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Essay based on a sky journal:
[bookmark: _Hlk67035837]How did Luke Howard’s new meteorology inspire painters and artists in the Romantic period?

Word count: 2583

[bookmark: _Hlk66739031]INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Hlk66742472][bookmark: _Hlk67036673][bookmark: _Hlk66799520]The aim of this essay was to examine how Luke Howard’s (1772-1864) new meteorology had influenced artists and poets in the Romantic period.  Until the 19th century, cloud structures were deemed too changeable to be classified, stated Hamblyn.[footnoteRef:1]  Howard, an amateur meteorologist, born in London, studied the transient nature of clouds for years before publishing his essay ‘On the Modification of Clouds’ (1803).  Howard proposed three families of clouds in which every cloud could be categorized.[footnoteRef:2]  The research methodology was reflexive.  As Haynes stated: reflexivity forces the researcher to re-examine their positioning in relation to methodology and the self.[footnoteRef:3]  Thus, I am a middle-aged Caucasian female, living in Greater Manchester. As a young adult, I lived in Malawi for 15 years.  Data was collected using a phone to photograph clouds around Worsley, Greater Manchester, during two weeks over February/March 2021.   The sky was used as the primary document and a sky journal was kept for reflections.   The sky journal presented an insight into the transient nature of clouds. [1:  Richard Hamblyn, The Invention of Clouds, Picador, (2001), [hereafter Hamblyn], p. 294.  ]  [2:  Luke Howard, On the Modifications of Clouds, Franklin Classics, (1803), p. 4.]  [3:  Kathryn Haynes, Reflexivity in Qualitative Research, Sage, (2017), [hereafter Haynes], p. 76.] 


LITERATURE REVIEW 
[bookmark: _Hlk67047716]Howard named the main clouds cirrus (feather), cumulus (heap) and stratus (layer), including four other cloud types being modifications of the three major formations.[footnoteRef:4]  As Howard explains, the intermediate types were added to allow for the cloud’s continual movement.[footnoteRef:5]  Clouds may have many forms, but only three basic types.  The fleeting nature of clouds emphasizes the challenges encountered by artists.  Harris stated that Constable (1776-1837) understood the challenges and that the viewer must be able to see where the wind is coming from and what the cloud is about to become.[footnoteRef:6]   Conversely, Ingold argued that as weather enters visual awareness by light, weather can only be imagined.[footnoteRef:7]   This suggests that Ingold is interested in the visual perception of weather as affected by the imagination.   On the other hand, Leslie connected clouds to animation and metaphors since they both have animate forms, shifting, mutable and always in movement, suggesting that animation and clouds are similar.[footnoteRef:8]  This concept was reinforced by Williams who stated that both Ruskin (1819-1900) and Shelley (1792-1822) used metaphors to describe cirrus clouds.   [4:  Luke Howard, p. 5.]  [5:  Luke Howard, p. 5.  ]  [6:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland. Writers and Artists Under English Skies, Thames & Hudson, (2015), [hereafter Harris], p. 243.]  [7:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Eye of the Storm: Visual Perception and the Weather’, Visual Studies, Vol 20, No 2, (2005), [hereafter Ingold], 97-104, p. 97.]  [8:  Esther Leslie, ‘Cloud Animation’, Animation: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol 12(3), (2017), [hereafter Leslie], 230-243, p. 231.] 


Harris asserted that Howard’s essay had inspired painters and poets in the Romantic period.[footnoteRef:9]  19th century clouds had layers and texture, no longer the backdrop to paintings, stated Leslie.[footnoteRef:10]   More exactly, painters, such as Constable, Turner (1775-1851) and Ruskin, practised sketching clouds.   Thorne stated that Constable would practise until he mastered the clouds, and that this was visible in his powerful landscapes.[footnoteRef:11]   From a meteorological perspective, Goethe (1749-1832) recognized Howard’s classifications as a breakthrough and dedicated a poem (1821), including four stanzas, to him, stated Slater.[footnoteRef:12]  Goethe’s poem bore a striking resemblance to Shelley’s poem, asserted Hamblyn.[footnoteRef:13]   For example, Shelley’s poem The Cloud, written the year before, mingled the scientific innovation with ancient poetic tradition, argued Hamblyn.[footnoteRef:14]   Howard classified nimbus as the rain cloud, that is in the stratiform cloud bands.[footnoteRef:15]  Constable was known to practice his cloud sketches in the rain, according to Thornes, indicating that painters were also interested in grey skies.[footnoteRef:16]  Likewise, Harris asserted that Ruskin’s attitude was that all weather was good.[footnoteRef:17]  For Wordsworth it was not blue or grey skies that interested him but the atmospheric events, such as the sun breaking through the clouds stated Harris.[footnoteRef:18]   [9:  Harris, p. 243.]  [10:  Leslie, p. 231.]  [11:  John Thornes, ‘Constable’s Clouds’, The Burlington Magazine, Vol 121, No 920, (1979), [hereafter Thornes], 697-704, p. 698.]  [12:  A W Slater, ‘Luke Howard (FRS) and His Relations with Goethe’, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, Vol 27, No 1, (1972), [hereafter Slater], 119-140, p. 119.]  [13:  Hamblyn, 215.]  [14:  Hamblyn, p. 216.]  [15:  Howard, p. 11.]  [16:  Thornes, p. 702.]  [17:  Harris, p. 321.]  [18:  Harris, p. 234] 



FINDINGS/DISCUSSION
This section comprises the findings and discussion of my sky journal.  The main discussions will be extracts from the sky journal and from drawings and photographs taken.  Three common themes were identified: (i) Animation and metaphors (ii) Grey skies (iii) Stunners. As the aim was to examine how Howard’s new meteorology influenced artists and poets in the Romantic era, their work will be considered alongside my journal entries, which should place my fieldwork into the context of the sky as a cultural resource.

Animation and metaphors
These images reflect the transient nature of clouds and their capacity to animate different forms, adopt different images, as well as taking on metaphors.

Monday, 22nd February 2021
[bookmark: _Hlk67042147]These clouds looked imposing (figure 1) … a colossal poltergeist emerging over the rooftop.   I recognized the clouds as cumulous due to their roundness and puffiness.  I watched intently as the poltergeist figure started to move overhead, changing shape until it bid farewell.  Leslie stated that as clouds in the sky shape and reshape they take on ‘the principles of animation, with the ability to move and change’.[footnoteRef:19]  Precisely why Howard had introduced the intermediate modifications, in his essay.[footnoteRef:20]  I thought about how challenging painting clouds must be for painters.  Harris described how Constable had to commit to memory the shape of a cloud, so that he could keep painting after it had changed.[footnoteRef:21]  For cloud watchers, such as me, it is the animate forms of clouds that is so entrancing. [19:  Leslie, p. 234.]  [20:  Luke, p. 5. ]  [21:  Harris, p. 233.] 
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Figure 1.  Back garden, Monday, 22nd February 2021 at 11.15 am. Photo Karen Brereton.  



















Friday, 27th February 2021
Wow these stratocumulus clouds grabbed my attention (figure 2).  I thought they were splendid – like airplane gliders zipping across a light blue sky.   I fancied I could hear a whistling sound as they zipped overhead.   Leslie stated that clouds appear animated because they ‘move, change form, appearing to propel themselves and yet are propelled by external forces’.[footnoteRef:22]   It is sometimes easy to forget clouds are driven by the agency of wind.  I had scribbled the word ‘reflections’.  I loved the fact that the sky was reflected in the water below and in making the canal water look true blue.  In contrast to the animation overhead, the canal was motionless, and the overall effect resembled some 19th century oil painting. [22:  Leslie, p. 234.] 
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Figure 2.  Worsley Canal, Friday, 12th February 2021 at 2.30 pm  







Tuesday, 2nd March 2021
I drew some cirrus clouds in my sky journal (figure 3).  I wanted to capture the orderliness of the cirrus as adored by Shelley and Ruskin.   Howard described cirrus as ethereal and wispy which is an apt description.[footnoteRef:23]  When drawing cirrus, I knew that it needed a feathery pencil line. Williams stated that both Ruskin and Shelley used metaphors to describe cirrus.  Ruskin’s military metaphor explained how ‘the upper clouds are to the lower, what soldiers on parade are to a mixed multitude’[footnoteRef:24]   In The Clouds, Shelley used a flock metaphor to describe how cirrus were ‘shepherded by the slow, unwilling wind’.[footnoteRef:25]  Leslie argued that as clouds are animate forms, they are adept at acting like metaphors as they can transform into any alien or shapes.   Both metaphors capture the orderly nature of the cirrus clouds.   It suggests that cirrus all fall into one general form, be they flocks or soldiers. [23:  Howard, p. ]  [24:  Daniel Williams, ‘Atmospheres of Liberty: Ruskin in the Clouds’, English Literary History, The John Hopkins University Press (2015), [hereafter Williams], pp 141-182, p. 151.]  [25:  ] 
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Figure 3.   Karen Brereton, Drawing of cirrus clouds, (2021)

Grey skies
The clouds in this section are not the most inspiring but are common to where I live in Greater Manchester and, from a cultural perspective, keeps it authentic. 

Thursday, 25th February 2021
I have started trying to identify clouds and assume these to be stratus due to the sheet of blue/grey (figure 4).   It is also raining that fine type that dribbles forever. That nuisance rain so common to Manchester.  Howard stated that most persistent rain fell from the bands of stratiform clouds.[footnoteRef:26]   All clouds are beautiful, even when they are layered in greyish hues, right?  I think of Ruskin for inspiration as he states that rain is refreshing …..  according to Harris, Ruskin stated ‘there is no such thing as bad weather, only different kinds of good weather’.[footnoteRef:27]  I recall Malawi where I lived for many years – remembering those years of drought - and imagine Malawians would dance wildly under stratus skies.  I grasp Ruskin’s sentiment.  If only we could trade clouds. [26:  Howard, p. 11.]  [27:  Harris, p. 321.] 
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Figure 4.  Back garden, Saturday, 20th February 2021 at 10.10 am.  Photo Karen Brereton.

Wednesday, 24th February 2021 
At first glance, my thoughts regarding these grey skies were nondescript (figure 5).  Upon closer inspection, there did not appear to be any focal point of attention.  Goethe described stratus as ‘the cold mist hangs like a stretch’d canopy’, stated Slater.[footnoteRef:28]  Nothingness in other words.  I recalled Ingold’s interest in visual perception and weather.   So inspired by Ingold, I used my imagination to try to understand the weather in front of me.   I noticed the clouds were moving away from me or was it my imagination?  Rather I think it was a perception, I’m not sure?    I thought of Ingold again who stated that ‘the weather is not what we have a perception of but it is rather what we perceive in’.[footnoteRef:29]  I interpret Ingold as suggesting we see what we want to see, even if we perceive nothing but flatless grey. [28:  Slater, p. 119.]  [29:  Ingold, p. 97.] 
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Figure 5.  Canal towpath, Boothstown, 17th February 2021 at 11.00 am.  Photo Karen Brereton.

Sunday, 28st February 2021
There has been little activity at the moorings during lockdown (figure 6).  This young boy made me think of Constable who liked to practice his cloud sketches in the rain… the feel of being out in the open air. As Thornes contended painters also like grey skies.[footnoteRef:30]  These clouds were full of texture.  What was left of the blue sky and snowy softness of cumulus was fast disappearing.  The clouds hung like a canopy over the barges. The darker clouds looked threatening as if vexed.  I thought of the distinctive personalities of clouds as described by Howard in scientific speech, comparing them to the poetic descriptions of Shelley’s The Cloud. [30:  Thornes, p. 702.] 
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Figure 6.   The Moorings, Boothstown.  Sunday, 21st February 2021 at 10.15 am.  Photo Karen Brereton.









Stunners
The images in this section are breath-taking and each special in their own way.

Tuesday, 23rd February 2021
Early morning walk.  Made a really, special effort this morning as I wanted to capture a sunrise by the canal and open fields (figure 7).  It was amazing to watch the large white glowing circle rising as it cast its golden rays.  It was spectacular.   I found myself just drifting ahead into the vast but remote distance.    The cumulus clouds, although visible were just a backdrop, despite Leslie’s assertion that Romantic clouds are the central feature of a painting.[footnoteRef:31]  I considered this for a few minutes.  I guess the exception is when the sun is rising - I defy any Romantic painter to put aside the rising sun! [31:  Leslie, p. 231.] 
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Figure 7. Boothstown. Tuesday, 23rd February 2021 at 6.55 am.  Photo Karen Brereton.






Saturday 6th March 2021
Spectacular!  The sun shining through the clouds is electrifying like lightning (figure 8).  Howard stated that the cumulus serves to screen the earth from the direct rays of the sun.[footnoteRef:32]   They have a special purpose I thought and wondered if that is why they were so low.  However, they were no longer cumulus clouds as the clouds were breaking up and were in the process of transforming.  The high-flying cirrus were also present.   Harris described how these were the type of significant moments that mattered to Wordsworth when out walking ….. moments of transformation, such as that special moment when the sun strikes through a cloud.[footnoteRef:33]  I felt lucky to have captured that moment. [32:  Howard, p. 7.]  [33:  Harris, p. 234.] 
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Figure 8.  Boothstown, Saturday, 7th March 2021 at 12.10 pm.  Photo Karen Brereton.






Sunday, 7th March 2021
Sunset clouds!  Soft pastel colours!  The sunset means the clouds will disappear shortly until tomorrow (figure 9).  In ‘The Cloud’, Shelley notes that when sunset breathes, the cloud stops its journey and rests as still as a brooding dove.[footnoteRef:34]  The sentiment is poignant, implying that the cloud floats over the setting sun like a bird.  Harris states that ‘all the future energy of the world is concentrated in the wings of that dove-like form’.[footnoteRef:35]  The imagery is powerful.  The clouds no longer float but rest.  No wonder such skies have inspired artists and poets for centuries. [34:  Harris, p. 254.]  [35:  Harris, p. 254] 
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Figure 9.  Front garden, Saturday, 20th February 2021 at 5.35 pm.  Photo Karen Brereton.

This study into the transient nature of clouds has been insightful.   It has made me look at the sky in a more thoughtful way.  More contemplative.   Like Howard, I see clouds now as having their own characteristics.  I have also developed a soft spot for stratus.



CONCLUSION

This essay set out to determine how Luke Howard’s new meteorology inspired painters and artists in the Romantic period.   Until Howard’s treatise the clouds had never been classified before and, therefore, the publication of ‘On The Modifications of Clouds’ was a major new concept in the 19th century.  The clouds had previously been regarded as too transient.  The literature review found although clouds have many individual shapes there were only three basic forms.   The results of the research support the idea that painters in the Romantic period were inspired by Howard’s treatise.   For example, painters, such as Constable and Turner were known to practice drawing clouds until they mastered them.  This resulted in 19th century clouds having more textures and layers and becoming more of a focal point in paintings.   However, evidence showed that the fleeting nature of clouds posed challenges for painters.   It was shown that Howard’s new treatise also inspired poets. Shelley and Goethe both dedicated poems to Howard. Goethe particularly admired what he called Howard’s new breakthrough in meteorology.   

Whilst interviewing the sky for the sky journal, I found myself attempting to identify the clouds according to Howard’s classifications.   I started to observe the different layers of the low hovering stratum, the soft puffy heaps of cumulus and wisps of cirrus flying over cumulus.  The animation and metaphor section highlighted why Howard had introduced the intermediate modifications.    Leslie applied the concept of animation to highlight the clouds’ shifting, mutable and animate forms.[footnoteRef:36] This showed how clouds could take on any shapes as expressed by Ruskin and Shelley in their respective metaphors of cirrus.  The section on Stratus illustrated the low hovering flat grey featureless clouds.  The Stunners section showed the clouds to their best advantage.   In the sunset chapter, Shelley’s poem The Cloud illustrated a moving imagery of the cloud stopping its journey at sunset, resting as a brooding dove.  Returning to the question at the beginning of this essay, this study has shown that Howard’s new meteorology inspired artists and poets in the Romantic period.  The evidence supports that, like me, the Romantic painters and poets had become cloud-worshippers.   [36:  Leslie, p. 231.] 
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In "The Cloud," Shelley is again the myth-maker. The cloud is not merely a physical substance but seems to be an immortal minor divinity (such as a naiad or a Nereid, which in classical mythology were associated with water). By employing this form of personification, Shelley is able to endow nature with the powers and attributes of immortals. Thus his cloud is not only capable of changing its form almost at will but is incapable of dying as well: "I change, but I cannot die."

[bookmark: _Hlk66784174]The German poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe even dedicated four poems to Howard and his clouds.

Speaking of the lower cumuli, Ruskin
finds volition a powerful element in the form, noting that the “result
of this arrangement in masses more or less angular, varied with, and
chiefly constructed of, curves of the utmost freedom and beauty, is
that appearance of exhaustless and fantastic energy which gives each
cloud a marked character of its own” – williams 145 The accent on distinctive
character modulates into an assumption of agency, so that the general
outline of cumulus is “full of character and decision”


Leslie describes clouds as ‘animate forms, shifting and evanescent, mutable and always in movement’.[footnoteRef:37]   [37:  Esther Leslie, ‘Cloud Animation’, Animation: An Indisciplinary Journal, Vol 12(3), (2017), pp. 230-243, p. 230.] 


cumulus clouds were a favourite of both Turner and Constable according to Williams.[footnoteRef:38]  Williams states that when depicted by Turner, cumulus clouds can seem to be unaffected by wind, changing shape on account of their own ‘elastic force and inward energy’.[footnoteRef:39]  This suggests that their metamorphoses were expressions of an inner will.    [38:  Thorne, p. 701]  [39:  Williams, p. ] 


Reno states that both Wordsworth and Shelley draw from the science of their day as both were familiar with Howard’s work.   Reno states that Wordsworth describes cirrocumulus clouds, which form at high altitudes, in constant flux.  As Wordsworth suggests ‘these clouds are often short-lived,  ‘lifting up suddenly and then hurrying out of sight’, a description that refers both to the sight of the clouds and to their existence.  This suggests that cirrocumulus clouds can soon become cirrostratus or cirrus clouds as a result of their water content.  These clouds, pregnant with water, are also ‘pregnant with imagination’ for Wordsworth. Through this scientific metaphor Wordsworth imagines his own imagination in the creative process,xxxx.  P.50


Speaking of the lower cumuli, Ruskin
finds volition a powerful element in the form, noting that the “result
of this arrangement in masses more or less angular, varied with, and
chiefly constructed of, curves of the utmost freedom and beauty, is
that appearance of exhaustless and fantastic energy which gives each
cloud a marked character of its own” – williams 145 The accent on distinctive
character modulates into an assumption of agency, so that the general
outline of cumulus is “full of character and decision”
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