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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Reflections in the Sky: From Van Gogh's Perspective, Unveiling the Enchantment of Sunset Clouds
Word Count：2371
Introduction
This article will provide a detailed account of the one-month research on the sunset observed in Doha, Qatar, from October 8, 2025, to November 7. Doha is a coastal desert city with a relatively flat terrain. Such conditions are particularly suitable for observing the dynamics of clouds (Sztuka et al., 2022)[[footnoteRef:0]]. Doha has no mountains, However, the experiences I had in the mountainous areas of China when I was a child enabled me to harmoniously associate the flat desert sky with the "Tianshan Mountains", which are very famous in Chinese art and poetry. This dual perspective, on the one hand, is rooted in Doha's local landscape, and on the other hand, is enriched by nostalgic associations. It enables me to explore more deeply the assertion made by Van Gogh, who said: "A person clearly realises the stars and infinity in the sky, and then life seems to be captivated." (Van Gogh & de Leeuw, 1997)[[footnoteRef:1]] [0: [] Sztuka, I. M., & Kühn, S. (2022). Sky is considered as nature: Naturalness perception in urban and non-urban environments. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, Article 932507.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.932507]  [1: [] Van Gogh, V., & de Leeuw, R. (1997). The letters of Vincent Van Gogh. Penguin Books.] 

Research Questions
Against this backdrop of cross-cultural characteristics and the application of multiple methods for observation, this article begins with three core research questions and systematically interprets the "infinite in the sky"(Van Gogh & de Leeuw, 1997):
RQ1: How do the observed colours of sunset clouds influence emotional and spiritual experiences?
RQ2: Is there some psychological connection between the measurable height of the cloud and that so-called "sense of infinity"?
RQ3: The combination of China's mountainous landscapes and the desert sky of Doha, will change the way people perceive the charm of the sky?
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Figure 1. Part of the sunset sky in Doha, taken between October 8 and November 7, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Methodology
This research adopts a hybrid research approach that combines phenomenological observation, scientific measurement, and cross-cultural reflection. These qualitative methods not only emphasize subjective experience but also objective verification (Hennink et al., 2020)[[footnoteRef:2]]. The daily observation time is from 16:00 to 17:30. As the days gradually shorten, the observation time will change slightly.. This article mainly collected three different types of data. [2: [] Hennink, M., Hutter, I., & Bailey, A. (2020). Qualitative research methods (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.] 

Handwritten diaries: To record real-time emotional responses, the colour and shape changes of clouds.
High-resolution photography: To capture the duration of light and the spatial distribution of clouds (Weeks et al., 1995)[[footnoteRef:3]]. [3: [] Weeks, A. R., Felix, C. E., & Myler, H. R. (1995). Edge detection of colour images using the HSL colour space. In E. R. Dougherty, et al. (Eds.), Nonlinear image processing VI (Vol. 2424, pp. 291–301). SPIE. https://doi.org/10.1175/12.205231] 

Sketch: Record in detail the structural details during the cloud formation process to facilitate cross-reference with meteorological data sometimes.
Measurement：Use the formula proposed by Chandler(1914)[[footnoteRef:4]] to calculate the height of the cloud and cross-check the measurement results with the data from the Qatar Meteorological Department. [4: [] Chandler, E. F. (1914). Height of clouds at sunset. School Science and Mathematics, 14(6), 429–431.] 

Analytical Framework
To transform the research from a rather fragmented observation to a structured argument, this paper employs the following analytical framework:  colour perception,  height measurement, and comprehensive interpretation of landscape and cultural memory.
This analytical framework progresses step by step, starting with sensory experience (RQ 1). Then scientific quantification (RQ 2), and cultural psychological interpretation (RQ 3). This framework links meteorological phenomena (objective) with emotions (subjective) and cultural responses, bridging the gap between the tangible and the intangible, and answers all three research questions.
Sunset Cloud Colours: Chromatic Resonance and Spiritual Echoes
Van Gogh's "clear perception" of the sky actually stemmed from his fully immersive sensory experience. I had the same feeling when observing the sunset and clouds in Doha.
The colours of the clouds at sunset became the most direct factor that evoked a profound emotional experience for me. At sunset, long-wavelength light dominates this area. The sky presented a particularly vivid, layered colour. At the horizon, it is a deep orange and golden colour. while at higher altitudes, the colours transition to pale pink, pale purple and deep purple. This is because short-wavelength light is scattered by dust particles in the desert (Rabbaa, 2024)[[footnoteRef:5]]. [5: [] Rabbaa, Z. (2024). A psychological scientific exploration of colour in cinema. Journal of Engineering and Applied Sciences Technology, 6(2), 228–240. https://doi.org/10.47363/jeast/2024(6)228] 

Diary 
October 15th
Standing at the edge of the desert, those clouds seemed to be shining like molten copper. They drifted towards the zenith, flowing into rose and lilac colours. There were no mountains as a framework here, and the clouds just floated freely, as if the sky had specially painted a portrait of them that would soon disappear.
This experience actually reflected Van Gogh's obsession with colours, as he believed that colours were "the bridge to the soul". In the letters he wrote, he would describe time and again how the rich colours in the sky evoked a sense of awe and how they made people feel connected to the infinite universe(Whitney, 1986)[[footnoteRef:6]]. [6: [] Whitney, C. A. (1986). The Skies Of Vincent Van Gogh. Art History, 9(3), 351–362. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8365.1986.tb00206.x] 
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Figure 2. Sunset. Doha desert, October 25, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
[image: 3][image: 4]
Figures 3 & 4. Sunset. Doha, October 15, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
From a scientific perspective, these colours are actually caused by Rayleigh scattering (Prata et al., 2018)[[footnoteRef:7]]. However, the "charm" of Van Gogh's works can be confined merely to the physical process; it stems from the interaction between colour perception and emotional response (Kandel, 2016)[[footnoteRef:8]]. Kandel pointed out that the human brain associates emotional qualities with colours, but our responses to colours actually depend on the surrounding environment. For example, in the desert, the monotonous sandy background amplifies the impact of the cloud colours.  [7: [] Prata, F., Robock, A., & Hamblyn, R. (2018). The sky in Edvard Munch's The Scream. Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society, 99(7), 1378–1390. https://doi.org/10.1175/bams-d-17-0144.1]  [8: [] Kandel, E. R. (2016). Reductionism in art and brain science: Bridging the two cultures. Columbia University Press.] 

Diary 
October 22nd
The dusty cumulus clouds reflected the colours of magenta and indigo. I felt particularly insignificant, but could truly sense that I was alive, as if the sky shared its vastness with me through its colours and invited my soul to transcend the boundaries of the desert. 
This resonance aligns with the research conducted by Elliot and Maier (2007)[[footnoteRef:9]], which specifically highlighted how saturated hues evoke a sense of awe and transcendence. For me, colour is not merely a sensory experience, but has become a medium connecting the tangible desert with the intangible infinity. It reflects the soul's yearning for transcendence (Peters & Piechocki, 2021)[[footnoteRef:10]]. [9: [] Elliot, A. J., & Maier, M. A. (2007). colour and psychological functioning. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 16(5), 250–254.]  [10: [] Peters, J., & Piechocki, K. (2021). Early modern clouds and the poetics of meteorology: An introduction. Romance Quarterly, 68, 65 - 78. https://doi.org/10.1080/08831157.2021.1900690.] 
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Figure 5. Sunset. Doha, October 22, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Chinese art and poetry also offered a framework for interpreting these colours. Traditional shan shui painting regarded clouds as spiritual carriers. Guo Xi (1020–1090) once said, "Mountains without clouds are like spring without flowers: orderly but lifeless" (Popova, 2020)[[footnoteRef:11]]. Although Doha doesn't have mountains, my childhood memories of Chinese landscapes enabled me to view clouds as "spiritual mountains," which is in line with Bolshakova's (2020) finding that Chinese poetry connects "sky" (霄，xiao) to "spiritual dwelling"(Bolshakova, 2020)[[footnoteRef:12]]. On November 3, the pink cirrus clouds made me think of Mao Zedong's poem Liupashan (1934), which describes "high skies and light clouds"—a line that links cloud colours to cosmic harmony (Mao, 1963, Bolshakova, 2020)[[footnoteRef:13]]. This cross-cultural connection shows that the charm of sunset clouds is universal, stemming from the human tendency to associate sky colours with transcendence(Harris, 2015)[[footnoteRef:14]]. Van Gogh used colour to express longing, Chinese artists Mi Fu (1051–1107) used ink washes to depict clouds as symbols of soul freedom—mixing "emptiness and substance" to evoke the ineffable (Popova, 2020)[[footnoteRef:15]]. In Doha's sky, this mixture was palpable: the colour solidity against the empty horizon reflected the soul's tension between tangible experience and infinite longing. [11: [] Popova, V. (2020). About the Trinity: Painting, Calligraphy and Poetry in China. The Symbolism of Clouds in Chinese Painting. Visual Studies. https://doi.org/10.54664/mfvu9685.]  [12: [] Bolshakova, V. R. (2020). Lexical-semantic groups "Mountain" and "Sky" in Chinese poetry and their English and Russian translations (based on Mao Zedong's poetry). Modern Studies of Social Issues, 12 (4), 14-26.]  [13: [] Mao, Z. (1963). Mao Zedong poems. Foreign Languages Press. (Original work published 1934-1945)]  [14: [] Harris, A. (2015). Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies. Thames & Hudson.]  [15: [] Popova, V. (2020). About the Trinity: Painting, Calligraphy and Poetry in China. The Symbolism of Clouds in Chinese Painting. Visual Studies. https://doi.org/10.54664/mfvu9685.] 
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Figure 6. Pink cirrus clouds, Doha, November 3, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
[image: 截屏2025-11-25 12.36.31]
Figure 7. Mi Fu (1052-1107), Pavilion of rising clouds, mid-13th to mid-14th century, Ink on silk. H150 x W78.8 cm
Counterexample: A Cloudless Sunset
[image: 9的副本][image: 8]
Figures 8 & 9. Sunset. Doha, October 18 & 19, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Diary 
October 18th
There were no clouds in the sky, monotonous pale blue gradually turned into a faint orange near the horizon. There is no sense of awe or expansion of vision. The sky was "empty" not "infinite".
This lack of emotional resonance has led me to discover a crucial insight: the charm of the sky does not come from the sky itself. Rather, it comes from various phenomena that occur in the sky, such as clouds, colours, as well as the psychological and cultural memories of the observer, which interact with each other.
If there were no clouds to serve as "visual anchor points", the vastness of the sky would give people a particularly strong sense of oppression rather than a sense of transcendence. This is the same as the finding made by Tasser et al. (2023)[[footnoteRef:16]]. If people are overly exposed to a sky without clouds to form a contrast, their aesthetic preferences will decline. From a cultural perspective, the cloudless sky still lacks the "spiritual counterpart" I associate with the mountains of China. This proves RQ3, cross-cultural memory, has a shaping effect on people's perceptions. Looking at colours alone, without the structure of clouds to match, and making measurements alone, without an emotional background to set it off, it is impossible to capture the unique "charm" of Van Gogh's works. [16: [] Tasser, E., Lavdas, A., & Schirpke, U. (2023). Assessing landscape aesthetic values: Do clouds in photographs influence people's preferences?. PLOS ONE, 18. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0288424.] 

[image: IMG_9506]
Figure 10 . The sky of my hometown in memory on October 18, 2025, sketch on paper, Xiaoyan Zhang
Cloud Height and Infinity: Bridging Measurement and Wonder
Van Gogh mentioned "the infinity in the sky", which brings up the second question: How exactly do measurable celestial phenomena evoke the feeling of infinity? I have explored the height of the cloud, combining perception and computing in the process. I have revealed that there is a tension between concrete data and abstract miracles, which also illuminates the soul's pursuit of the infinite in the tangible world (Ketsbaia, 2024)[[footnoteRef:17]]. [17: [] Ketsbaia, K. (2024). Infinity Questions In Philosophy. International Scientific Journal "The Caucasus And The World". https://doi.org/10.52340/isj.2024.28.03.] 

The formula proposed by Chandler (1914)[[footnoteRef:18]] has been proven to be relatively reliable. October 15th and 28th, I calculated the height of cumulus clouds at 2.1 km and cirrus clouds at 6.3 km. [18: [] Chandler, E. F. (1914). Height of clouds at sunset. School Science and Mathematics, 14(6), 429–431.] 

These numbers do not diminish the miracle; instead, they lay a solid foundation for infinity. When I learned that a cirrus cloud was hovering 6.3 miles above the desert, a height far beyond my reach, my connection with Van Gogh's depiction of "infinite height" became even stronger[[footnoteRef:19]]. [19: [] Whitney, C. A. (1986). The Skies Of Vincent Van Gogh. Art History, 9(3), 351–362. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8365.1986.tb00206.x] 

[image: 12][image: 12.1]
Figures 11 & 12. Cirrus clouds in the sunset sky. Doha, October 28, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Ingold (2007)[[footnoteRef:20]] argues: "The light of the sky is experienced as a commingling of the perceiver and the world, without which there could be no things to see at all."  [20: [] Ingold, T. (2007). Earth, sky, wind, and weather. The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13(S1), S19-S38.] 

In the flat desert of Doha, clouds become the main link connecting the earth and the infinite space. No mountains here, the clouds' height serves as a vertical marker,  highlighting the vast space between the dunes and the sky. This situation coincides with Van Gogh's artistic philosophy. Van Gogh conducted scientific research on the formation of clouds and the refraction of light, later transforming these findings into artworks that evoked a sense of transcendence (Rewald, 1996)[[footnoteRef:21]]. For Van Gogh, understanding the specific details of the sky was not an obstacle to creating miracles; rather, it was a key to unlocking them. This is just like what my calculation reveals: a cloud is a physical entity and also a symbol of infinity. [21: [] Rewald, J. (1996). The history of impressionism. Harry N. Abrams.] 

[image: 13][image: 13.2]
Figure 13 & 14 . Cumulus clouds in the sunset sky. Doha, November 1, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Diary 
November 1st, 
4.5-mile! When I knew their height, these clouds suddenly seemed "real", but they also gave me a particularly ethereal feeling. They were like a bridge built between my body and that infinitely vast world.
This duality, both real and illusory, actually reflects the ideas put forward by Kandel. Kandel(2016)[[footnoteRef:22]] believes that both art and science can be regarded as "Bridges between tangible and inexpressable things". Chandler's formula provides a language belonging to the scientific realm for clouds, while the emotions I have towards clouds offer a language with a spiritual dimension. When these two are combined, they reveal the mystery of the soul in the creation of meaning. In the seemingly endless beaches and skies of Doha, the height of the clouds becomes a metaphor for the soul's journey, as if it were striving to quantify what cannot be quantified at all, and attempting to grasp that boundless and infinite[[footnoteRef:23]]. [22: [] Kandel, E. R. (2016). Reductionism in art and brain science: Bridging the two cultures. Columbia University Press.]  [23: [] Ketsbaia, K. (2024). Infinity Questions In Philosophy. International Scientific Journal "The Caucasus And The World". https://doi.org/10.52340/isj.2024.28.03.] 

Sky, Clouds, and Landscape: Enchantment as a Holistic Vision
[image: 截屏2025-11-23 20.48.11]
Figure 15. Sunset, Doha, October 20, 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Van Gogh's charm lies in viewing the sky and earth as an interconnected whole, which is also confirmed by my Doha observations and Chinese mountain memories (Edensor, 2017)[[footnoteRef:24]]. Doha's flat horizon provides a "pure canvas" for observing the harmonious coexistence between the sky, clouds and earth. The sand reflects the clouds' colour, softening the desert's desolation. The dynamic shadows cast by the clouds make the terrain "lively"(Edensor, 2017). [24: [] Edensor, T. (2017). From light to dark: Daylight, illumination, and gloom. University of Minnesota Press.] 

Diary
October 20th,
The reflection of the clouds blurry the boundary between heaven and earth, and they give people the feeling of being a whole." I am also a part of this whole. My soul is woven into light, clouds and sand. 
This fusion is in line with Van Gogh's philosophy. He depicted the sky as an active participant in the landscape rather than just a background. This is the same as how Chinese artists use clouds to "connect heaven and earth (Popova, V. 2020)[[footnoteRef:25]]". [25: [] Popova, V. (2020). About the Trinity: Painting, Calligraphy and Poetry in China. The Symbolism of Clouds in Chinese Painting. Visual Studies. https://doi.org/10.54664/mfvu9685.] 

[image: m_17009765]
Figure 16. Guo Xi, Early Spring, Song Dynasty (11th century), ink on silk hanging scroll, w1081 x h1583 cm (National Palace Museum, Taipei)
My sentimental bond with Chinese mountains strengthened this sense of wholeness. Bolshakova (2020)[[footnoteRef:26]] points out that Chinese poetry often combines "mountain" (shanfeng, 山峰) and "sky" (tian, 天) to bring about a cosmic harmony - a harmony that I felt in Doha when the clouds made me think of the mountain peaks of my childhood.  [26: [] Bolshakova, V. R. (2020). Lexical-semantic groups "Mountain" and "Sky" in Chinese poetry and their English and Russian translations (based on Mao Zedong's poetry). Modern Studies of Social Issues, 12 (4), 14-26.] 

Diary
October 25th
The thick cumulus clouds made me think of the mountain peaks of my childhood and Guo Xi's painting "Early Spring" from the 11th century, where the clouds at the bases of the mountains create a sense of depth and spiritual resonance.
Even though Doha doesn't have any mountains, the mass and movement of the clouds triggered the same sense of awe, reducing the distance between my current surroundings and my cultural origins. This validates RQ3: landscape perception is not just restricted to the immediate surroundings but also influenced by memory and culture, enabling harmony to be discovered in unfamiliar locations (Harris, 2015)[[footnoteRef:27]]. [27: [] Harris, A. (2015). Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies. Thames & Hudson] 
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Figure 17& 18 . Sunset over the beach. Doha, November 5 & 6 , 2025. Photo: Xiaoyan Zhang
Diary
November 5th
The setting sun cast long, undulating shadows on the beach. Just like waves breathing. The earth and the sky breathe together, and I breathe with them.
This sense of participation reflects Van Gogh's belief, that charm stems from the recognition of the mutual connection between us and nature (Van Gogh & de Leeuw, 1997)[[footnoteRef:28]]. For Van Gogh, the sky was a "living entity"; in Doha, clouds became messenger between heaven and earth. Their movement and light revealing the soul as an integral part of nature, not separate from it (Konopka, 2023)[[footnoteRef:29]]. [28: [] Van Gogh, V., & de Leeuw, R. (1997). The letters of Vincent Van Gogh. Penguin Books.]  [29: [] Konopka, E. (2023). Cloudscapes over the Baltic Sea–Cloud Motifs in Finnish, Swedish, German, Russian, Polish, Lithuanian, and Latvian Symbolic Landscape Painting around 1900. Arts. https://doi.org/10.3390/arts12050193.] 

Conclusion
This observation of the sunset clouds in Doha lasted for a month, from October 8 to November 7, 2025. This observation explored Van Gogh's assertion that "the infinite consciousness of the sky attracts life." This study relied on an analytical framework to conduct the research. This analytical framework encompasses aspects such as colour perception, height measurement, and the interpretation of landscape-cultural memory. With the aid of this framework, this study has addressed three research questions and revealed three interrelated themes.
1. In terms of colour resonance, all the colours of the sunset, such as orange, pink and purple, can trigger emotional and spiritual responses in people, These responses are mediated by specific contexts, such as the single colour environment of a desert, as well as cultural factors, such as Chinese artworks or poetry (Rabbaa, 2024; Popova, 2020)[[footnoteRef:30]][[footnoteRef:31]]. [30: [] Rabbaa, Z. (2024). A Psychological Scientific Exploration of colour in Cinema. Journal of Engineering and Applied Sciences Technology. https://doi.org/10.47363/jeast/2024(6)228.]  [31: [] Popova, V. (2020). About the Trinity: Painting, Calligraphy and Poetry in China. The Symbolism of Clouds in Chinese Painting. Visual Studies. https://doi.org/10.54664/mfvu9685.] 

2. Measure all the tension of the miracle: Calculate the height of the cloud, which seems to have no end, enhancing people's sense of awe rather than reducing it. This is consistent with Van Gogh's approach of integrating science and art (LeShan & Margenau, 1982; Whitney, 1986)[[footnoteRef:32]][[footnoteRef:33]]. [32: [] LeShan, L. L., & Margenau, H. (1982). Einstein's space and Van Gogh's sky: Physical reality and beyond. New York: Macmillan]  [33: [] Whitney, C. A. (1986). The Skies Of Vincent Van Gogh. Art History, 9(3), 351–362. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8365.1986.tb00206.x] 

3. In terms of overall synergy, the interaction between the sky, clouds and the earth, such as reflections and shadows, as well as the elements of Chinese mountains in cross-cultural memory, jointly create a particularly charming landscape perception. This landscape perception is actually the result of direct experience and cultural background ( Harris, 2015)[[footnoteRef:34]]. [34: [] Harris, A. (2015). Weatherland: Writers and artists under English skies. Thames & Hudson.] 

All of Van Gogh's "charm" is not a rare supernatural experience, but a natural outcome that emerges when people consciously engage in the sensory, scientific, cultural and spiritual aspects the sky. The cloudless sunset that appeared in the desert of Doha on October 18th confirmed this point. This charm stems from interaction, not merely from the sky itself.
Ultimately, the sunset glow is like a "mirror of the soul", reflecting the tense relationship between tangible things and the infinite space. When we pay attention to the colour of the sunset glow, carefully measure its height in the sky, and observe how it and the surrounding landscape cooperate and work together, we can discover the hidden charm in our daily life. The discovery of charm mentioned here does not mean avoiding those tangible things, but seeking infinite possibilities within them. All of Van Gogh's insights will endure. He showed us that when we recognise these fantastic scenes in the sky, we can reveal the deepest longing in our souls. That is to be closely connected and interwoven with the entire world and the infinite possibilities it contains.
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