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Essay based on a Sky journal
Overcast and urban landscapes in Montreal

Word count (excluding footnotes and bibliography): 1960
This essay is based on my observations of the sky from the 20th of October 2025 to the 19th of November 2025, with a focus on clouds and landscapes in an urban environment. The aim was to understand how cloud watching could influence one individual’s feeling and thought process, and how the urban environment was participating, in connection with the sky, to this influence. This took place on the island of Montreal, from the end of the Canadian autumn to the early snow fall, at a time when daylight was steadily diminishing and darkness fell as early as 4pm. Due to professional constraints, most of my observations and pictures were primarily collected in two areas: the business heart of Montreal (called ‘downtown’), during breaks or before my commute to work, and the quieter district of Notre Dame de Grace, where I live and where my third floor apartment provided a fantastic view point to observe the sky. All pictures were taken with a smartphone, and thoughts were written down in an online diary. During the period of observation, the sky was often covered by a dense layer of clouds, known as an ‘overcast’, which made it difficult to watch individual cloud or patterns; however, this created an opportunity to reflect on two themes that will be analysed within the context of Alexandra Harris’ quote: “ To think is to walk among clouds”. The first theme is a reflection on the sky’s influence on mood, depression, hope and the emergence of a dynamic thinking process, where emotions and rationality are closely intertwined. The second theme is an investigation on how urban structures play a role in this broader thought process, by creating intimacy with the sky and helping connect people to it.   
From lid, depression to cosmological considerations
The sky has always had an impact on people’s mood. As Becket quoted Constable, ‘the sky is source of light in nature – and governs everything’
. It has been proven by science that light triggers the creation of serotonin, which is a hormone regulating mood and sleep among other functions. Light plays also a role in the generation of melatonin, who is involved in our sleep and impact our fatigue levels. Some people even experience “Seasonal Affective Disorder” which is a depression that comes with bad weather, usually during the winter
. Conversely, the way we see the sky during depression has been well documented – Baudelaire describes the sky as a “lid” weighting on the spirit
, creating a feeling of limitation and burden. While keeping the journal, I experienced more than once a similar state of mind, but it was difficult to say whether the thick overcast was responsible for the depressive mindset or whether I was seeing the sky as an impenetrable layer because I was depressed. As Ulisses de Almeida explained, ‘few aspects of the natural world can spark it off as effectively as the sight of the night sky’
. But what if the night sky is not available or completely hidden?  On a particular difficult day, during one of my observations, I noticed that ‘I hadn’t seen the blue colour of the sky for a week nor the stars in the night…and that I had been patient, but it was getting depressing’ (fig 1). When the observation of colours and light plays was possible again, it brought a sense of reassurance (fig. 2), and being able to see the light, just above me or barely visible in the distance, reminded me that hope hadn’t left me. This created a sense of ‘a mental lull’ (fig. 3), which helped me move beyond my immediate state of mind and allowed for further dynamic thinking.  
I felt my mind open up, drifting into a more curious, questioning mode. This made me further explore questions such as “can the sky be absent” or “what constitutes the sky”? In my view, there was a need to have markers, shapes and colours to relate and to hold to.  On one evening, the moon managed to pierce a very thick overcast (fig 4a), revealing that another unseen stratum of sky was laying beyond the clouds. I continued to develop similar cosmological considerations, even venturing into mystical comparison as I was imagining that ‘the moon could also be an eye that is looking at human affair’ (fig. 4a), and at other times into explicitly religious interpretations: “there is something divine as if something was coming from above, like an angel descending to earth” (fig. 5a). At the same time, those interplays of light called to mind Turner’s work on light and darkness (fig. 4b and 5b)
, which I first encountered during a visit to London as a teenager and which have remained with me ever since. But the dynamic thinking didn’t stop there. Watching the sky and nature generate their own symbols - here, the light cutting through the overcast - kept sparking new associations in my mind. It reminded me of Baudelaire’s Correspondances, in which the poet invites the reader to look beyond the sensible world and seek the hidden symbols embedded within reality. 
 From cosmological reflections to memories of Turner’s paintings and Baudelaire’s poetry, all these thoughts surged almost instantaneously as I gazed at a sky that was itself opening up.
In conclusion, as I was watching the sky shifting through cloudy variations, I realized I was experiencing precisely what Harris described in her quote, my mind wandering between fleeting feelings and deeper reflection.
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Fig. 1. Sky observations from an apartment, Montreal, 7.14pm (Nov. 10, 2025)
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Fig. 2. Sky observations from an apartment, Montreal, 6.34pm (Nov.9, 2025)
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Fig. 3. Sky observations from the street, Montreal, 4.38pm (Nov.13, 2025)
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Fig. 4a (left). Sky observations from the street, Montreal, 7.09pm (Oct.6, 2025)
Fig. 4b (right). Joseph M.W. Turner, Fishermen at Sea, 1796, Tate Gallery
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Fig. 5a (left). Sky observations from the street, Montreal, 3.04pm (Oct.15, 2025)
Fig. 5b (right). Joseph M.W. Turner, Sun Rising Through Vapour, 1807, National Gallery
Getting intimate with the sky: buildings and symbolic structures
If the sky was having such an impact on one’s mind, feelings and though processes, what have we done to mitigate this influence?  If “to think is to walk among clouds”, what have we built to reach those clouds? Those thoughts drew me to explore the interplay between the sky and some of the urban structures of Montreal.
As Daniela Bertol introduces her analysis on skyscape, ‘human have always expressed the desire to communicate beyond their local space, establishing built places that reach out to the sky above.’
 While she was primarily referring to ancient cultures’ astronomical sites and more modern artistic work, her comment still applies to the observations I made in Montreal’s downtown, where the most striking structures interacting with the sky were the ‘skyscrapers’. Early definitions of skyscrapers recognize those buildings were not only shaped by economic and technological factors, but also by psychological ones
. The name itself ‘skyscraper’ evokes the ability to touch the sky, and I noted in my journal ‘the irony that the tall buildings are trying to frame and control the sky but are not successful in doing, despite their heights’ (fig. 6). 
Other symbolic structures with a clear cosmological meaning could be seen during my downtown observation of the sky. Pyramidal roofs were a common feature in the landscape (fig. 6), reinforcing the idea that astrology and cosmology have long influenced architecture. I noticed that use of pyramidal shape was everywhere, even on residential buildings even if it was not bringing a particular functional advantage or was not necessary. During my observations, I then became more mindful of those man-made structures and their relationship to the sky and, and increasingly aware of the mental associations I could make while watching the sky in the context of these buildings, regardless of whether those structures were built with an explicit purpose or design in mind. On one occasion, while I was watching the sky from the top floor of a building – where the view was more open - an isolated room with black-painted walls and a densely clouded night behind stood out as it was evoking the atmosphere of sacred architecture: in my diary, I noted ‘a temple or a sanctuary, in an elevated position to communicate with the sky’ (fig. 7). 
I then extended my study of the sky’s relationship with urban forms by viewing it through pieces of urban art. As contemporary American sculptor Charles Ross declared in an interview, ‘one thing art can do is focus the lens of experience so that our sense of connection grows clearer.’
  The most meaningful observation was when I saw a gigantic metallic ring, through which sky and earth appeared as if viewed through a single lens. This again made me question the symbolic significance and I commented in my diary: ‘it could be interpreted in many ways. A symbol of the cosmos? A gateway to the sky and space?  A ring to rule them all?’ (fig. 8). After observing those various symbolic structures, it became clear to me that mankind was obsessed with the sky and was trying to connect to it through various means. 
If the sky couldn’t be reached, then the sky was invited to descend. I saw magnificent reflects of the sky in a skyscraper’s windows, creating a kind of ‘mise en abyme’ where the sky seems to reside in the building and the building was becoming part of the sky (fig. 9). Although earlier attempts to capture the sky felt unsuccessful, as I noted in my diary, the mirroring effect of the windows proved far more effective in dissolving the boundary between sky and earth.
There was another observation where I saw a similar dissolution of boundaries: during this observation, the skyscraper was vanishing in the sky because of the fog, leaving no clear divide between the earth and the sky (fig.10). Ironically, my smartphone recorded that location as “ville souterraine”, which translates from French as “underground city” – everything in this picture was therefore connected in my view, with the high-rise buildings forming a bridge between the underground city (a proxy for the underworld?) and the sky. Once again, these were cosmological reflections, made possible—or at least amplified—by the buildings and structures in the landscape. 
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Fig. 6. Sky observations from downtown, Montreal, 3.38pm (Nov.4, 2025)
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Fig. 7. Sky observations from a rooftop, Montreal, 10.32pm (Nov.7, 2025)
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Fig. 8. Sky observations from downtown, Montreal, 10.26am (Nov.6, 2025)
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Fig. 9. Sky observations from downtown, Montreal, 3.38pm (Nov.4, 2025)
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Fig. 10. Sky observations from downtown, Montreal, 9.26am (Nov.12, 2025)
Conclusion
In her book ‘Weatherland: Writers and Artists under English Skies’, Harris, also referring to the Constable’s correspondence, explained that the ‘sky is being named as a feeling organ, but the sentiments are surely those of the perceiver’
. In this essay, drawing on my observations of the sky and clouds in an urban environment, I examine how my mind moved through different states—oscillating between opposing feelings such as depression and hope—while also developing deeper reflections, which were themselves enabled by a change in the sky. Then, I continued this ‘walk’ by investigating the role of skyscrapers and other symbolic urban structures in connecting ourselves to the sky. Observation of the sky in Montreal downtown brought a new dimension to my thinking and feelings. The presence of those structures testified to our desire to elevate ourselves toward the sky, while also reminding us of the enduring connection between earth and heavens. Those structures also deepened my symbolic and cosmological thinking; and instead of perceiving the world as fragmented, they enabled a conceptualization of reality as fundamentally interconnected.
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