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Essay based on a Sky Journal:
12 October-27 November 2023 
Perception of Clouds
Murray Eiland
Words:  2018 (not including quotes from others) 

Introduction
     This essay will place my observations of clouds at midday (12 October-27 November 2023) into a broader context. Methods include observation by eye accompanied by journal notes, photographs, and poetry. The main area studied was 'home' (1110 Eagle Nest Court, Danville, CA). From these observations, three themes emerged. The first is the shapes of clouds, the second is religious aspects/transcendence, and the third is pollution. These will be situated within the academic framework established by Alexandra Harris, particularly the phrase, 'To think is to walk among clouds'.[footnoteRef:1] Harris expresses clouds’ profound and enduring metaphorical resonance within visual art and literature. She is an English Professor at the University of Birmingham.[footnoteRef:2] In the quote Harris is specifically referring to German Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich (1774 - 1840) and English poet John Keats (1795-1821).   [1:   See Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies (London: Thames & Hudson, 2015), p.245.]  [2:  Alexandra Harris, About (2023) <https://www.alexandraharris.co.uk/> [accessed 23 November 2023].] 

Shapes of Clouds
     Starting in early adulthood, I have emotionally linked clouds with dogs. This could be the result of as a child learning to identify Sirius the 'dog star' as part of the constellation Canis Major. It might also be that clouds appear soft, and as a child I noted how dogs enjoyed soft surfaces to lie on. On 14 October 2023 I wrote a short poem (Poem 1) after looking at the midday clouds (Fig 1).
In skies so vast, where dreams take flight,
White wispy clouds, a pure delight,
They dance on high, in playful glee,
Like phantom dogs, so wild and free.

Their tails of vapour, soft and bright,
In endless chase, across the light,
They frolic in the azure sea,
These sky bound hounds, forever be.



Figure 1. Photograph taken 14 October 2023 at noon from home. The 'mouth' inspired me to write a poem about dog shaped clouds in the sky. 

Throughout history, artists and writers have drawn inspiration from the ethereal nature of clouds. Lorraine Daston notes that Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) thought clouds were 'images made by chance' and that an artist might interpret them according to their imagination.[footnoteRef:3] Considering Poem 1, I can agree.  [3:  See Lorraine Dastson, 'Cloud Physiognomy' in Representations, 135 (2016), 45–71, p. 51.] 

 I am drawn to the paintings of J.M.W. Turner (1775 - 1851). On 17 October I noted, 'I see clouds nothing like Turner here'. As Antonio Somaini notes, Turner's clouds are carefully delineated. The upper are ‘cirrus’, the central ‘stratus’, and the lower level are ‘rain-clouds’. They have no sharp edges, and are often used to screen and filter other parts of the landscape.[footnoteRef:4] As Harris notes, John Ruskin (1819-1900) was greatly influenced by Turner's depiction of the sky. One day in 1859-1860 he counted 150 streets of clouds.[footnoteRef:5] This suggests that patient observation is required to appreciate clouds in the sky. However, with the application of a bit of imagination, clouds might also have a more symbolic dimension as expressed in Poem 1.  [4:  See Antonio Somaini, 'The Atmospheric Screen: Turner, Hazlitt, Ruskin', in Screen Genealogies: From Optical Device to Environmental Medium, ed. by Craig Buckley, Rüdiger Campe, and Francesco Casetti (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2019), pp. 159–86, p. 175.]  [5:  Compare Harris, p. 317.] 

     Aristophanes of Athens (ca. 446–386 BCE) is well known for his comic play The Clouds. The work belittles Socrates who says ridiculous things such as,
Clouds turn into anything they want. 
Thus, if they see a savage with long hair, 
one of these furry types, like the son of 
Xenophantus,  they mock his obsession by making themselves 
look like centaurs.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Aristophanes, Clouds. Wasps. Peace, trans by Jeffrey Henderson, Loeb Classical Library vol. 488 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), Clouds 347-351, p. 57.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
     Of course clouds appear in a form decided by a subjective observer. Christine Blaettler suggests in contrast to past eras where clouds were frequently connected to a deity or the beauty of nature, the aesthetic from about 1800 has embraced 'blurry' or 'fuzzy' as aesthetic concepts in themselves.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  See Christine Blaettler. 'Cloud Aesthetics: An Epistemological Challenge, Aesthetics from Below, and the Question of History' in Journal of Foreign Languages and Cultures, 5.1 (2021), 15-25, p. 19.] 

     Even in antiquity, there were attempts to describe the natural history of clouds. Lucretius lived ca. 99-55 BCE. In his didactic poem De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things) he expounds Epicurean philosophy. Some of the statements clearly mis-interpret the genesis of natural phenomena like clouds, 
…because, when 
the clouds first take their being, before the eye can see them, so 
thin they are, the winds drive and carry them together to the 
mountain-tops. Now at length gathered together in greater 
mass and packed together they are able to show themselves, and appear 
at the same time to rise from the very peak;[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Lucretius, On the Nature of Things trans. by W.H.D. Rouse revised by Martin F. Smith, Loeb Classical Library 181(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 461-466, p. 527.] 


     Lucretius was logical, but incorrect. It is now understood that lenticular clouds actually do form at the top of mountains. David Whiteman notes that wind is forced to go over the surface of the mountain to reach the top. As the air climbs higher, the air temperature decreases and may drop below the dew point. This is when water forms a cloud. The process operates continually.[footnoteRef:9] The clouds in Fig. 1, like other clouds I often saw on sunny days, are lenticular clouds that are starting to lose their form. The house is located in the foothills, away from the top of nearby Mount Diablo (1,173 meters high). In short, while Turner may have depicted some lenticular clouds, he is best known for cumulous clouds. I ddi not see many cumulous clouds during my study period.  [9:  See David C. Whiteman, 'Clouds and Fogs', Mountain Meteorology: Fundamentals and Applications online edn., (Oxford Academic, 12 Nov. 2020)  <https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195132717.003.0014> [accessed 28 Nov. 2023].] 

In literature, clouds can be of the natural world, which form and disburse according to physical laws. Clouds may also function as metaphors for ambiguity, imagination, and the ever-shifting nature of human experiences (as in Poem 1). Beyond their artistic and literary significance, clouds can carry cultural associations of religion and transcendence.
Clouds as Transcendence 
     In Homer's epics - the Iliad and Odyssey - clouds represent the gods' heavenly veils, encapsulating their ethereal nature. Similarly, Judeo-Christian traditions depict divine interventions enveloped in clouds. Exodus 13: 21–22 states that a pillar of clouds went ahead of the exiles by day to guide them.[footnoteRef:10] In traditional art, like religious paintings, clouds were often depicted as mere embellishments. During the Renaissance, Leonardo da Vinci mastered the chiaroscuro technique to infuse clouds with depth and volume. However, notable shifts occurred in the 19th century with the Romantic Movement when clouds became more than just scenery; they also embodied emotion. Qinghong Rao notes that Turner employed expressive brushstrokes to convey the drama and power of clouds in his landscapes, particularly how clouds interact with geological features.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments Authorized King James Version (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), Exodus 13: 21-22.]  [11:  See Quinghong Rao,'Turner's and Shitao's Wild Mountains and Waters: Towards a Phenomenology of Radical Landscape Painting' (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Glasgow, 2022) in University of Glasgow Enlighten Theses < https://theses.gla.ac.uk/83226/> [accessed November 25 2023], 115-116.] 


[image: ]
Figure 2. Church of Latter Day Saints Temple, 4770 Lincoln Ave.  Oakland, CA. The water feature leads to the temple, which overlooks the San Francisco Bay. There are clouds over the bay on many days, such as 30 October 2023 at 3 pm when this image was taken. 

Clouds might also have a relationship with architecture. On 30 October 2023 I visited the site of a LDS Temple. I wanted to get a good view of the bay to see if I could see any clouds. Instead, I found the temple was framed by clouds. In my journal I noted, 'Temple was constructed on a promontory at the end of a long water feature. With the bay in the background, the sky and the clouds form part of the scene'. Examining the image now, the rough white marble stone in the water feature (Fig. 2) is clearly designed to accentuate the white in the clouds. In some ways the clouds were not representing specifically divinity, but something more transcendental. 
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792 - 1822) is considered one of the major English Romantic poets. His poem The Cloud (1830) harkens back to an idealised Classical past but uses symbols in very different ways to the ancients. 	
I am the daughter of Earth and Water,
And the nursling of the Sky;
I pass through the pores of the ocean and shores;
I change, but I cannot die.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  See Percy Bysshe Shelley, Prometheus Unbound (London: C. and J. Ollier, 1820), p.199.] 
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Figure 3. Infrared photo taken at noon of clouds/landscape at Blackhawk Plaza, 3380 Blackhawk Plaza Cir., Danville, CA. This water feature emphasizes creative and mythological elements with sculpture (several sculptures project into the sky). Billowing cumulous clouds are in the background (accentuated in infrared). 

     After visiting the temple, I visited another water based ensemble. While thinking about the scene in Figure 3, I wrote, 'Clouds are useful metaphors for positive thoughts, including play. They represent inspiration and creativity, signifying a rich mental environment'. In William Wordsworth's (1770-1850) poem I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud (1807) clouds take on a tranquil and reflective quality, thus mirroring the poet's contemplative state of mind. The poem opens with loneliness, which is interrupted by an appreciation of nature,
I wandered lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o'er vales and hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host, of dancing daffodils;[footnoteRef:13] [13:  See William Wordsworth, Poems in Two Volumes Vol. II (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, and Orms, 1807), 'Moods of My Own Mind 7', pp. 49-50.] 


     The perspective is looking down from above on the field of daffodils. The installation oat the Blackhawk Plaza (Fig. 4) appears to follow this poem, as there are several metal daffodils near the 'stream', and daffodil bulbs emerge on the banks in the spring. The main issue is that several sculptures of children flying on geese are high enough to interact visually with the clouds in a playful way.

Pollution 


Figure 4. Greatly enlarged photograph taken at 5 pm on 6 November from home. 

     On November 6 I started also looking at clouds later in the day (5 pm) as well as at midday. I noted in my journal, 'When twilight approaches, the slow descent into darkness encourages introspection and contemplation. The soft hues of the sky, tinted with the last traces of light reflected in clouds, inspire reflection and melancholy. Artists might also examine themes of resolution, nostalgia, and time passing'. High up in the sky, I saw a jet leaving a trail behind it. I never recorded this in my journal before. Over the next hour I worked on a poem (Poem 2) that expressed my thoughts at seeing the jet in Fig. 4,

Beneath the canvas of the setting sun,
A trail emerges, silver threads undone.
It glimmers like a river, pure and bright,
A ribbon of delight in fading light.

Golden hues reflect upon its grace,
As if the heavens joined in this embrace.
But do not be beguiled by nature's guise,
For these trails hold a dark surprise.

They mimic clouds, a picturesque display,
Yet stealthily, they weave a gloomy fray.
Contrails, born from engines' fiery breath,
Deceive the eye, concealing nature's death.

     Industrial painting is known from the countries of the Former Soviet Union and their allies. Craig Smith argues that Soviet Realism only started in 1934, but drew upon deeper roots. By the time it arrived in China and North Korea, it was already established, and the main focus was to extoll progress.[footnoteRef:14] With a late 20th century eye, a steel plant billowing might be considered beautiful, whereas many 21st century observers would have difficulty seeing the sublime in that scene. Perhaps it is the job of an artist to simply record. The painter John Constable (1776 – 1837) made a series of cloud studies in the 1820s and recorded specific details about the weather. Gillen Wood used these paintings to reconstruct the environmental history of climate change because the clouds were so naturalistic.[footnoteRef:15] I still do not know how to approach contrails from jets, but they are now part of the clouds I see.  [14:  See Craig A. Smith, 'Industrial Landscapes of Socialist Realism' in Gilded Age ed. by Ivan Franceschini and Nicholas Loubere  (Canberra: ANU Press, 2017) pp. 219-223, p. 221.]  [15:  See Gillen D'Arcy Wood, 'Constable, Clouds, Climate Change', in The Wordsworth Circle, 38.1-2 (2007), 25-33, pp. 31-33.] 


Conclusion
From classical divinity to modern metaphors, clouds bridge cultural, temporal, and emotional realms. With imagination, clouds can be a vehicle for imagination (Poem 1). Using Aristophanes as an example, clouds might also represent the vanity and possible ridiculousness of over-intellectualization. They also might clearly represent divinity, as the exiled Israelites were to follow a cloud both day and night. In this case literature and architecture are related, as in the LDS Temple in Oakland is literally in the clouds (Fig. 2). Other aspects of landscape architecture might also use the sky and clouds as features in a more playful way, such as Blackhawk Plaza (Fig. 3) which seems to embody I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud or something similar. It is also possible to see 'clouds' as broadly conceived as emanating from jet (Fig. 4 and Poem 2). This might be the least pleasant aspect of clouds from an intellectual perspective, but even in contrails there can be beauty. 
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