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Essay based on a Sky Journal
To think is to walk among clouds
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Figure 1 L'Avenir des statues, Rene Magritte, 1937
Introduction
This essay has been written following a month-long study of clouds in a day sky during October and November 2022. During this time, I kept a Sky Journal in which I considered the statement ‘to think is to walk among clouds’ from Alexandra Harris’ Weatherland.
I have chosen to discuss three key themes that emerged from entries written in my sky journal that were inspired by consideration of the above statement. 
In the first topic, I will discuss the essence of clouds and the geological position of them in relation to the human experience. In the second topic, I will consider the influence of clouds on my psyche and how I felt they relate to thinking and perception. In the final topic, I will discuss clouds as symbols and note their depiction in religious art and Tarot to provide context around their correspondence to thought and connotation with divinity.
I will conclude by returning to the Weatherland statement and determining whether the evidence upholds this view. 

The Essence of Clouds
“What is this thing in itself, in its own constitution? What are its elements of substance and material, and of cause? What is its function in the world? What is its duration?”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Marcus Aurelius, On the Soul, (1957), Loeb ] 
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More eloquently written by Marcus Aurelius, these were the first thoughts that occurred to me when beginning my study of clouds in a day sky. 
In a lecture delivered to the Philosophical Institute of Edinburgh in 1887, Meteorologist Ralph Abercromby stated two important facts regarding clouds. The first, that cloud-forms are essentially the same all over the world, and the second, that though no two clouds are ever the same, all varieties of cloud are essentially reducible to six or seven fundamental structures.[footnoteRef:2] This suggests clouds have an inherent influence on the global population. [2:  Ralph Abercromby, Cloud Land in Folklore and Science, Philosophical Institute of Edinburgh, 1887] 

Clouds are essentially comprised of water and air. Astrologically then, clouds represent a mix of emotion or feeling (water) and thinking or perception (air). Water droplets in clouds are generally so small that they can remain suspended as clouds in the air, but when water droplets become large and too heavy to hold, they fall to earth as rain. It is enchanting to consider that, allegorically, the sky cries just like humans do when emotions become too overwhelming.
I wrote in my sky journal on 3rd October, 
 ‘As I watch the clouds, they are continuously moving and changing form, like the changing scenes in a silent movie. It’s as though they are expressing themselves or telling a story’.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Jennie Thomas, Sky Journal, Kent (2022)] 
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Figure 2 Clouds in the afternoon over the recreation ground, 5th October 2022
On 7th October, I wrote,
‘Where are the clouds in relation to me? Where do I go when I think? Is it possible to walk among clouds?[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Jennie Thomas, Sky Journal] 

James Gibson argues that the interface between any two states of matter (either solid, liquid or gas) constitutes a surface. For conciseness in this paper, we will bound the sky as the gaseous atmosphere above ground, which contains air and water and permits light, creating ambience. This atmosphere is subject to changes in its constitution, mostly seasonal, known as weather.[footnoteRef:5] If my feet are on solid ground and my head in gaseous sky, then according to Gibson, I stand at the interface of earth and sky.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  James J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, pg.37]  [6:  Ibid.] 

Tim Ingold asserts this is illusionary only. He argues,
With their feet on the ground and their heads in the air, human beings appear to be constitutionally split between the material and the mental. In short, far from facing each other on either side of an impenetrable division between the real and the immaterial, earth and sky are inextricably linked within one indivisible field.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Tim Ingold, The Eye of the storm: visual perception and the weather, Visual Studies, (20025), pg. 97-104] 


The influence of Clouds on my psyche
On 9th October, I wrote,
‘What does it mean to think? How do clouds affect my thinking? Could my thinking affect the clouds?’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jennie Thomas, Sky Journal] 

Aristotle argued that thinking, both speculative and practical, is a form of perceiving; for in both cases the soul judges and has cognizance of something which is.[footnoteRef:9] As such, the soul ‘never thinks without a mental image’ and ‘imagination is produced by sensation in operation’.[footnoteRef:10] He also claims that errors in perception are most likely to occur when attributes such as motion and magnitude are involved, as they are with clouds.[footnoteRef:11] Pareidolia is the tendency to perceive a specific, often meaningful image in a random or ambiguous visual pattern.[footnoteRef:12] Pareidolia are usually considered an optical illusion or a kind of mental projection on ordinary phenomena, such as seeing a face or an animal in a cloud.[footnoteRef:13] Seeing recognizable shapes in clouds is described by Ludwig Wittgenstein as examples of the “seeing-as,” or aspect perception. Seeing-as involves a perceptual and imaginative integration that, in the case of recognizing one thing in its likeness to another, nevertheless maintains distinct objects of comparison.[footnoteRef:14] When discussing imagination, Aristotle says that to imagine is to ‘form an opinion exactly corresponding to a direct perception’ but that this is affected by our true beliefs.  [9:  Aristotle, on the Soul, Loeb, (1957), pg.155]  [10:  Ibid. pg. 177]  [11:  Ibid. pg. 163]  [12:  Merriam-Webster]  [13:  Scott Atran, In Gods We Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion, (2002), Oxford University Press]  [14:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. P. M. S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009). (Bible)] 

So, when I look at clouds and see faces or shapes of things, is this a projection of my thinking at the time or is the sensory perception of the cloud affecting my thoughts? According to Aristotle, sensation occurs first inciting imagination. Imagination plays an important role in perception by inviting indeterminate or potential elements into the perceptual field, contributing to the richness of a perceptual world. 
‘To have imagination is to be able to see the world in its totality, without imagination, man is cut off from the deeper reality of life and from his own soul.’[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism, (1991), Princeton University Press, pg. 20] 
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Figure 3 Is it a dog or a bull looking over a ghostly figure with out-stretched arm? Taken 26th October 2022
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Figure 4 I see two ghosts looking down at me!
Clouds as symbols 
On 17th October, I wrote a list of words that came to me in thought while observing the clouds,
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Underneath these words, I wrote,
‘Why do I associate these words with clouds? Why do clouds have similar meaning for lots of people? Why are clouds so strongly associated with knowledge and communication?’
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Description automatically generated]Evidence shows that Clouds have held profound divine meaning for humans since prehistoric times. Ancestral Pueblo cave paintings dating back to circa 1000BC to 200AD depict clouds as ‘rain-bringers’, something of significant important to these early agricultural groups. These people developed a close relationship with clouds that they perceive as spirits endowed with sacred water that is essential for all life on earth. Clouds, along with other parts of the landscape including mountains, rivers, rocks, and wind were ‘Hactcin’ – endowed with spirit.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Carol Patterson, Clouds in Prehistoric Art of the Colorado Plateau, Expressions, Vol.33 (2021)] 
Figure 5 Photographs of the Hopi Yoyleku petroglyph site with round rain clouds and a terraced cloud with vertical ladder and zig zags representing lightning

The Bible says that ‘the Lord went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them along the way’.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Bible, English Standard Version, Exodus 13:21] 
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]Cloud imagery has also served comparable representational functions in Western and non-Western cultures throughout history, recurring as a shared symbol in religious art and literature. Raphael’s Sistine Madonna from 1512 depicts the Madonna holding the Christ child on a backdrop of clouds. Echoing the phenomena of Pareidolia, the clouds in the background are made up of faces. Figure 6 Sistine Madonna (1512) – Raphael

Symbolically, clouds can indicate celestial messages or messenger and are also symbols of motion, that something is growing and taking form. Mircia Eliade claims that symbols reveal certain aspects of reality – the deepest aspects – which defy any other means of knowledge. ‘Images, symbols and myths are not irresponsible creations of the psyche; they respond to a need to fulfil a function, that of bringing to light the most hidden modalities of being’.[footnoteRef:18] Jacqueline Basker agrees with Eliade’s view that the mind makes use of images to grasp the ultimate reality of things because ‘reality manifests itself in contradictory ways and therefore cannot be expressed in concepts. The mythical symbol becomes a potent source of understanding and creative expression’.[footnoteRef:19] Clouds provide a division between the upper and lower, the mundane and the divine, the material world and the cosmos. This exercise has supported the advice of Marcus Aurelius which says, [18:  Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism, (1991), Princeton University Press, pg. 12]  [19:  Jacqueline Taylor Basker, The Cloud as Symbol: Destruction or Dialogue, Articles of Faith: Theological enquiries in science, economics, ethics and aesthetics, (2006)] 

“You should meditate often on the connection of all things in the universe and their relationship to each other.”[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Marcus Aurelius, The Meditations, Random House, (2014) Book 6:38] 
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In photos I took on the 21st and 29th October, I noticed a connection between the patterns in these and the backdrop of some cards in the Rider-Waite Tarot deck. Tarot is a 78-card deck, divided into 22 major arcana and 56 minor arcana cards, which Liz Greene says are a ‘series of pictorial portrayals of the archetypal human life journey’.[footnoteRef:21] The system of Tarot has correspondence to Qabalah, Astrology, and Alchemy.[footnoteRef:22] Clouds are depicted on just sixteen of the 78 cards but serve an important function when they appear, indicating a calling of a higher nature. Almost half appear in the swords suite of the minor arcana, associated with thought and perception. On five cards, they appear around the hand of God, denoting a divine message or opportunity and on others, they support archangels reinforcing the presence of divinity in clouds. 
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Description automatically generated] [21:  A.E. Waite, The Original Rider Waite: Key to the Tarot, Random House, (2020), pg.11]  [22:  Paul Foster Case, The Tarot: A Key to the Wisdom of the Ages, Penguin Books, (2006)] 
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In Qabalah, the name of the Conscious Energy that ‘brings all things and creatures into existence’ is not really a name at all, but rather a verbal symbol. In Roman letters corresponding to Hebrew, it is spelled IHVH. All possible functions of this one energy can be classified into four planes or ‘worlds’, each represented by a letter of IHVH. The I represents the ‘Archetypal World’, the world of pure ideas and root notions. From this world of ideas comes will and manifestation or will-power. The element of fire is assigned to this world. The first H represents the ‘Creative World’, the world of imagination and fluidity of form. In this world all variations of pure forms exist. The element of water is assigned to this world. The V represents the ‘Formative World’, where archetypal ideas imagined are actualized into expressive form through the breath of life. The element of air is assigned to this world. The final H represents the ‘Material World’, the plane of tangible forms and substance. The element of earth is assigned to this world.[footnoteRef:23] It is possible to apply these principles of ancient wisdom to the geological thinking of Gibson and Ingold and see these as planes of existence, both physically and alchemically. In both instances, the earth element represents the material plane, while the air and water elements represent a mixed plane of creativity and formation of ideas. The sun, the fire element outside of the gaseous atmosphere described by Gibson, physically and archetypally provides the source of energy for life.  [23:  Paul Foster Case, The Tarot: A Key to the Wisdom of the Ages, Penguin Books, (2006), pg. 3-5] 


Conclusion
My assignment was to consider Alexandra Harris’ statement ‘to think is to walk among clouds’. 
In this essay, inspired by keeping a sky journal, I have considered the essence of clouds, geological views regarding human positioning in the environment, the effect of clouds on my psyche, and the symbolical connotations of clouds.
Geologically, it has been argued that we exist in one indivisible field and therefore when we think, we must inhabit the same space as clouds. On this basis alone, the statement is supported by the evidence.
However, the evidence has shown that astrologically, the composition of clouds is linked to the thinking and feeling elements. Aristotle is also clear that thought is precipitated by emotion which combines these elements. In the esoteric practice of Tarot, clouds are depicted to reinforce both the essence of the thought function and divine presence, which suggest thinking is connected to a higher plane of influence.
As such, it could be argued that the statement could be strengthened to better reflect the above evidence to read ‘to think is to be a cloud’. 	
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