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Essay Based on a Sky Journal

The Sun behind the Clouds

Word Count 2024

Introduction

This essay is a discussion of the experience of observing the sunrise and keeping a sky journal in the village of Gurney Slade.  The journal was kept from Sunday 30th October 2022 to Tuesday 29th November 2022.  The aim of the research was to consider the connection between the rising sun and the Alexandra Harris statement ‘To think is to walk among clouds’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2015), p. 247] 

The hypothesis was that as the village is situated on the Mendip Hills in Somerset at an approximate elevation of 700 feet above sea level and it being late in the year, the usual low-level clouds or fog would appear.  The subsequent viewing of the village, sunrise, mist and clouds could then be woven into the narrative with the quote.  My methodology was to get up before sunrise and walk, with the dogs, to the same spot each morning.  I returned to the same spot several times during the morning until the sun could be seen.  I cannot see the sunrise from my house, so I needed to find a place where I could see it and I could take photographs from an identifiable position so that I could see any changes in the sun's position.  I took the time of sunrise for Gurney Slade from the BBC weather app.  The sunrise was at 06.59 am at the beginning of my sky journal and was 07.49 am by the last day of my journal.  I also checked the elevation of the hill on Google Earth Pro (Figure 1) and the sun would rise from behind as I believed that the sun and sunrise would be visible at different times.

[image: ]
Figure 1: Gurney Slade taken from Google Earth Pro

I reflected on what I could see, feel and hear as I took photographs with my iPhone and wrote my thoughts as well as temperature, wind direction and sunrise times in my journal.
Sunrise with the Moon and Clouds

I noted in my sky diary on 30th October 6.59 am ‘a bad start to the sunrise watching, the sky changed from the dark blue of early morning and became daylight, but no sun to be seen, dark clouds in a dark sky’ (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: The Pre-sunrise sky. Sunday 30th October 07.00. Photo Helen Astley
For the next three days, the mornings had heavy cloud cover, the blue of the sky was sometimes visible as a passing flash and layers of cloud changed places in the sky but no sun appeared.  Then on the fourth day the 02nd November, the temperature dropped from approximately 16° to around 11° centigrade and the wind increased I noted 'hooray we have sunrise, let there be light’, strangely this made me think of the bible ‘And God made the two great lights; the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night’.[footnoteRef:2]  Perhaps I remembered something from being sent to the chapel Sunday school.  With the coming of the sunrise, I noted how difficult it is the take a good photograph of the sun with an iPhone, ‘the flare takes the detail of the sun disc out of the scene’ (Figure 3).   [2:  The Holy Bible: The revised version without the marginal notes of the revisers (London: Henry Frowde and C.F. Clay, 1910), Genesis I:14-19.] 
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Figure 3: Difficulty taking the sunrise Wednesday 02nd November 07.45. Photo Helen Astley
There were many mornings of heavy cloud and no sun but on the 13th of November although the cloud was heavy, (Figure 4) I looked up and to the right and there was the waning gibbous moon (Figure 5).  

[image: ]
Figure 4: Heavy Cloud Sunday 13th November 07.15. Photo Helen Astley
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Figure 5: The Moon Sunday 13th November 07.23. Photo Helen Astley
I wrote in my sky journal ‘the moon was glittering above, flashing brightly when the clouds scudded past, so silver and shiny’.  On the 19th of November not only was the sun visible but I could also see the waning crescent moon.  I noted ‘no clouds and a reasonable frost on the cars and the grass’, I saw that the ivy on top of the wall caught the early light and looked as if it had been trimmed with glitter (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Frosted Ivy Saturday 19th November 07.35. Photo Helen Astley
Harris discusses the poem by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) ‘Frost at Midnight’ in which Coleridge links the manifestations of the seasons with nature and his vision of a childhood for his son, interconnected with nature.[footnoteRef:3]  Coleridge appears to believe or hope this association between nature and a person can in turn help an individual have a better connection with God.  Harris calls the frost from this poem ‘the minister of nature’s winter church’ guiding the world of nature into the peaceful winter season.[footnoteRef:4]   [3:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 226]  [4:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 226] 

On my last day of recording, the weather changed again and the mist rolled in, not thick enough to be called fog, I saw it as a cloud that had dropped on the village.  The temperature had dropped again and my breathing created a mist in front of me while my body walked through the mist the sky created.  At 07.48 am the sky had a hint of colour and a light mist as seen in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7: Pink morning clouds Tuesday 29th November 07.48. Photo Helen Astley
Less than an hour later the sun was still nowhere to be seen because the mist had become thicker (Figure 8) and it appeared to be getting darker instead of lighter.  
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Figure 8: Low cloud Tuesday 29th November 08.37. Photo Helen Astley
A walk on a day like this is an adventure, things loom out of the mist and transform themselves into everyday objects.  I walked up the lane with the dog and the mist made the scene mysterious, sometimes it changes distances and you suddenly wonder where you are (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: Mist in the lane Tuesday 29th November 08.45. Photo Helen Astley
Harris highlights the writings of John Keats (1795-1821) and William Wordsworth (1770-1850) and the difference not only in their approach to mist in their writings but how Keats claimed the mist as part of his own mental space.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 246] 

In conclusion, I realised that the clouds on the grey days had many shades of grey, as the sky on the blue-sky days had many shades of blue and although the clouds began as feeling like a lid, they ended up feeling as deep and infinite as the sky.  Harris suggests ‘the cloud form is constantly revised and never finished’, even on a still day the clouds form and reform, never really still.[footnoteRef:6]  I wrote in my journal that ‘walking in the mist the world somehow slowed down and the busy road sounds and quarry workings faded into the distance’, giving thinking time while walking.  The clouds took over the sunrise or perhaps the sunrise creates the clouds. [6:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 237] 


Clouds of many colours

On the days when the sun made an appearance, the colours in the sky changed more dramatically as the sun rose.  I noted in my journal on the 08th of November that the colours and the cloud shapes changed quickly and the sky seemed more active at the 'official' sunrise time (Figure 10).  
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Figure 10: Active sky Tuesday 08th November 07.34. Photo Helen Astley
The sky on the 26th of November changed very quickly, the sunrise was due at 07.44 am and I took a series of photographs of the changing skyscape from 07.37 am to 08.48 am (Figures 11, 12 and 13).  
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Figure 11: Bright sky Saturday 26th November 07.37: Photo Helen Astley
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Figure 12: Clouds building Saturday 26th November 08.06: Photo Helen Astley
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Figure 13: Flash of sun Saturday 26th November 08.46: Photo Helen Astley
This was the only day the cock that lives on the farm decided to crow, the wind was light and from the south but there were a lot of busy wispy clouds in the sky which built up and turned orange and then equally as quickly lost their colour and the sun suddenly flashed through them.  The trees on the horizon were also standing out against the clouds making an almost black-and-white photograph.  Some mornings had colourful sunrises that went from pink to yellow to orange (Figure 14), sometimes the clouds in the west were brighter than the ones in the east and the autumn leaves were lit up by the sunlight.  
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Figure 14: Glowing sunrise Thursday 17th November 07.46: Photo Helen Astley
Landscape artists have tried to capture the elusive sunrise, one such painting is ‘The Sky at Sunrise’ in the National Gallery (Figure 15), which not only gives the date of 04th May 1821 but gives the time of 5.30.  The layers of clouds of grey and white scudding over the sky with hints of pink and orange fading in give a snapshot of a stormy morning with fast-flowing clouds, very similar to the clouds I experienced on the 24th of November.  
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Figure 15: Unknown Artist, The Sky at Sunrise, 5.30 am 4 May 1821, Oil on paper laid down on canvas, 24 cm x 30 cm, National Gallery of London. Credit: National Gallery, London, CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.
A very different sunrise is painted by the contemporary artist Ken Bushe (Figure 16) who has a much brighter and flowing style with the sky reflecting in the water, my sky was reflected in the puddles in the road.  
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Figure 16: Ken Bushe. Dawn at Tentsmuir, Oil on canvas 25.4 cm x 20.32 cm, Website kenbushe.co.uk
I wrote in my journal on 26th November that at the end of this sunrise, cloud and sky watching perhaps I have joined the ‘weather-world’ Tim Ingold writes about ‘immersed in the fluxes of the medium, in the incessant movements of wind and weather’.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Tim Ingold. ‘Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather’, in The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, Vol 13 (2007), 519-538 (p. 534). ] 


A flash of cold, warmth and inspiration

On three or four days I noted in my journal that I was suddenly aware of a temperature drop in the air at sunrise.  This does appear to be a real phenomenon and not my imagination, but I was unable to find anything that I could reference in my essay.  While I was taking photographs as the sun appeared over the hill, I became aware that my hands felt warm, so I put my iPhone away and just held my hands up to the sun.  I felt the warmth on my palms and imagined I was taking part in an age-old ritual of greeting the sunrise.  I noted in my journal on 25th November that I wondered if real baboons greeted the sun or if it was just the baboons of dynastic Egypt that welcomed the sun, and noted the busy scarab beetle would soon push the sun on its daily journey through the heavens (Figure 17).  I also noted that I had not been aware of this warmth happening every day.
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Figure 17: Scarab in Tomb KV6, Rameses IX Egypt. Photo Helen Astley

On the 02nd of November, I photographed a cloud that rose in front of the sun as it appeared over my horizon (Figure 18).  

[image: ]
Figure 18: Cloud with halo Wednesday 02nd November 07.50: Photo Helen Astley
I could see this cloud as a figure and the sun shining around it as a halo, it reminded me of a painting by Pisanello. (c. 1394-1455), ‘The Virgin and Child with Saints Anthony Abbot and George’ that is in the National Gallery.  The gold picks out the bridle on the horse and the sword hilt, spurs and adornments on St. George just as the sunlight picks out brightly coloured leaves or berries in the morning, while St. Anthony, who is a hermit, just has a shining halo.  I am especially drawn to the sunburst that encapsulates the Virgin and Child; it resonates with the wavering light seen around the edge of a cloud.  The background fades from blue to grey into the forest of trees that serves as a backdrop. (Figure 19)
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Figure 19: Pisanello. (c. 1394-1455), The Virgin and Child with Saints Anthony Abbot and George, c. 1435-41, Egg tempera on poplar, 46.5 cm x 29 cm, National Gallery of London. Credit: National Gallery, London, CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.


Conclusion

In writing this sky diary I confirmed my initial thoughts that the sunrise and seeing the rising sun are two different phenomena and even a small hill or a slope makes a difference.  The position and time of the sunrise moved a little day by day, the sun moved from left to right in my area of view and the sun rose approximately two minutes later while I was writing my journal.  The time I could see the sun was approximately forty-five minutes later than sunrise time.
In my journal I noted both the awareness of a drop in temperature at sunrise and the warmth of the sun as I took my pictures, there also seemed a lack of rain, even if it had been raining beforehand.  I also wrote about the halo sometimes appearing around a cloud and the brightness of the light which reminded me of the halos in paintings of a religious nature.
The clouds in the sky painted the pictures of the sunrise, they were the dominant features that held my attention while waiting for the appearance of the light and thereafter the sun.  The Harris quote ‘To think is to walk among clouds’ seems apt in several ways, as I was watching the clouds, I was walking amongst them in spirit, speeding along with the light fast wisps and sitting on the big fat ones.[footnoteRef:8]  I actually walked in the clouds through the mist, the mist in the village is often low cloud, and the mist changes the perceived landscape, distances and ordinary things are altered to the eye.  I concluded that thoughts are similar to clouds, forever changing, multiplying and disappearing. [8:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 247] 
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