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Sky Journal Essay:
An Inquiry into Morning Skies

Introduction

This essay is based on my personal observations and impressions of the sky over Dallas, Texas, USA. For eight days beginning 10 November through 17 November 2020, the morning sky was observed within one hour of sunrise for 15 to 20 minutes from my fourth-floor apartment balcony. On these mornings, the duration of time the sky was observed, the extent of the cloud cover, and any impressions or imagery conjured were recorded in a word or phrase. (Table 1). Utilizing the AccuWeather weather tracking application software, the time of sunrise and general weather characteristics of the day such as temperature and wind speed were also recorded.[footnoteRef:1] A phenomenological and experiential approach was used to explore three themes in relation to how my experience observing the morning skies translated to broader cultural significances—namely, through notions of engagement, stillness, and connection beyond the mundane.  [1:  Accuweather International Inc., Accuweather (version 14.5, 2020), iPhone.] 
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Table 1. Daily summary of weather conditions, cloud cover, and general impressions of the morning sky. 10-17 November – Dallas, Texas, USA. Compiled by: Sabrina Imbrogno

As a life-long city dweller, my opportunities to see and experience the sky have been limited due to architectural barriers and light pollution. The sky had become something largely taken for granted, something not often considered unless venturing out of the city for a road trip or a vacation; when even then, sitting with the sky for the sole sake of experiencing it usually consisted of transactional activities like sunbathing or admiring the moon for short periods of time. The act of keeping a sky journal provided daily opportunities to engage with and learn from the sky.

(Re)Engagement
On Day 1 (November 10), one of only two days observed which included morning clouds, I noted an overall impression of ‘veil of ambiguity’ to summarise the sky. This choice of phrase, at the time of its writing early in the journaling process, I now see as prescient. It seems the sky had messages in store. The idea of a modestly clouded sky, just enough to obscure a deep survey, roused imageries of the intimate and confining nature of adorned veils. Veils can conceal not only a person’s visage, but also something more. Wenceslaus Hollar’s Aestas etching of a veiled woman is a keen representation of the first insight I received from my sky journal journey. (Fig. 1). The November 10 sky prodded, ‘Are you fully open to this graduate program experience?’ The drawn penumbral textile behind Hollar’s woman can function as a metaphor for how I answered this question: The choice to fully engage is mine. I can remain a veiled woman, guarded and secure, or I can allow for vulnerability—the removal of established safeguards and preconceived notions. This preliminary insight was a harbinger of intuitions and reflections yet to come. I had begun to walk among the clouds… 
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Figure 1. From left to right: A Veil of Ambiguity. 10 November, 7.31 – clouds from my apartment balcony. Photo: Sabrina Imbrogno and Wenceslaus Hollar, Aestas – Summer, 1641, Etching, 24.2 × 27.2 cm, The Met, Image: Web Gallery Met Museum.


Alexandra Harris’ statement from Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies, ‘To think is to walk among clouds.’, is embedded in a chapter that discusses the seemingly endless inspiration of the sky and clouds for poets and artists.[footnoteRef:2] Here the author developed an equivalence between thought and weather phenomena such as mist and fog. As it pertains to my experience of engagement with the sky, her phrase related to the initial flitting and fleeting nature of my thoughts as metaphorically equivalent to the insubstantial ephemeral nature of the clouds I observed. As I reflected on the two days in which I was able to observe clouds, I noted the following ideas: while the clouds presented a faux texture within the skyscape due to their continuous morphing, they yet generated something tangible from their intangible natures. So too were my initial thoughts strawmen, insubstantial and poorly defined, yet accessible for figurative molding into something more substantial. Walking among clouds required a delicate finessing. [2:  Alexandra Harris, “A Flight: In Cloudland” in Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies (London: Thames & Hudson, 2016), pp. 196-203, p. 201, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=5878049 [accessed: 27 November 2020].] 

While I noted the ephemeral nature of the sky in relation to my thoughts, I also reflected on modern notions of mortality and engagement, in particular on Day 4, when I noted an impression of ‘diffusion’. My journal captured how I translated the notion of diffusion to the fundamentally transitory nature of living beings that nevertheless attempt to make their marks onto an ever-shifting landscape. I went on to write, ‘Is it any wonder that many people float through life with a sense of discontent or unease while searching for something constant?’

From her book A Natural History of the Senses, Diane Ackerman’s views, about modern day life are as insightful and meaningful today as they were in 1990 (emphases are mine), 

We need to return to feeling the textures of life. Much of our experience in twentieth century America is an effort to get away from those textures, to fade into a stark, simple, solemn, puritanical, all-business routine that doesn’t have anything so unseemly as sensuous zest.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Diane Ackerman, Introduction to A Natural History of the Senses (New York: Random House, Inc., 1990), p. xviii.] 



Harris and Ackerman’s musings, as noted above, prompted deeper personal reflection and inquiry. As a young girl I would frequently lie on a lawn chair in the evenings to observe what few stars my unaided eyes could spot. Occasionally my mother would come out for a few minutes to ask me what I was doing. My answer was often, ‘thinking.’ Much as that young girl would sit under a dimly illuminated suburban night sky to contemplate the big questions of life, I now found myself asking, ‘When did you last allow your ideas to soar unrestrained, as intimated by Harris’ quote, ‘To think is to walk among clouds’? and ‘When was the last time you felt fully engaged with the rich, sensuous textures of life?’, as prompted by Ackerman’s dun.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 201 and Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses, p. xviii.] 

My personal responses to these questions can be generalised in the context of the modern cultural analysis of Ulisses Barres de Almeida’s treatment of inspiration of astronomical phenomena, as inspired by the works of Luigi Giussani.[footnoteRef:5] Just as the exercise of observing and engaging with the sky drove personal realisations, inspirations, and subsequent actions within my own life, Barres de Almeida comments that the intentionality of taking such actions connects us with a profound driver of change. And that it is this intentional phenomenological participation between sky and person, for example, which initiates the desire for new participatory engagements leading to new associations and thereby to novel insights.[footnoteRef:6] I believe de Almeida’s suggestions are culturally relevant for modern Westerners in particular; if we intentionally engage with the sky, we can (re)build connections that can lead to (re)engagement with a more enchanted, inspired reality. [5:  Ulisses Barres de Almeida, ‘What are these Sparks of Infinity Clarity? And what am I? So I pry’, eds, Nicholas Campion and Rolf Sinclair, Culture and Cosmos, 16 (2012) pp. 19-29, www.CultureAndCosmos.org.]  [6:  Barres de Almedia, Culture and Cosmos, 16 (2012) pp. 21-23.] 


Engagement with a new Stillness
Five of the eight observed mornings were cloudless (November 11-13, 15-17), as noted in Table 1. The stillness of these cloudless morning skies, with the exception of the occasional transit of small assemblages of birds, included an absence of appreciable winds which all together produced within me an extraordinary engagement challenge. Surveying and attempting to connect with the sky while in states of cloudless immobility, became both a physical and mental torment of sorts. (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2. The Sky in Stillness. 11 November, 7.55 – east and south facing views from my apartment balcony. Photos: Sabrina Imbrogno

Despite years of a regular mediation practice, my mind and body struggled to be still and present with the cloudless morning skies. In the ancient Chinese text, Tao Te Ching, the idea of stillness is considered in several verses; in verse 15 the author asks and suggests, 

Let it be still, and it will gradually become clear. Who can secure the condition of rest?
Let movement go on, and the condition of rest will gradually arise.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. by James Legge (Sacred Books of the East, 1891), verse 15, https://sacred-texts.com/tao/taote.htm [accessed: 21 November 2002].] 



Related to entries made in my sky journal, ‘it’, in the Tao, could signify stilling thoughts or the mind, in order to achieve a sense of peace or ‘rest’ both internally and externally. Over the years, as my yogic and meditational practices expanded, notions of stilling or quieting the mind have continued to be important aspirational goals. At the time of this writing, I had achieved a level of personal success in stillness. However, this sky journaling experience has effectively inserted a new form of meditation into my mornings, which I found quite challenging, regardless of my related established proficiencies. These novel, visually engaged meditations were most challenging on the days when there were no clouds upon which my thoughts could walk—Harris’ sentiment, again, was interesting to consider in this context.[footnoteRef:8] In the absence of clouds, my experiences were restless and anxious. I noted struggling in this regard on all five of the cloudless days, including days 7 and 8, where I catalogued overall impressions of ‘hope’ and ‘expansiveness’, respectively. The absence of clouds, during my observations, corresponded with mental and physical restlessness which drove a deeper awareness of unease with this form of observational rest. The author of the Tao Te Ching may have been advising for just this case. [8:  Harris, Weatherland, p. 201.] 



Connection beyond the mundane
Northern Ireland Christian singer songwriter, Kathryn Sarah Scott, in her amhràn, Sovereign over Us, reflects on the power and mystery of God; I have extracted a few key lyrical lines which capture the character of the song.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Kathryn Sarah Scott, Sovereign over Us, Sing on the Battlefield, Kathryn Scott Music (2014) [streaming].] 


And You meet us in our mourning
With a love that casts out fear
You are working in our waiting
You're sanctifying us
When beyond our understanding
You're teaching us to trust
…
You are sovereign over us
You are wisdom unimagined


A generalised interpretation of Scott’s sentiments aligns with my final theme—connection beyond the mundane. Throughout the 8-day observational period, I chronicled impressions of sentient exchanges between the sky and myself. These exchanges laid the foundation for a (re)connection with the supranatural and for an allowance to peer past the veil of the mundane. 
Extrapolating the song’s theistic connotations into a cosmological context allowed me to appreciate what the sky may have signified to peoples of antiquity as well as to modern observers. As suggested by Nick Campion throughout his seminal work, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religion, cosmologies across cultures have developed via observations of the sky.[footnoteRef:10] Campion states, ‘There is no human society that does not somehow, in some way, relate its fears, concerns, hopes, and wishes to the sky, and to the organizing principle behind it.’ There is perhaps an implication in Campion’s statement that is in accordance with Barres de Almeida’s reporting of intentionality, in that, the act of direct observation and active engagement with the sky—with something greater and beyond the mundane—served to comfort during times of disillusionment with the goings on of the physical world.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Nick Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religion (NYU Press, 2012), pp. 1-199, p. 1.]  [11:  Barres de Almedia, Culture and Cosmos, 16 (2012) pp. 21-23.] 

Here I can combine my personalised sky experiences with Campion’s cultural studies and Harris’ insight linking thinking with the fleeting nature of clouds to conclude that direct study and contemplation of the sky continues today, as it has throughout recorded history, to bring us closer to divinity, that is, to the intangible, to something greater than ourselves while simultaneously toward personalised epiphanies and shared cultural experiences. 



Conclusion

An eight-day observational period of the morning skies prodded insights into personal growth as well as into explorations of cultural mediums such as art works, lyrical poetics, ancient texts, and academic studies. The experience of keeping a sky journal demonstrated that even limited daily experiences with the sky provided an avenue into both personal insights as well as into some greater state of affairs, beyond myself or my immediate environment. 
If we conceive of the mundane world as all that is definable and knowable, then the sky in contrast reflects what is unknown and therefore undefined—or perhaps—undefinable. This sky journaling experience has connected me with personal revelations which I can now relate to historical and modern beliefs and rituals connected with the sky. Cultures throughout history have utilised the mystery and grandeur of the sky for inspirational and divinatory examinations to assist in gaining a better understanding of their existence within the mundane world. And now too, so shall I.
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Day Sunrise Observed Time | Temp°F | Facing Wind Speed Morning Cloudiness Impression
1| 10 Nov. 2020 6:54 AM 7:10 - 7:31 AM 702 SSE S 8 mph Thick dark clouds Veil of Ambiguity
2| 11 Nov. 2020 6:55 AM 7:40 - 7:55 AM 502 S NNE 1 mph Clear blue, no clouds Stillness
3| 12 Nov. 2020 6:55 AM 7:31- 7:45 AM 55¢ S S 7 mph Clear blue, no clouds Movement (without action)
4| 13 Nov. 2020 6:56 AM 7:07 - 7:25 AM 582 S NE 7 mph Clear blue, no clouds Diffusion
5| 14 Nov. 2020 6:57 AM 7:39 - 7:55 AM 692 SW SSE 8 mph Fast moving cloud cover Oppression
6 | 15 Nov. 2020 6:58 AM 7:35 - 7:45 AM 53¢ SW NNW 7 mph Clear blue, no clouds Stillness
7 | 16 Nov. 2020 6:59 AM 7:10 - 7:25 AM 409 SE N O mph Clear blue, no clouds Hope
8| 17 Nov. 2020 7:00 AM 7:10 - 7:25 AM 430 S N 0 mph Clear blue, no clouds Expansiveness











