astronomy; most of his books went
through dozens of editions and were translated into all the major
languages. His interests ranged from extraterrestrial life—the sub-
ject of his first book La pluralité des mondes habités—to para-
psychology and psychical research. He tried to expand the frontiers
of both outer space and inner being, and for his labors he enjoyed an
international following which often named their astronomical socie-
ties after him, His authority and popularity were recognized and
celebrated in the unique exhibition of his publications at the 1889
Exposition.4

Despite his enormous output, Flammarion always limited himself
to a few basic ideas and themes which recur in all his publications.
Almost invariably he appealed to his readers by reminding them of
the awe instilled in them by the starlit skies during a spring or
summer evening.i2 This then leads to a parade of the visible con-
stellations and planets, the “incandescent orbs” which appear as “so
many points of interrogation suspended above us in the inaccessible
reaches of space.” Flammarion often makes his point through the
medium of illustration, regularly showing an observer gazing from a
balcony at the starry sky or views of another world to dramatize his
astronomical vision (Figs. 30 and 31).45 Next he promotes the
science of astronomy with a missionary zeal, emphasizing his future
importance as a model of truth for all scientific, philosophical, and
religious ideas.** Once we grasp the principles of the universe—
which Flammarion promises to teach without causing fatigue—our
astronomical knowledge will then enlarge our perspective of the
earth and its inhabitants. Astronomy will enable us to push back the
limits of the “unfathomable universe” until at last we come to
recognize our self-imposed material and political limitations. At that
point, our minds will burst through the vault enclosing the universe
just like the butterfly that sheds its chrysalis at the invitation of
liberating springtime.45

According to Flammarion, the first phase of this process must
begin by divesting ourselves of the deception imposed on us by the
night sky. While the starry night (la nuit éloilée) appears as silent,
immobile and calm, in fact pandemonium is rife in the heavens.
Thanks to modern astronomy there are no longer fixed stars, and
our commonly held ideas must undergo a total transformation. The
stars have revealed their chemical makeup through spectroscopy;
spiral nebulae are now observed in the optical field of high-powered
telescopes; vagabond comets are now subject to close scrutiny; the
moon and the planets have practically come down to our doorstep,
and we know their meteorology, their climatology, and can even
draw geographical maps showing their continents and seas. 46

Flammarion sets up imaginary observers capable of extending
their view beyond the limits of the telescopic vision and throwing off
the restraints of space and time.*” Then the apparent immobility of
the heavens is clearly perceived to be an optical illusion. In reality
everything flies, falls, rolls, rushes through the void. The stars are
seen as projectiles, millions of times heavier than the earth, launch-
ed through the unfathomable void with giddy rates of speed,
revolving in immensity under the influence of the collective
gravitational pull of all the stars in the universe. These billions of
suns, planets, star clusters, nebulae, worlds in their infancy, worlds
nearing their end, rush with equal velocity toward goals of which
they are ignorant, with an energy and cosmic action before which
dynamite is like the breath of a sleeping babe. 18 '

Thus the celestial bodies which constitute the vast universe rest
not on a solid foundation according to the childish and primitive
conception, but upon invisible and immaterial forces which govern
their motions. The imagination that could eliminate time and space
would perceive these worlds descending from a limitless sky in every
conceivable direction, like the raindrops carried away by the
whirlwinds of a gigantic tempest.

This leads to Flammarion’s next important ideal, the relation of
modern astronomy to a new religion.*® Although raised in the
Catholic faith, Flammarion early rejected church dogma in favor of a
scientifically based philosophy of religion.?® Like van Gogh, he
remained religious in the humanistic sense, but did not subscribe to




any formalist creed other than his own secularized ideal. In his
famous novel Lumen, first published in L’'artiste in 1867, Flam-
marion expatiated upon his idea of immortality based upon the
length of time it takes light to travel through space.5! Since the light
of distant stars takes years (in some cases, millions) to reach us, we
never see the state of a particular world as it exists in our present
but only in its remote past. What is true for us is also true for ob-
servers of earth on distant planets: depending on their position in
the universe, they are seeing some former state of earth’s history.
Thus somewhere in the universe the lives of deceased human beings
are being replayed like a videotape for some extraterrestrial wit-
ness. Immortality is a function of our eternally unfolding lives in
cosmic space.5?

In this context, Flammarion believed in reincarnation on other
planets and stars throughout the universe. Newton, Copernicus,
Galileo, Jesus, Buddha, Confucius, and Socrates live on other
spheres continuing the work they began on earth.?® In this stellar
Elysium, individuals are even able to see their own lives unfold again
across the vast reaches of the Infinite. Flammarion thus appeared
on the scientific stage as the Messiah of the Macrocosm. His model
was Francois Arago, the founder of popular astronomy in France,
who dedicated his life's work to social and political progress.’*
Flammarion similarly attempted to appeal to the wider public and
to promote an open society. He wanted to divest science and
astronomy of its aridity and elitism and lead the way to “sublime
conquests” which do not “cost blood or tears.” Astronomy freed us
from geocentric vanity and that “false patriotism” which disposed us
to prefer our country above the others. He projected a moment when
humankind would occupy other stars, and this meant moving beyond
chauvinistic ambitions to loftier regions of the universe.5® Flam-
marion never lost an opportunity in his works to condemn war and
militarism, class rule and exploitation.?® He went down into Belgian
coal mines to examine for himself the plight of the proletariat, the
brutalized multitudes bent over “the soil which they dig with toil and
pain to gain their daily bread.”s? They symbolize the grossness of the
capitalist system which amasses gold at the expense of the laboring
majority. Social injustice and exploitation will cease when we can
look up away from crass materialism to the diviner regions of the
universe; hence his insistence that astronomy cease being an ab-
stract science and come within the ken of everyone.5®

Flammarion’s broad social views, his colorful style, and his ex-
travagant speculations influenced the “Father of Science Fiction,”
Jules Verne. Although Verne was older, their common interests and
mutual friends (like Nadar, Reclus, and Charles Cros) drew them
together.’® They cited each other in their books and shared a
profound interest in aeronautical science.®® Verne'’s references to
astronomy are laced into nearly all his major works, but the two
novels in which they predominate, Frrom the Earth to the Moon and
Hector Severdac, owe a major debt to Flammarion.

Hector Severdac, published in 1877, deals with a picture of the
solar system as seen by earth-people carried off on a comet (Gallia)
that has collided with the earth. It actually mentions Flammarion in
the text, and appropriately so since the theme itself was inspired by
the astronomer’s fictional “History of a Comet” which he published
together with “Lumen” in his Récits de l'infini. In fact, one of
Verne's protagonists owns a copy of Flammarion’s book and quotes
from it to clarify a question on the comparative age of the planets
(Fig. 32). Another character in the story, the Russian Count
Timascheff, declares that he esteems Flammarion so highly “that
the last time I was in Paris I bought up every book bearing his
name.”%!

The two parts of Verne’s moon saga are a storehouse of
astronomical information based in part on Flammarion’s findings,
especially those in his book La pluralité des mondes habités, first
published in 1862.62 But Verne also knew the young author’s steady
stream of articles for the journals Cosmos and Magasin pittoresque.
For example, Verne borrowed Flammarion’s suggestion that there
may be an atmosphere on the face of the moon which is always
averted from us, thus holding out the possibility of life among the
angular crevices of the lunar landscape.5® Chapter V of From the
Earth to the Moon narrates a dramatic account of the origins of the
universe in a style close to Flammarion:

Fig. 21. Bélier; reproduced in L [{{ustration, vol. 89, 19 March 1887, p. 196.

An observer imbued with an infinite range of vision, and
placed in that unknown center around which the entire world
revolves, might have beheld myriads of atoms filling all space
during the chaotic epoch of the universe.

When these atoms combined to form molecules, the resulting masses
became immediately charged with a rotary motion around
their own central point. This center, formed of indefinite
molecules, began to revolve around its axis during its gradual
condensation; then, ... following the immutable laws of
mechanics, in proportion as its bulk diminished by con-
densation, its rotary motion became accelerated, and these
two effects continuing, the result was the formation of one
principle star, the center of the nebulous mass.

Gradually, the other molecules of the mass would likewise condense

through accelerated rotation and gravitate around it in the shape of

innumerable stars. Then:

Rings of cosmical matter, excited by a rotary motion around
the mass, would have been broken up and decomposed into
secondary nebulosities, that is . . . into planets . . . . Thus.. . .
advancing from atom to molecule, from molecule to nebulous
mass, from that to a principal star, from star to sun, from sun
to planet, and hence to satellite, we have the whole series of
transformations undergone by the heavenly bodies during the
first days of the world.%4

Here surely is a text that helps us contextualize van Gogh'’s painting,

itself projecting the view of an observer on the threshold of eternity.

Not surprisingly, the artist read Verne’s work and was steeped in




Fig. 23. Spiral Nebula; reproduced in
Flammarion, Astronomie populaire,
figr. 354,

Fig. 22. Spiral Nebula; reproduced in
Flammarion, Les étoiles, p. 123.

Fig. 24. Nebula Discovered by
Photography; reproduced in
L 'Astronomie, vol. 5, 1886, p. 41.

the astronomical speculations of his time. Recalling a curious motif
in a friend’s sketch, van Gogh declared: “To the naive spectator it
would seem ... that it must represent a scene on one of those
planets visited by Jules Verne’s imaginary travelers in a projec-
tile.”® And in the same letter of 1883 he referred to Edgar Allan
Poe’s tale of The Unparalleled Adventures of One Hans Pfuall, a
Dutchman who journeys to the moon in a balloon to avoid his
creditors. Poe's stories had a major impact on the sensibilities of
Verne and Flammarion as well, but they wished to provide a more
precise scientific foundation for their fictional attempts.® Similarly,
van Gogh criticized Hans Pfaall for its lack of “contact with
reality.”

Van Gogh's need for realism was a driving force in his life and
work. He shared with Verne and Flammarion their disillusionment
with organized religion and their search for a scientific surrogate.
Like them, he wanted to reconstitute society along more rational
lines; indeed, all three belonged to the moderate left, were pacifists,
sympathetic to socialism, and had a horror of violent revolution.5”
Their love of a stable, ordered environment reveals itself in their
impassioned involvement with geography.

All three loved the bird’s-eye view of the landscape and had a keen
interest in maps. Flammarion designed atlases and mapped out the
surfaces of the moon and Mars.®® Verne religiously charted the
fictitious journeys of all his characters and even published a multi-
volumed work on geography.® In the case of van Gogh, it may be
said that his interest in landscape was sparked by his love of
topography. While living in Amsterdam in 1877 and preparing for
his ministry, he systematically began to collect maps.?® His teacher,
the classical Jewish scholar Mendes da Costa, taught him history
and geography by having him copy maps from the historical atlases
of Stieler and Spruner-Menke (Fig. 33). Van Gogh was terribly
excited by this work and drew extra-curricular maps as gifts for his
friends and family.™

These maps, like his later interest in astronomy, furnished an
authentic support for his faltering religious convictions. While
engaged in his map-making exercises in December, 1877, he quoted
in a letter to Theo the biblical text “One must build the house on a
rock.” He observed that Scotland, Normandy, and Brittany are
rather rocky, “as you will see if you look at that big map of Scotland
when you get it” (Fig. 34).72 He compared his studies under da Costa
to rocks serving as the base of a house. For his father’s birthday gift
he executed a map of the Holy Land, and for another reverend he

Fig. 25. Group of Varigus Comets, reproduced in Harper's Weekly, vol. 25,
16 July 1881, p. 465.

charted St. Paul's travels through Greece and Asia Minor. But
perhaps the most dramatic connection between his map-making and
religion is seen in his schematic map of Etten and its surroundings,
done in the summer of 1878 (Fig. 35). In this work a church is the
culminating point in the diagram, with other salient locations
marked by the sites of various religious chapels.’

Subsequently, Van Gogh broke entirely with orthodoxy and be-
gan searching for a divinity manifested in everyday life. His
topographical interests then expressed themselves in secularized or
“pure” landscape. We find him mentioning for the first time a
“perspective frame,” the idea for which he derived from Cassagne’s
popular manual of perspective.™ It consisted of a frame with one
horizontal and two diagonal lines or wires which helped him to sight
on the natural horizon. His first mention of this instrument finds him
in a pre-dawn moment gazing through his window: :

Just imagine me sitting at my attic window as early as 4:00
o'clock in the morning, studying with my perspective frame
the meadows and the yard when they are lighting the fires to
make coffee in the little cottages ... Behind it all a wide
streteh of soft, tender green, miles and miles of flat meadow,
and over it a gray sky, as calm, as peaceful, as Corot or Van
Goyen.?
In August, 1882 he ordered a new and improved perspective frame
which he could fix in uneven ground by two poles. He claimed that
with the device he could “look through it like @ window.” He called it
his “spy-hole” which he could turn on the sea, green meadows, and
stormy sky.7®

Van Gogh's perspective instrument bolstered his confidence
during his early attempts at picture-making. His persistent view of
landscape through an open window is not done as a form of romantic
yearning for what lies beyond, but as a means of organizing the
visual data and helping him get a handle on the myriad of
phenomena before him. Thus when he moved into the actual land-
scape he had to mediate his perception of it by a device that helped
him frame it as the window of his attic apartment. He called it his
“spy-hole” as if it were a small telescope, and his studio became
analogous to an observatory which he eventually turned on the stars
like the characters in the writings of Verne and Flammarion (Fig.
36).77

The threads of van Gogh's interests in maps, astronomy, and
religion entwine in the late 1880s when he contemplates doing his
series of starry nights. The catalyst for this development is Flam-




marion whose impact on van Gogh’s thought is noticeably felt in his
letters of the period. Both thinkers had in common a profound
reverence for Victor Hugo whose own interest in astronomy and
psychical phenomena eventually drew him to Flammarion.”® While
van Gogh never mentions Flammarion by name, it is clear that he
owes the astronomer more than one of his inspired ideas.”™ One
probable direct contact between the two was Charles Cros, one of
Flammarion’s closest friends.8¢ Cros is mostly remembered for his
poetry and his relationships with the Impressionist and Post-
Impressionist painters. He was a major figure in the circles of the
cabaret known as Le Chat Noir and the cafe of La Nouvelle Athénes.
Cros’ writings appeared in the satirical journal published by Le Chat
Noir (under the same name) and he attended the notorious Friday
literary gatherings at the cabaret. Signac illustrated one of Cros’
poems, and Cros' brother Henri, a sculptor, collaborated with
Charles Henry. Furthermore, Theo van Gogh's apartment was
located on the same street as Le Chat Noir and he was in close touch
with its writers and artists. He once submitted Vincent's lithograph
of the Potato Eaters for publication but it was refused.8!

Flammarion received friends on Wednesdays in his apartment on
the rue des Moineaux, including the illustrators Gustave Doré and
Karl Girardet who were particularly admired by van Gogh. But his
most frequent guest was Cros who was also a revolutionary inventor
and scientist.®? Cros had actually discovered a process for color
photography and invented the phonograph in the 1860s.8% In his
Memoires Flammarion characterizes Cros as a “misunderstood
genius.” No doubt he projected a part of his own personality onto
Cros since the poet was deeply involved in astronomy, psychical
research, and believed in life on other planets. Under Flammarion’s
influence, Cros wrote an Etude sur les moyens de communication
avec les planétes, based on the poet's suggestion for light trans-
missions of a repeated sequence of signals.84 By means of electric
beams with reflectors and the use of a coded signal, he hoped to
create an artificial star which would appear to Martians as a star of
the eighth magnitude and therefore be easily seen by their as-
tronomers. Cros’ fascination with Mars was further bound up with
his belief in reincarnation on the Red Planet. Flammarion actually
based the tragic protagonist in his semi-autobiographical novel
Uranie on Cros, a hero who awakes to immortality in outer space.85

It is in the context of Flammarion’s oft-stated connection between
astronomy, immortality, and life on other worlds that we may piece
together several of van Gogh's puzzling statements on the issue of
life-after-death in his letters of the late 1880s. In the summer of
1888 he raises what he calls “the eternal question”: “Is the whole of
life visible to us, or isn't it rather that this side of death we see only
one hemisphere?” He contemplates the idea of immortality in
astronomical terms which he grounds in the form of a map:

For my own part, I declare I know nothing whatever about it,

but looking at the stars always makes me dream, as simply as I

dream over the black dots representing towns and villages on

a map. Why, [ ask myself, shouldn’t the shining dots of the sky

be as accessible as the black dots on the map of France? Just as

we take the train to get to Tarascon or Rouen, we take death

to reach a star.86
Van Gogh's conversion of the starry sky into his beloved map
schema may be understood from the highly publicized attempt of
contemporary astronomers to create a photographic map of the
skies and even of constellation maps in atlases compiled or edited by
Flammarion himself (Fig. 37).87 At the same time, it allows a kind of
practical entry into the concept of reincarnation on other planets. In
his story From the Earth to the Moon, Jules Verne envisioned space
voyages of the future in the form of an interstellar railway train
(Fig. 38). Similarly, van Gogh likens the passage to another star
after death to a train on its way to Tarascon or Rouen.

Van Gogh's personal “mapping” of the heavens secures for him a
faint glimmer of optimism. After reading Hugo's L annéeterrible, he
concludes that there is hope, but confesses:

. . . that hope is in the stars. I think it is true, and well told, and
beautiful, and indeed I should be glad to believe it myself. But
don’t let's forget that this earth is a planet too, and con-
sequently a star, or celestial orb, and if all the other stars were
the same!!!! . . . that would not be much fun; nothing for it but

Fig. 26. William Morris Hunt, Eternity,
¢. 1879. Chareoal drawing. Present
whereabouts unknoun.

Fig. 27. Les fétes du 6 mai. Les
illuminations et I'embrasement de la
tour Eiffel. Vue prise du Trocadéro;
reproduced in LTl ustration,

vol. 93, 11 May 1889, pp. 410-411.
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to begin all over again. But in art, for which one needs time, it
would not be so bad to live more than one life. And it is rather
attractive to think of the Greeks, the old Duteh masters, and
the Japanese continuing their glorious school on other orbs.88
This passage may only be understood in the light of similar outbursts
of passion by Flammarion:
Nations, countries, beliefs, religion, temples, palaces, all will
pass, as well as the earth and the skies—but life, youth, love
shall never cease.

Where are Newton, Copernicus, Galileo, Jesus, Buddha,
Confucius, and Socrates? Gone forever? No, these stars still
glow and exist on other spheres; they continue on finer worlds
the work which was interrupted on earth.s?

But it is his letter to fellow-artist Bernard written during the last
week of June, 1888 that we find the clearest demonstration of van
Gogh’s relationship to Flammarion. He begins by lamenting the
career of the artist, an ill-fated profession “on this thankless planet.”
He derives solace, however, from imagining a future life:
But as there’s no proof to the contrary—and presupposing, of
course, in the innumerable other planets and suns, the
existence of lines, forms, and colors—we are free to maintain a
certain cheerfulness with regard to the possibility of painting
under better and changed conditions of existence, ... an
existence changed by a phenomenon no more tricky or
astonishing than the transformation of a caterpillar into a
butterfly, or of a white grub into a cockchafer.
He elaborates on this theme of metamorphosis in the context of
astronomy and his favorite map metaphor:
The field of action of our metamorphosed butterfly-painter
would be one of the many stars which, after death, are
probably no more inaccessible to us than the little black dots
on geographical maps which in our terrestrial existence, stand
for towns and villages.




Fig. 28. Les étoiles et les curiosités du ciel; chapter heading reproduced in Flammarion,
Les étoiles, p. 1.

Fig. 29. La contemplation des cicux; reproduced in Les étoiles, p. 589,

Then he concludes with his own affirmation of science and its
justification in astronomical fact, practically echoing the rhetoric of
the Société Astronomique:
Science, scientific reasoning, seems to me an instrument with
a great future. For look: the earth was thought to be flal.
Indeed, it is true: between Paris and Asnieres, for example, it
still is. But that hasn’'t prevented scientists from proving
conclusively that the world is round. And no one contests it. In
spite of this there’s still an idea that life runs in a flat
progression from birth to death. But life too is probably round,
and far greater in extent and capacity than the hemisphere
which we know at present. Future generations will probably
enlighten us on this interesting subject: then will be the turn
of Science . . . to draw conclusions more or less parallel to the
sayings of Christ, dealing with the other half of our
existence.®
Van Gogh, Flammarion, and Verne all looked to science for the
solution to humanity’s pressing problems. This entailed the
dissemination of scientific and aesthetic knowledge to the widest
possible community. All three were proud of their ability to
popularize their given subject matter. Van Gogh justified making
copies at Saint-Remy as an attempt “to make Millet's work more
accessible to the great general public.”®! He wanted his picture La
Berceuse to make sailors “feel the old sense of being rocked . . . and
remember their own lullabies.” He admitted that his approach would
no doubt recall “a chromolithograph from a cheap shop,” an attitude
recalling Flammarion’s dream of bringing astronomy to the door-
step of the world’s masses.?? Similarly, van Gogh’s Starry Night
incarnates the effort to visualize the reality of Flammarion's ob-

LIVRE VI
I.ES ETOILLES

CHAPITRE PREMIER
La contemplation des cieux

La Terre est oublide avec son histoire minuscule et éphémére. Le
Soleil lui-méme, avec touf son immense systéme, est tombé dans Ia
nuit infinie. Sur l'aile des comdles intersidérales nous avons pris
notre essor vers les éloiles, soleils de P'espace. Avons-nous exacte-

servations and speculations. While based on immediate perception,
it expands on the reality to include the latest astronomical
discoveries of nebulae, the double and multiple star systems rotating
around a common center of gravity, and above all, the new insights
into the “unfixed” and dynamic universe.

Naturally, the circumstances of the picture’s execution were
fraught with the deepest personal meaning for the painter. In-
carcerated in both mind and spirit, urged on by a longing for both
the security of life after death and the desire to escape his physical
limitations, van Gogh painted a motif that put him in touch with the
cosmos but in a way that made this connection immediate, real, like
the network of black dots on a map of France. The cypress tree alone
of all the terrestrial elements breaks through confinement and
shoots into the sky like a projectile to touch the stars. It is the
symbolic counterpart of van Gogh’s own striving for the Infinite
through non-orthodox channels. It is the “beanstalk” that permits
Vincent-Jack to climb and make contact with another world. The
cypress, like the Eiffel Tower humbling the Gothic edifices in Paris,
outrivals the puny church, totally overwhelmed by the celestial
activity. It points the way to a secularized view of existence without
having to surrender the idea of the Godhead. Breaking through the
frontier of terrestrial and extra-terrestrial life, van Gogh tried to
ensure his union with infinity. The cypress is the tree of death in
Mediterranean countries, a tradition that van Gogh acknowledged in
his letters of the period.®3 At the same time, it is an evergreen tree
which the ancient Romans planted around tombs as a symbol of
immortality. Thus the cypress tree is Vincent’'s own secularized
version of the Eiffel Tower which enables him to reach the stars.*
The starlight and moonlight of that pre-dawn moment glanced into




his asylum cell, brightening the sick-chamber, filling him with in-
spiration, and giving him the temporary sense of dominion over all
the earth.

But the social and political underpinnings of this aspiration are far
more mundane and must be understood in the context of yet another
critical feature of the 1889 Exposition. After the scientific and
technological demonstrations, the dominant display was the colonial
exhibit and the statement of relations between the new technology
and imperialism.®s Not surprisingly, it was Jules Ferry who first
conceived of a grand Universal Exhibition in the year 1889—the
same individual most responsible for French colonial policy during
the decade of the 1880s.96 At the Exposition, an entire colonial city
was built encompassing four major ethnic divisions— Arab, Oceanic,
Asian, and African. On parade was a colorful ensemble of exotic
structures, products, and even native inhabitants of France's
overseas empire.¥?

Van Gogh himself wrote to Bernard from Saint-Remy that the one
thing he regretted mlbxmg at the Expositi s ¢ 2ollec
dwellings of all the races.” He requested his
impression of it, and cially a sketch with the
primitive Egyptian dwelling.”?8 Indeed, all of van Gg
were excited by the colonial exhibits; Gauguin thought of travs-lmg
to one of the colonies and purchasing one of the native huts that he
had seen.?® Under Gauguin’s influence, van Gogh became obsessed
with the colonial idea during the late 1880s. He heard of a group of
Dutch painters planning to found a colorist school in Java, and it
reminded him of Gauguin’'s exhortations to move to a tropical
country where life is cheap. He turned over in his mind the many
schemes of his friend to go to Madagascar, Tonkin, Martinique and
Tahiti, practically the whole of the French colonial empire.'®® His
preoccupation with colonial life led him to contemplate joining the
East Indian troops and even the French Foreign Legion.1®! His
fascination for the Zouaves, the North African military elite, is
manifested in his paintings of this period and embody his personal
fantasies sparked by the imperial policies of his native Holland and
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of the Third Republic (Figs. 39 and 40).102

Van Gogh predicted that “the future of painting is in the tropics,
either in Java or Martinique, Brazil or Australia, and not here.”103
His dreams of a colonial paradise related to his desire to form the
ideal artist’s community, a fraternity of artists gathered under “the
starry sky.”'* His fantasy about a tropical paradise was thus
confounded with Flammarion's own speculations about cosmic im-
mortality. It is curious that Cecil Rhodes, the paradigm of the 19th-
century expansionist mentality, once confessed:

The world is nearly all parcelled out, and what there is left of it
is being divided up, conquered, and colonized. To think of
these stars that you see overhead at night, these vast worlds
which we can never reach. I would annex the planets if I could;
I often think of that. It makes me sad to see them so clear and
yet so far.105
This fantasy is captured in the futuristic novel by Albert Robida, Le
vingtiéme siécle, published in 1883 and illustrating the “departure of
the first scientific and colonial expedition” for the moon (Fig. 41).

In France colonial expansion was promoted as a response to the
humiliating defeat in the Franco-Prussian War and as compensation
for the loss of the Alsace-Lorraine territories. Largely through the
vigorous efforts of Jules Ferry, France gained control of Tunisia,
the Niger region, and Madagascar. His perception of the need for
France’s economic independence overrode even the sacred prin-
ciples of 1789, hence the paradox of the Third Republic’s imperialist
policies. National greatness, social security, unity, and internal
peace depended upon obtaining and exploiting new markets for
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Fig. 35. Vincent van Gogh, Etten and Its Environs, 1878. Pen sketch. Rijksmuseum
Vineent Van Gogh, Amsterdam.

Fig. 33. Map of Asia Minor; reproduced in Spruner-Menke, Atlas Antiguus, No. 25.

Fig. 34. Map of North England; reproduced in Stieler, Hand-Atlas, No. 15C.

French industry. Ferry lauded France’s unique “génie colonisateur”
which enabled it to compete against “the great European nations” in
the “immense steeple-chase sur la route de I'inconnu.”10¢

The paradoxical case of the Third Republic as a committed im-
perial power is revealed in the contradictions of Flammarion, Verne,
and even the anarchist Reclus. All accepted colonization as
inevitable and even as a necessary component of the scientific
conquest of the globe.1°7 While they opposed nationalism and hoped
for the disappearance of territorial boundaries, they seem to see in
colonialism a wider projection of civilization beyond the eolon’s
geographical frontier. For them colonization destroyed isolation,
making the world larger and more accessible. In this sense, the
popularity of Verne's novels (including the highly successful Around
the World in Eighty Days) and astronomy during the Third Republic
complemented the government's colonial policies. 108

The desire to insert France in some limitless and even cosmic
context arose from the painful outcome of the Franco-Prussian War.,
Reclus, Verne, and Flammarion were deeply embittered by this
conflict—Reclus squeezing in his pain between the lines of his
geographical account of Germany, Verne pourmg out his feeling in
The Begum’s Fortune, and Flammarion seizing every opportunity to




ectile Trains for the Moon; wood engraving reproduced in Verne, De la
terre a la lune, 1866, opp. p. 198.

Fig. 36. Night Watching
was the Professor's Passion; reproduced in Verne, (

Fig. 37. Le Bélier, Le Taureau, La Mouche;
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vent his hatred for militarism stimulated by the war (Figs. 42 and
43).1%® By relativizing France’s position on the globe and in the
universe, they further hoped to remove the sting of defeat and the
preoccupation with vengeance that emerged subsequent to the loss
of the country’s vital territories.

Although van Gogh was Dutch, he certainly identified with the
French nation in the 1880s. He wondered after the death of the
Kaiser in March, 1889, if Paris was going to remain quiet, and if the
French would now speed up plans for revenge.!1® Furthermore, the
people of The Netherlands sympathized deeply with the French
during this war and greatly feared Prussia’s growing power.!1
Multatuli already had warned his fellow citizens in the late 1860s
against the danger of the onrushing Prussian juggernaut that
threatened to overrun and crush all of Europe.!'? His warning
became reality with the awesome weaponry and logistics of the
Franco-Prussian War which opened a new era in military history.

During the same September in Arles that van Gogh pondered the
stars and life after death, he sketched a portrait of his friend
Lieutenant Milliet, an officer of the elite Zouave corps (Fig. 44).113
He aimed at a loud, brash, and vulgar portrait right down to the
flashy details of the uniform. Milliet was bound for Africa to do his
colonial tour of duty. It is noteworthy that van Gogh painted in the
upper right-hand corner of the portrait the insignia of Milliet’s
regiment—the crescent moon and the five-pointed star co-opted
from the world of Islam that once ruled over Algeria. It demon-
strates to me that the Starry Night owes its power not only to the
graphic and painterly qualities of Vincent van Gogh, but also to the
same historical forces which shaped the concept of the awesome
Exposition of 1889114

My project called for help from a number of people outside the field of art history and
in fact could not have been accomplished without them. My greatest debt is to the late
George 0. Abell, Professor of Astronomy at UCLA; he was the inspiration and stimulus
for my pursuing the project to its exciting finish. A pioneer whose work on clusters and

superclusters of galaxies expanded our view of the universe, Abell also dared to engage
in collaborative studies which carried his work into the realm of everyday life. Both in
his teaching and scholarly work he aimed at reaching the largest possible audience.
Abell's enthusiasm and insightful observations helped me find fresh evidence of life on
van Gogh's world. I fantasize about the meeting on another star of Flammarion, van
Gogh and Abell, all of whom shared a rare commitment to the sharing of knowledge
without ever considering their work as an exclusivistic occupation. Phyllis Abell, an
artist in her own right, was equally instrumental in guiding me through the complexities
of the stellar night which appeared to me like an enormously intricate three-dimensional
“connect-the-dot” puzzle. Her perception of Aries as a key component of van Gogh's
p}i]cture_ required both the skilled eye of the trained observer and the imaginative one of
the artist.

Through the Abells I met Edwin C. Krupp, director of the Griffith Observatory, who
shared their cross-disciplinary interests as well as their enthusiasm for the project.
Krupp is a specialist in archaeoastronomy, and his knowledge of the formulations of the
ancient astronomers Erovided a unique perspective for examining the more recent
attempt of van Gogh. He generously undertook to inform me on a wealth of
astronomical data and discovered the eritical constellation in van Gogh's Terrace of the
Night Cafe. Above all, the day he used the Zeiss Planetarium Projector to turn the
astronomical clock back to the wee hours of June 19, 1889 and recreate the night sky
over southern France, he made possible one of the most thrilling experiences of my art
historical career.

Actually, the first idea for looking at van Gogh in this way was sparked by a con-
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Fig. 40. Zouaves
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versational exchange among a group of us waiting in line to see the last sequel of the
Star Wars trilogy, “The Return of the Jedi.” On hand were Ron Cobb and Robin Love,
Gregory Nava and Anna Thomas, Myra and Al Boime, Martha and Michael Jura, a
colleague of George Abell's at UCLA who helped put us in contact. Jura and his
colleague, Edward Wright, were instrumental in establishing the orientation of the pre-
dawn sky in van Gogh'’s painting (later confirmed by the empirical data) and computing
the phase of the moon (also confirmed by contemporary accounts).

I owe a special debt of gratitude to the Mayor of Saint-Remy, Henri Richaud, and his
Secretary-General, Alain Quinsac, who generously answered my queries and sent me
enormously helpful illustrations and information. Their generosity and prompt replies
gave me a sense of confidence in the project especially in the critical early stages, and




they also facilitated my contact with the director and his assistant of the Clinique Saint-
Paul. During my visit to Saint-Remy, Sister Raymonde kindly permitted me to enter a
room next to the one formerly occupied by van Gogh (a space now inhabited by a
patient), both during the afternoon hours and at 4:00 a.m. in the morning. | was thus
able to confirm the panoramic view of the eastern sky from the window.

Alain Quinsac also put me in touch with Emile Negre, member of the Société

Scientifique Flammarion, Marseilles, an amateur astronomer who induced his
colleagues to observe and photograph the eastern sky during the months of June and
July, paying particular attention to the constellation Aries and its relationship to the
moon. He also undertook to reconstruct the eastern portion of the night sky over Saint-
Remy on the 18th of June 1889, and his calculations and findings—allowing for the
twenty-four hour difference—are in the main consistent with the planetarium recon-
struction at the Griffith Park Observatory. His enthusiasm for the project provided
additional moral support during my trip to France. And I cannot overlook the striking
coincidence of his institutional affiliation which almost makes the project seem
predestined.

I would have been at a loss without the generous support of Antoinette King, Director
of Conservation, and Terrence Mahon, Conservationist at the Museum of Modern Art,
who provided me with extraordinary close-up shots of the moon in van Gogh's painting
which yield much valuable information on the execution of this motif. They made the
slides under great pressure and I am deeply grateful for their superb effort.

I also want to express my gratitude to various friends and colleagues who contributed
in one way or another to the completion of this project: Dr. Jan Hulsker, Victoria,
British Columbia; Allan Wallach, Kean College; Petra Ten-Doesschate Chu, Seton Hall
University; Louis Hawes, Indiana University; John McCoubrey, University of Penn-
sylvania; Madeleine Beaufort, American University, Paris; Jean-Maurice Rouquette,
Conservateur des Musées d'Arles; David Deckelbaum, Map Librarian, UCLA; Paula A.
Baxter, Reference Librarian at MoMA; Kees Bolle, Debora Silverman, Sam Amato, and
Elliot Elgart, UCLA.

Finally, I think of a visit with my brother Jerry to the Museum of Modern Art in the
early 1960s, when | was a graduate student at Columbia University. I recall very vividly
the two of us before Starry Night, Jerry standing off to my left with his back partially
turned to the picture, and eloquently sharing with me through his rich language, lovely
hand gestures, and lively eves the wonder and love van Gogh inspired in him. [ realize
now that he planted the seed which ultimately germinated in this paper.
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Sereen, vol. 21, 1980-81, pp. 57-96.
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Jan Hulsker. See his Van Gogh door Van Gogh, Amsterdam, 1973, pp. 180-81; The
Complete van Gogh: Paintings, Drawings, Sketches, New York, 1980, p. 396.

The date on the original was written in pencil in the Dutch form (*19 Juni") not by
Vincent but probably by Theo's wife, Jo van Gogh-Bonger, based either on the postmark

Fig. 44. Vincent van Gogh, Lieutenant Milliet, September 1888. Rijksmuseum
Kroller-Miiller, Otterio.

Fig. 43. Le champs d’honneur de 'humanité terrestre;
wood engraving reproduced in Flammarion, Terres du ciel, opp. p. 440.

of a discarded envelope or some other kind of evidence (her methods were not always
reliable). Dr. Hulsker bases his revision on van Gogh's opening sentence of Letter 595:
“Merci de ta lettre d’hier,"” referring to Theo's letter T 10 which was dated by Theo “le 16
juin 1889." Thus Vincent's line can be taken to mean “the letter you wrote yesterday” or,
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hypotheses. He is a model of scholarly clarity and thoroughness.
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