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Sky Journal

‘To think is to walk among clouds.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies. London: Thames & Hudson, 2015, p.245.] 


This essay takes selected photographs and writing from a sky journal, recorded during October and November 2024, and considers them in light of Alexandra Harris’s quote (above). I also draw on philosophical debates around the nature of human experience and our capacity to make judgements about those experiences. I consider the cyclical nature of the cosmos, how it gives structure to our lives and how we form habits and create myths that allow us to comprehend the natural order of things. 

Alexandra Harris’s quote in Weatherland: Writers and Artists under English Skies evolved from her contemplation of Keats’ experience of climbing Ben Nevis in 1818.  He expected that the summit view would gift inspiration. However, with no clear view of the Earth or sky, Keats found himself ‘blind in mist’ and ‘sullen.’ For Keats, the mist was, as his mind, ‘occluded.’  Harris also considers Casper David Friedrich’s painting Wanderer über dem nebelmeer, 1818, where he depicts a figure looking out from an elevated position, a ‘sea of fog’ below him. Above the fog, the vast sky with scattered clouds reaches far beyond the distant mountains. For Friedrich, a clear sky allows us to gaze into infinity, while an obscured sky causes our minds to be ‘proportionally constrained and oppressed.’  Both Keats and Friedrich believe the outer world correlates to our inner world, as within, so without. 

In The Soul of the Sky, Noel Cobb discusses the work of philosopher Martin Heidegger.  He avers that the sky, Earth, human beings and divinity form a ‘primal oneness.’[footnoteRef:2] A wholeness has become lost to us through our ‘learned’ way of viewing the world, which is essentially rooted in language.  We apply labels (words) to objects, and in doing so, we separate ourselves from them; we become the perceiver of things, subject and object.  Clive Cazeaux, introducing Heidegger in his Continental Aesthetics Reader, states, ‘We are not just aware of the world, but aware of the fact that we are aware of the world.’[footnoteRef:3] Heidegger maintains that to understand our experiences fully, we must clear this separation, erase our pre-conceived ideas and find a new way of experiencing, purely through our subjective physical and emotional responses. For Heidegger, the unification of subject and object is the primal condition of human existence: [2:  Cobb, Noel, The Soul of the Sky, Sky and Psyche:The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness. Floris Books, 2006, p.107]  [3:  Cazeaux, Clive, The Continental Aesthetics Reader, Routledge, London, 2000, p.67.] 


The sky is the vaulting path of the Sun, the course of the changing moon, the wandering glitter of the stars, the year’s seasons and their changes, the light and dusk of day; the gloom and glow of night, the clemency and inclemency of the weather, the drifting clouds and blue depths of the ether.  When we say sky, we are already thinking of the other three [Earth, humans and divinity] along with it, but we give no thought to the simple oneness of the four.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Heidegger, Martin, Poetry, Language and Thought (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), p.87 in Cobb, Noel, The Soul of the Sky, Sky and Psyche:The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness. Floris Books, 2006, p.107.
] 


Journal entry: 1 November, 2024. (See Figs 1 and 2., below)
I walked across the Blorenge mountain, thinking about Heidegger’s quote.  The clouds were low. As I stood on the ridge, they came hurtling towards me, tall, unbroken waves of Davy’s Grey.  I believed I could touch them, but my efforts were unsuccessful.  At some moments, I felt within them. I breathed in the damp air, the scent of moss and Earth, the ground spongy beneath my feet. I tried to focus on the sky, but it felt impossible to experience it in isolation from the Earth after Heidegger’s words.  On distant hills, dying heather appears scorched through gaps in the mist, which looked like worn areas of glassine paper.  I found delight in the markings on rocks, abstract patterns in yellow ochre and sap green, and marks formed by the natural elements. Some stones appeared scattered yet firmly embedded into the earth; others created a large cairn near the trig point.  I touch the rocks, eyes closed, appreciating the textures, rough and dry, wet and smooth, all subtly different, yet in essence, of the same Form. I lay on the ground and stared into the greyness. My body became part of the landscape. I was fully present and in awe of its beauty.  

[image: A person standing on a hill looking at clouds

Description automatically generated][image: A pile of rocks on a hill

Description automatically generated]
Fig. 1 & 2:  The Blorenge Mountain, Abergavenny, Wales, 1 November, 2024, 3 pm


Journal entry: 11 October, 2024 (See Figs 3 & 4)

   [image: A building with a tree and blue sky

Description automatically generated] [image: A blue sky with clouds

Description automatically generated]
Fig 3: Photograph taken on the street of my home, 11 October 2024, 3 pm
Fig 4: The Blorenge Mountain, Abergavenny, Wales, 11 October 2024, 3.30 pm.


This morning, I learned of the death of a friend. The sky shows no sympathy. The Sun climbs above this valley town, chimney flues flashing like lighthouses. Deep ultramarine gently blends into cerulean blue towards the horizon. Across the back lane, Primary school children scream and screech. Life goes on without him.  I’m reminded of Earnest Hemmingway’s ‘False Spring’ when a Paris Winter refused to let go of its grip; Spring refused to spring; he writes: 

You expected to be sad in the fall.  Part of you died each year when the leaves fell from the trees and their branches were bare against the wind and the cold, wintry light.  But you knew there would always be the spring, as you knew the river would flow again after it was frozen.  When the cold rains kept on and killed the spring, it was as though a young person had died for no reason.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Hemingway, E. A Moveable Feast: The Restored Edition, Simon & Schuster, London, Kindle ed, position 639.] 


Keats, Friedrich and Hemmingway all agree that the external world impacts our inner world; for Keats, the mist is sullen; for Friedrich, it is oppressive; for Hemmingway, an extended lack of sunshine brings grief.  However, today’s sky is no metaphor for how I’m feeling. Today, I gazed into infinity and found nothing. The sky laughed, but it was in bad taste. I took a walk and found myself on the Blorenge mountain again. In the far distance, I noticed a group of low cartoon clouds, but other than those, I was consumed by blueness and drowning in it.  I wonder about the significance of Blue in astrological terms. Rex E. Bills, in The Rulership Book, lists the sky as belonging to Neptune[footnoteRef:6] and ‘blue’ to Venus, Mercury and Jupiter.[footnoteRef:7] However, the addition of other tones changes the planetary rulership. For example, indigo blue is assigned to Saturn, Virgo, and Jupiter.[footnoteRef:8] Adding red to blue (to make indigo) made me think Mars would replace Venus, not Saturn. If you want to sink into melancholy, Miles Davis’s Blue in Green[footnoteRef:9] will undoubtedly take you there, yet a clear ultramarine sky seems to want to do the opposite.  There are no clouds to walk among today, yet I cannot shake off the grief. As within, not so without. [6:  Bills, Rex E, The Rulership Book: A Directory of Astrological Correspondences, American Federation of Astrologers, Tempe, Arizona, 2007 p.129]  [7:  Ibid. p.14]  [8:  Ibid. p.14]  [9:  Davis, Miles, Blue in Green, Kind of Blue, Sony Music, 1959] 


Journal entry: Monday 18 November, 2024.
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Figs. 5 & 6  Photographic journal entry: Monday 18 November, 2024, 08:07


This morning, the house's upstairs window on the opposite side of the street reflected the rising Sun. (See Figs 4 & 5.) It shone through the closed curtains of my NW-facing bedroom, and it felt like Summer had returned for a moment.   I rose with a sense of optimism and a desire to paint.  Jarita Holbrook in Sun Gods and Moon Deities in Africa describes how, for the Tamberma group, the Sun is the ‘spirit and creativity’ of Kouiye, their creator God.  The Tamberma believe that two ancestors pull the Sun around the Earth, one during the day and the other at night.[footnoteRef:10]  I reflect on the cycle of the Earth around the Sun and the order it creates.  We have natural light even on the cloudiest of days when the Sun is obscured. Its daily cycle brings order to our lives, although I rarely think of it that way. It’s unsurprising to read that complete solar eclipses are considered bad omens because they disrupt our lifelong beliefs of how the cosmos is.  They occur like a missed beat in the universal rhythm of life.  When the natural cycle of nature is out of sync with our expectations, fear can easily set in, or as Hemmingway puts it: ‘the spring always came finally; but it was frightening that it had nearly failed.’[footnoteRef:11]   [10:  Holbrook, Jarita, C., Sun Gods and Moon Deities in Africa, in, Sky and Psyche:The Relationship BetweenCosmos and Consciousness. Floris Books, 2006, p.157.]  [11:  Hemingway, E. A Moveable Feast: The Restored Edition, Simon & Schuster, London, Kindle ed, location 645. (3 December 2004)] 

 
Journal entry: 11 November 2024. (See figs 5 & 6, below)
I am in my loft, painting. The light is beginning to diminish, and I look out at the sky. The lights from the rugby ground are cadmium yellow beacons against a Payne’s Grey sky.  Darkness will engulf the valley soon, and their colour will change to dazzling white. Even now, they scream for attention, but the Moon doesn’t; she mysteriously sweeps through her orbit, waxing at 21 degrees of Pisces, just 6 degrees off my natal moon placement.  As I live in my town of birth, I contemplate her position and its implications in my birth chart, and I think of her archetype in astrology.  For Tarnas, she is ‘the matrix of being, the psychosomatic foundation of the self, the body and soul, that which senses and intuits.’[footnoteRef:12] For the Tamberma she is the wife of the creator God, Koutankou (elastic), the keeper of time. To each of the thirteen moons of the year, the Tamberma assigned a task, to be executed during its particular cycle.[footnoteRef:13]  I contemplate painting that way in 2025 to see if working in rhythm with the Moon affects my creativity. The skylight is wide open, and now, the rugby match is over, and the floodlights are extinguished. The darkness spills into the loft, bringing the last autumn insects and what I think is a young sparrow feather.   [12:  Tarner, Richard, Cosmos and Psyche: Intimations of a New World View, Penguin, New York, 2007. P.90.]  [13:  Holbrook, Jarita, C., Sun Gods and Moon Deities in Africa, p. 159] 


[image: A moon in the sky

Description automatically generated]  [image: A moon in the sky

Description automatically generated]
Figs 5 & 6  View from the loft skylight: 11 November 2024, 17.28

Journal Entry: 19 November 2024 (See Figs 7 & 8)
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Figs 7 & 8: Photographs taken from the front and back of my home, Pontypool, Wales, 19 November 11 am.

Today, the snow came quickly and unexpectedly. It muffled the sound of midweek life in this little town. I watched it fall in delight, knowing it was a temporary enchantment.  The mountains and the jackdaws that usually hop along rooftops and overhead cables have disappeared.  The flakes of snow increase in size and fall quickly to the ground.  I’m excited to see this flurry.  No children were to be heard playing in the schoolyard today; the town is in quiet contemplation.  I feel nostalgia for childish snow days with homemade sleighs and my mother’s broth. The snow feels like a gift, a chance to view the world with minimal distraction.  The everyday clutter hides under a blanket.   To think is to walk amongst snowflakes, too. To pause and see things simply, with the wonder and curiosity of a child.

Curiosity and amazement are central to acquiring knowledge, according to Ivo Strecker and Markus in Astonishment and Evocation: The Spell of Culture in Art and Anthropology.  They quote René Descartes in The Passions of the Soul: 

“When the first encounter with some object surprises us, and we judge it to be new or very different from what we formerly knew, or from what we suppose it ought to be, that causes us to wonder and be surprised; and because that may happen before we in any way know whether this object is agreeable to us or is not so, it appears to me that wonder is the first of all the passions.”.[footnoteRef:14]   [14:  Strecker, Ivo, and Markus Verne. “Introduction.” In Astonishment and Evocation: The Spell of Culture in Art and Anthropology, edited by Ivo Strecker and Markus Verne, 1st ed., 1–20. Berghahn Books, 2013. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qcp7w.5.. p.1] 


The ‘wonder’ Descartes speaks of comes after we experience an object, after an aesthetic response to it.  To label the sky as an object, as Heidegger suggests we have learned to do, we are already in some way post our initial experience of it.  Those moments when we grapple with finding words to convey an emotional response to the sunrise, or the snow or the mist, when we scrabble for metaphors to help us pin down an experience.  Emmanuel Kant, in his Critique of Pure Reason, 1781, suggests a need to synthesise rational thought and experience to gain knowledge; he writes, ‘Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions [sensations] without concepts are blind.’[footnoteRef:15]  Kant further explores how we make aesthetic judgements and maintains that some objects have a universal beauty, like, for example, a rose.[footnoteRef:16]  We can apply this to a ‘beautiful’ sunrise or a snowy landscape.   For Kant, we find universal beauty in an object, sunrise, or snow scene when the external world perfectly fits our capacity to perceive it.  A union of sensation and thought sends our mind into a state of ‘freeplay’, forcing us to make an aesthetic judgement.[footnoteRef:17]  There are commonalities in Kant’s and Heidegger’s thinking; both philosophers point to a need to synthesise subject and object for meaningful experiences to occur. Or, as Cazeaux points out, ‘Human consciousness is not detached from the world but rooted in and actively engaged with it.’[footnoteRef:18]  As within so without. [15:  Kant, Emmanuel, Critique of Pure Reason, trans Guyer and Wood, Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp. 193 – 194.]  [16:  Kant , Emmanuel, Analytic of Aesthetic Judgement: Critique of Judgement, in Cazeaux, Clive, The Continental Aesthetics Reader, Routledge, London, 2000, pp.16-17]  [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Cazeaux, Clive, The Continental Aesthetics Reader, Routledge, London, 2000, p.3.] 


Conclusion
I have illustrated how Alexandra Harris’s quote, To think is to walk among clouds, assumes a correlation between the inner psyche and our outer reality.  It suggests that the dynamic nature of the sky directly impacts how we feel and think. Contrarily, I have also spoken of a time when my emotional state did not correlate with a clear blue sky, or maybe I was too preoccupied with loss to emotionally mesh with my surroundings, the way Heidegger, Kant, Friedrich and Harris maintain we do.   I’ve considered how the cyclical nature of the cosmos and the planets within it structure our lives and form our daily, monthly and seasonal habits and how we create myths to explain them.  I discussed how disruptions to these inherently felt and expected cycles may instigate a sense of fear or anxiety in us.  I also considered Heidegger’s phenomenology and attempted to experience the sky and landscape more contemplatively and curiously. Finally, I explored through the writing of Kant and Heidegger how we make judgements about our experiences of the world, which essentially shape our understanding of the cosmos and our participation in it.
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