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To think is to walk among clouds – a Sky Journal Essay
This essay is based on a Sky Journal kept between 6th October and 6th November 2024. The journal consisted of photographs and text describing daily walks and journeys along a part of the Old Drover’s Road near The Foel, a moor-topped hill on the edge of the Berwyns, between the Ceiriog Valley and Llangollen. The essay takes as its theme, the phrase ‘to think is to walk among clouds’ from Alexandra Harris’ book ‘Weatherland: Writers and Artists Under English Skies.’  
Methodology
[bookmark: _Int_7fStFM91][bookmark: _Int_GDCzqZkn]It is divided into four parts, one for each week of the journal kept, with each part having text based on the observational journal, photographs taken during the week, and paintings and poems, in keeping with the theme of Harris’s book. Although the skies might not always be necessarily ‘English’, I am not, by nature a dreamer. In my mind I am practical, sensible, not prone to imaging, albeit with imagination. Consequently, it has been a deliberate act for me to ‘open up’ and allow feelings to arise, come into the open air, and be guided by such expression and by the art and poetry I have chosen as examples. In doing so, I waited to see if underlying thread or theme emerged. 

[image: ]Hullo Clouds, Hullo SkyView from the Foel over Glyn Valley

6th October. One of the rare days this month that it had not rained. 
My journal notes: ‘The grey clouds hover motionless, as if weighted into immobility by their cargo. They remind me of the pregnant ewes I see when I walked Penny in early Spring – heavy with lamb, their daggy, dirty bellies almost touching the ground.’
Etymologically, clouds are related to the earth – old Middle English cloud and clod, as in earth or mound, have the same root.[footnoteRef:1] Also, the word ‘sky’ could mean sky or cloud in Old Norse, much as ‘himmel’ in German can mean sky or heaven [footnoteRef:2] [1:  ‘Cloud’. Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “cloud (n.), sense I.1,” https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/8279257488. [access date 28 October 2024] ]  [2:  ‘Sky.’ Oxford English Dictionary,  https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/8043202830. https://www.oed.com/dictionary/sky_n1?tab=etymology [access date  28 October 2024]] 

[bookmark: _Int_0wo4B1iO][image: ]Clouds, and what they carry, have power. Deities associated with clouds are also those associated with power and war. Zeus is the supreme Olympian god of the Greek pantheon and the ruler of the heavens. Among his many titles is ‘cloud-gatherer’ [footnoteRef:3]  In classical painting he is depicted, thunderbolt in hand, seated on a cloud.The Israelite god Yahweh  [3: , Mark Alonge. "Zeus." In The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Greece and Rome. : Oxford University Press, 2010. https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780195170726.001.0001/acref-9780195170726-e-1350 [Access Date: 12 November 2024]] 
Jupiter Enthroned, Heinrich Friedrich Füger

[bookmark: _Int_PO2az5EE]has a similar epithet – he is ‘Cloud-rider’. For Moshe Weinfeld, both may have an antecedent in Mesopotamian chief gods – Enlil ‘the Lord of the Air’ whose throne is set on ‘the mountain mist, he rotates it in heaven like a rainbow, he makes it roam about like a floating cloud.’[footnoteRef:4] Wienfeld’s paper focuses on the war-like, powerful nature of these cloud commanding deities, comparing their destructive natures, the Goddess Inanna/Ishtar can flatten vegetation with her thunderous roar. When Yahweh, Cloud-Rider,’roars… from Zion and thunders (lit. 'gives his voice') from Jerusalem, the shepherds' pastures are scorched and the top of Carmel (=the best vegetation) is dried up’[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Moshe Weinfeld, “‘Rider of the Clouds’ and ‘Gatherer of the Clouds.’” Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society 5 (1) 422-426 (1973). https://janes.scholasticahq.com/article/2171-rider-of-the-clouds-and-gatherer-of-the-clouds  [Access Date: 12 November 2024]]  [5:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Int_ipsR86Cx]These ‘lords of the air’ are destroyers and life givers. The clouds send down rain, the rain waters the vegetation and crops, the water slakes thirst. Zeus’ representations as fertility god are many. In his seduction of Io, Zeus’ envelopes, covers her as a cloud. The coming down and commingling of god and human, in rain and flesh.
[image: ]Jupiter and Io - Antonio Allegri, called Correggio

[bookmark: _Int_qPN9IrZv][bookmark: _Int_ocbf24zq]As such, the gods, as Nicholas Campion notes, ‘were an integral part of the natural world in the sense that they inhabited it, occupying the same space as human beings, but invisible….. Relations between humans and the rain, the sun, the sky, their animals, and crops were essentially social.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient and Classical Worlds. (Bloomsbury Publishing, London 2009) p.41] 

[bookmark: _Int_5ytJOuKw]Is there still that relationship between man and God? It implies an anthropomorphic God, one who needs to be communicated with, feared and supplicated. 
[bookmark: _Int_CktPz1TB]I walk the same road that nearly a century ago, the priest and poet, R S Thomas, erstwhile curate of this parish, stomped around on his parochial duties. His faith was Anglican, that of most of the local farmers strictly ‘Nonconformist.’ [footnoteRef:7]In his poem, ‘A peasant’ Iago Prychierth, is  [7: Anthony Thwaite ,(ed), R.S. Thomas. Selected Poems Everyman’s Poetry. (Orion’s Publishing Group 1996) p.i] 

[bookmark: _Int_pF63tsTP]‘An ordinary man of the bald Welsh hills,
Who pens a few sheep in a gap of cloud.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid.p.8] 

[bookmark: _Int_0o7xTRNQ]Vacant minded, foul smelling, impregnable, he is our
[bookmark: _Int_3pSCHpQr][bookmark: _Int_Tw1DmsWI][bookmark: _Int_yKfuxoKw]‘prototype, who, season by season
Against siege of rain and the wind’s attrition,
Preserves his stock, an impregnable fortress
Not to be stormed even in death’s confusion.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid.p.8] 

[bookmark: _Int_fomPHFbM][bookmark: _Int_Y8VjMxZM]God is no longer intermingling with humans, the rain and wind are enemy, something to be battled against, and yet Iago Prychierth may carry something of that pagan, albeit celtic proto-god essence:
[bookmark: _Int_LRgGEcxe]‘Remember him, then, for he, too, is a winner of wars,
Enduring like a tree under the curious stars’.[footnoteRef:10] [10: Ibid.p.8] 






[image: ]Trailing Clouds of Glory
Sunset over The Foel

October 11th. ‘Coming back from a frustrating two hour wait for morphine driver and anti sickness medication for one of my clients, and old friend, who is dying in the next village up. I have a roiling of rage inside mixing out with grief, that we were so close as to not getting her required doses before the weekend, due to a medical mix up. I am racing along the top road towards the Foel and see this. I stop the car and slump back in my seat. Just looking at that sky I can feel the anger drain away like dross off liquid iron, somehow transferred to the molten sky and cloud clinker. My path homewards shines like a silver river in the darkened hills. A pause, hiatus. Then, my pre-conditioned self steps out of the car and takes a phone photo’.
Both John Constable and William Turner were masters of the cloud. Constable’s clouds have a realism borne of years of dedicated study and, as Harris says, ‘Constable’s precision affirms that clouds depicted accurately are more beautiful than any dreamed-up approximation.’[footnoteRef:11] His childhood and early adulthood work as a miller’s apprentice at his father’s grain mills, honed his sky studies. ‘The painter who sat on Hampstead Heath in the 1820s had an outdoor working life behind him. He could read the sky as a ploughman reads the field or a coachman the road ahead.’[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Harris, Alexandra, Weatherland: Writers and Artists Under English Skies (London: Thames & Hudson 2016) pp. 192-203 [Accessed November 4, 2024. ProQuest Ebook Central]]  [12:  Ibid.] 


[image: ]
Shorham Bay, Evening Sunset. John Constable
Ruth too, was a painter. She would have pointed out the vermillion, scarlet, silver, grey paints, the tints of blue, the angle of the silvered road cutting through. Ruth, the deeply spiritual being, would have longed for a bridge to that sky. Beyond that sky lay her god, her heaven, and in that heaven, with that god, were her family. I notice that I instinctively used the ‘trailing clouds of glory.’   An online search shows it is a line from Wordsworth’s ‘Ode on Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’[footnoteRef:13]: [13:  Wordsworth, William. Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood" Available at: https://poets.org/poem/ode-intimations-immortality-recollections-early-childhood. [Access Date: 19 November 2024]] 

[bookmark: _Int_ObQbwxLD][bookmark: _Int_Yxt9TW4y][bookmark: _Int_6zgyK7rn]‘Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting;
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting
And cometh from afar;
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home.’
This fifth stanza with its description of our descent from the stars into human form, has echoes of Plato’s ‘Myth of Er’ in his ‘Republic.’  However, Fred Blick argues that when he wrote the poem, in 1804, Wordsworth ‘displayed Pythagoreanism and Pantheism and found Deity in Nature as part of the interpretation of ‘the one life’’[footnoteRef:14] and that the stanza was a contemplation of Pythagorean transmigration and the ‘Pythagorean concept of a harmonious universe based on the ‘music of the spheres’[footnoteRef:15].  I find myself drawn to this interpretation, that there is a cosmic commonality and unity that runs through everything, animate and inanimate, visible, and invisible throughout the universe.   [14:  Blick, Fred.  ‘Wordsworth’s poem ‘The Primrose of the Rock’: From Pythagoras and Pantheism to Christianity. (2017) https://www.academia.edu/36535582/Wordsworths_poem_The_Primrose_of_the_Rock_From_Pythagoras_and_Pantheism_to_Christianity  [Access Date 15th November 2024]]  [15:  Ibid.] 


Cloud of unknowing.
[image: ]Drover's Road in mist


[bookmark: _Int_sBwJWNnK][bookmark: _Int_Nw0XlPlv]October 29th. We were in a weather pattern the Met Office called ‘anticyclonic gloom,’ which translated here as unending mist. Our daily walks were in mist. I noted that ‘there is an absence of anything around to provide the usual hooks of thought. In a strange place in mist, I would feel afraid of the unknown. However, on this walk, in this place, I feel safe, the mist cocoons and contains me and paradoxically I can think clearly, as there are no distractions’. I used this opportunity to think about Harris’s statement on Keat’s ascendancy of Ben Nevis, through the cloud and mist.
[bookmark: _Int_me42jPDj] ‘This is a revelation of how nothing is clearly revealed. What is a ‘thought,’ he asks, but more of this mist? Turning himself inside-out, Keats makes the cloud around him a projection of his own mind. If the cloud has besieged him from above and below, he responds by claiming those clouds as his vast mental space. Standing in the mist we are suddenly looking round at the great interior of Keats’s brain.’[footnoteRef:16] [16: Alexandra Harris, Weatherland] 

[bookmark: _Int_JUfBnmSa][bookmark: _Int_Ys7Vjg7D]Did she mean that Keat’s ‘vast mental space’ ‘the great interior’ was full of mist or confusion? In one respect yes, in the cloud of unknowingness that was the summit of Ben Nevis, shrouded in mist, seeing nothing but the crag he stood on, it could be said his mind was mist-full. But not so mist-full that he could not sit right down and pen a sonnet on the summit.
For Keats, just as the mist obscured chasms sky, so mankind’s ability to see heaven and hell is equally shrouded. In that moment there was no heaven or hell.  Ronald Sharp argues that while ‘religious issues are not only of interest to him; they are absolutely central to his poetic vision’.  Keats had a ‘deep and abiding skepticism about the possibility of knowing with any certainty any kind of transcendent or higher of transcendent or higher reality’.[footnoteRef:17] Sharp continues that Keats, while understanding the human desire for this, rejects any notion that ‘insights of the imagination were genuine metaphysical truths.’ [footnoteRef:18]This theme of spirituality, but not necessarily belief in God or gods, as seen with Wordsworth, seems symbolic of the artistic and creative zeitgeist of the ‘Romantic Period’ of the early 19th Century. [17:  Sharp, Ronald. A Recourse Somewhat Human’: Keats’s Religion of Beauty.’ The Kenyon Review 1, no. 3 (1979): 22–49. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4335038)]  [18:  Ibid.] 


Valediction.
Week 4. November 6th. My notes: ‘The sky is once more anchored to the tops of the mountains. The afternoon sun shards light in between cloud, lighting up the rowan trees, not yet stripped of their scarlet berries by the fieldfares and redwing flocks. This is the last day of walking up here on the tops with Penny. Her human moves into a care home soon and Penny is traveling down to a new home at the the edge of Exmoor.’ 
November 6th is a cross-quarter day between the Autumn Equinox and Winter Solstice by the solar astronomical calendar.  In Pagan and Wiccan terms, a liminal space, a crossing time from one place to another and in our village, the expanded time of what I call ‘Halloweentide’ here in the UK. My Wiccan neighbours celebrated Samhain, with wheat and beer libations. My young neighbours on the other side have many carved vomiting pumpkins, a door wreathed in bat fairy lights and a two-foot JÜL felted elf. Both events seem to capture the essence of the ‘Dia de Muertos – the Day of the Dead’ – that span of time between 28th October and 2nd November where, in American Hispanic cultures – especially Mexico, ‘a time for remembering relatives, friends and ancestors in a lighter way, with the emphasis on laughter and music, rather than sorrow and fear.’[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Bryan Mendez. ‘Astronomia de los Muertos’ in Calendar in the Sky. Available at:  https://multiverse.ssl.berkeley.edu/Calendar-in-the-Sky/Articles/astronomia-de-los-muertos  [Access Date:  22 November 2024]] 

[bookmark: _Int_FpQsesni][bookmark: _Int_FtUjbwl0][bookmark: _Int_E6cRZkTd]I am mourning and celebrating the passing of life. October, for me is a month of death.  I lost a good friend to cancer at the start of the month, and my old friend Ruth around mid month. My mother died seven years ago around the same time and the end of the month would have seen her 84th birthday. And yet, as nature shows, the world turns, clouds come and go, the sun is hidden, the sun shines, we move on. My memories of those gone, like the clouds, will shift and flow, lose identity or appear in more solid form.  It is paradoxical then that painters and artist, as examined in Harris’ book, strive to solidify cloud. ‘...clouds take their identity from process,’[footnoteRef:20] they constantly move, morph. Wordsworth’s ‘marvelous array of temple, palace, citadel,’ [footnoteRef:21]Constable’s painstaking rendering of accurate cloud images become static on paper or canvas, moving only in the mind of the reader or viewer. [20:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland]  [21:  Ibid.] 


Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_A2MeVWeZ][bookmark: _Int_KMvceGuD]Keeping a Cloud Journal and noting the thoughts and feelings that arise has proved a cathartic if challenging experience. The experience was mediated through ruminating on ‘to think is to walk among clouds’[footnoteRef:22] and in that sense, ‘walking with’ poets and artists and their own ideas of life, spirituality, and death. Reviewing the essay I see that the silver thread or theme that emerged was dichotomous. On the one hand, a human need to capture, hold fast, concretize an experience, through description, writing or art, and on the other, a desire to be a part of something infinite, uncontainable, and ineffable. [22:  Ibid.] 


Word count (text) 2132
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