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Introduction

This paper is a report and analysis on my study of clouds observed over a period of approximately 30 days. There are two parameters of this study. The first parameter is to consider my cloud observations with the phrase ‘to think is to walk among the clouds’ by Alexandra Harris in Weatherland: Writers & Artists under English Skies.[footnoteRef:1] The second parameter is to measure those thoughts and feelings from cloud watching against research on awe. Awe, according to Dacher Keltner and Jonathan Haidt and cited by Megan Cuzzolino, is an emotion that is defined by the perception of vastness and need for accommodation.[footnoteRef:2] Cited from Keltner and Haidt by Summer Allen, vastness refers to the perception that something is larger than one’s frame of reference in physical size, social standing or complexity, and need for accommodation refers to the need for mental adjustment to incorporate the experience into one’s understanding of the world. [footnoteRef:3] Another definition of awe Keltner offered is the encountering of vast mysteries we don’t understand.[footnoteRef:4] Keltner identifies eight categories of wonder that create awe: moral beauty, nature, collective movement, music, art (visual design), spirituality, big ideas, and life and death.[footnoteRef:5] Four cloud watching experiences are shared for the themes they produced. [1:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, (Thames & Hudson, Limited, 2016), p. 201.]  [2:  Megan P. Cuzzolino, ‘“The Awe Is In The Process”: The Nature And Impact Of Professional Scientists’ Experiences Of Awe’, Science Learning In Everyday Life, 105 (2021), 681-706 (p. 683) < DOI: 10.1002/sce.21625>]  [3:  Summer Allen, ‘The Science Of Awe’, Greater Good Science Centre, UC Berkley and John Templeton Foundation, (2018), 1-45 (p. 8) <https://ggsc.berkeley.edu/images/uploads/GGSC-JTF_White_Paper-Awe_FINAL.pdf>]  [4:  Cain, Susan and Keltner, Dacher, Dacher Keltner and Susan Cain: Awe: The New Science of Everyday Wonder [Video]. 2015 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjNm6W_0DQw&t=2263s> [accessed 26 November 2024]]  [5:  Cain and Keltner, 2023.
] 


Methodology

My observation of clouds was conducted over an approximate 30-day period from October 11th, 2024 to November 12th, 2024, and November 23rd, 2024. During this period, I observed and documented the physical appearance of clouds in the urban areas of the City of Toronto (Ontario, Canada) while completing daily activities such as going to work, running errands and engaging in social activities. I documented the observations using a mixed medium of photography, drawings and diarized accounts of the event. I then analyzed the thoughts and feelings that occurred during the observations. For context, I live and work in the urban centre of the city and my cloud observations are made there.

Clouds and Confusion

Observations for October 11th, 2024 and subsequent analysis: 

Heading home from a dinner out, I found myself gazing into the night sky. I noticed the bright waxing half-moon (Fig. 1). A few moments later, a small thin layer of cloud, only double the size of the moon, eclipsed over the moon (Fig. 2). The moon still shone brightly from behind the cloud, but the clear edges that formed its crescent shape now diffused into a formless blob of light. 

I had never seen a cloud and the moon interact in such a way, and was amused by the means in which this cloud changed my perception of what the moon looked like. According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary, one of the definitions for the word ‘cloud’ is ‘something that obscures and blemishes’.[footnoteRef:6] Idioms like ‘head in the clouds’ or ‘clouded judgment’ use the physical appearance of clouds as inspiration to figuratively describe situations where one cannot see something clearly. Outside of language, there are also other cultural reference that allude to a cloud’s symbolic association with confusion. In the Lenormand deck, card number six ‘The Clouds’ includes divinatory meanings of ambiguity and confusion (Fig. 3);[footnoteRef:7] the cloudless side of the card signify clearing of confusion, while the cloudy side signify approaching confusion.[footnoteRef:8] In the Smith-Waite Tarot Deck, clouds can also be used to depict states of confusion in some of the cards. In Rachel Pollack’s interpretation of cloud imagery in the Queen of Swords, the Queen of Swords has her head positioned in the clear skies above the clouds, demonstrating access to clarity and truth (Fig. 4).[footnoteRef:9] The Sword suit in tarot belong to the element of air and depict matters of the mind.[footnoteRef:10] If ‘to think is to walk among the clouds’ then perhaps the thoughts are not always clear.[footnoteRef:11] [6:  Merriam-Webster, Cloud (2024) <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cloud> [accessed 22 November 2024]]  [7:  Edmund Zebrowski, Pixie’s Astounding Lenormand (U.S. Games System, Inc., 2015), p. 32.]  [8:  Zebrowski, Pixie’s Astounding Lenormand, p. 34-25.]  [9:  Rachel Pollack, Seventy-Eight Degrees Of Wisdom: A Book Of Tarot (Red Wheel/Weiser, 2007), p. 213.]  [10:  Pollack, Seventy-Eight Degrees Of Wisdom: A Book Of Tarot, p. 208.]  [11:  Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, p. 201.] 


Observing the relationship between cloud physiognomy and the symbolic use of this word for myself was rewarding and awe inspiring. Cuzzolino, who studied the relationship between scientific work and feelings of awe, found that scientists felt awe at their first moment of learning and discovery.[footnoteRef:12] Although I cannot claim to be a scientist, I too, shared the same enthusiasm for learning something new. It felt like I was having my own 'big idea'.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Cuzzolino, ‘“The Awe Is In The Process”: The Nature And Impact Of Professional Scientists’, p. 691.]  [13:  Cain and Keltner, 2023.
] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk183607688]Fig. 1, ‘Moon Without Clouds’, Painting: Madeline Cheng           Fig. 2, ‘Moon with Clouds’, Painting: Madeline 							              Cheng
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Fig. 3, ‘The Clouds’, Photo: Madeline Cheng         	        Fig. 4, ‘Queen of Swords’, Photo: Madeline Cheng




Clouds and Spirituality

Observations for October 14th, 2024 and subsequent analysis: 

I was out running errands. A single cloud floated in the distance, seemingly nestled between two buildings (Fig. 5). A pale orange glow illuminated the top of the cloud and the sky above it. The underbelly of the cloud and earth beneath it was shrouded in grey, foreshadowing the darkness to come. A single cloud, dividing light and dark, orange and grey, day and night, heaven and earth. 

Growing up in the suburbs, I felt like I had an unlimited view of the sky. During the summer, I would wake up to the rising sun that painted the sky and clouds in brilliant hues of red, oranges and pink. During winter, I would be greeted with the same brilliant hues going home from school or work during sunset. Since moving downtown, I had stopped sky watching as a recreational activity because I thought the view would be obstructed by the high rises. When I saw the sunset, I felt a mixture of embarrassment and awe. The embarrassment came from not noticing them earlier and the awe came from the discovery of being able to experience sunsets from where I lived. The perception of vastness was from finally noticing a whole world beyond my immediate surroundings of buildings, vehicles and people.[footnoteRef:14] The need for mental accommodation, came from the surprise of encountering this while doing something as mundane as errands. I also felt awe from the appearance of the cloud itself.[footnoteRef:15] The awe I felt, fell into three of the eight wonders Keltner identifies as awe inducing; ‘visual design’, ‘nature’, and ‘spiritual awe’.[footnoteRef:16] The ‘visual design’ element came from its beauty; it alluded to something divine, inimitable by human hands.[footnoteRef:17] The ‘nature’ element came from the spectacle of this cloud hanging in the balance of day and night, completely unaffected by the humanity below.[footnoteRef:18] The ‘spiritual awe’ element came from the way viewing this cloud made me feel, through a combination of the visual design and nature element of awe.[footnoteRef:19] The spiritual feelings I had, were exactly the way Keltner described; it was as though my sense of self or ego was dissolving.[footnoteRef:20] In my excitement, I had forgotten to take a photo. On November 23rd, I managed to find a cloud with a similar appearance – it was not the same but just as awe-inducing (Fig. 6). [14:  Allen, ‘The Science of Awe’, p. 8.]  [15:  Allen, ‘The Science of Awe’, p. 8.]  [16:  Cain and Keltner, 2023.]  [17:  Ibid. ]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Ibid.] 



If seeing this cloud is a source of enjoyment, then Harris’ quote ‘to think is to walk among the clouds’ can be speak to the divine gift of experiencing awe through the mind.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, p. 201.] 

The association between clouds and divinity could be found in spiritual works. In the Waite-Smith Tarot Deck, clouds can also be used to convey divinity.[footnoteRef:22] In the Ace of Swords, a hand holding a sword emerges from a cloud as if to present the sword to the querent (Fig. 7). The cloud in which the hand emerges represent our spiritual connection to our intellect.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Pollack, Seventy-Eight Degrees Of Wisdom: A Book Of Tarot, p. .]  [23:  Ibid. p. 230.] 
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Fig. 5, ‘Sunset Cloud’, Painting: Madeline Cheng	          Fig. 6, ‘Redemption Cloud’, Photo: Madeline Cheng 
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Fig. 7, ‘Ace of Swords’, Photo: Madeline Cheng	
Clouds and Changing Perspectives

Observations for November 5th, 2024 and subsequent analysis: 

I was at work before sunrise. A dark cloud hovers over the city in a blanket of darkness – again. I take a photograph despite feeling uninspired by the scene. When double checking the quality of my photo, I noticed the rising sun reflected off the building across the street (Fig. 8).

My excitement in cloud watching had waned since the sunset sighting. Perhaps it was the busyness of life, but some diarized entries were uninspired single or double worded descriptions like ‘cloudy’ or ‘not cloudy’. Days that were ‘cloudy’ began similarly: thick layers of cloud hovering over the morning skies, then either maintaining an overcast or breaking up into individual clouds throughout the day. In part, I suspected what Harris cited from Caspar David Friedrich rang true for me, that the sky was a ‘true image of infinity, and when our view of it is narrowed our minds are ‘proportionately constrained and oppressed’’.[footnoteRef:24] The heavy skies limited my perception of vastness.[footnoteRef:25] But also, the lack of awe came from my own pretense that clouds could only by interesting when painted in spectrums of reds, oranges and pinks. To feel awe towards clouds, I had to abandon my expectations for what made them awe-inspiring. According to Keltner, openness, or receptivity to new experiences or mysteries were an important component to feeling awe.[footnoteRef:26] I decided to take Keltner's advice and look for awe in what I considered to be the ordinariness of clouds.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, p. 201.]  [25:  Allen, ‘The Science of Awe’, p. 8.]  [26:  Cain and Keltner, 2023.]  [27:  Ibid. ] 


The photo from this day, November 5th, reminded me of the pictorial depiction of the 10 of Swords in the RWS deck (Fig. 9). Although I do not relate to the pain conveyed in the 10 of Swords, the lifting of the black clouds in its imagery do signify a hopeful situation,[footnoteRef:28] and the number 10 signify completion of a cycle.[footnoteRef:29] The cycle I had decided to end, was my lack of appreciation for clouds. In pondering Harris’ quote, walking among the clouds felt like an encouragement to pursue a change of mind. [28:  Pollack, Seventy-Eight Degrees Of Wisdom: A Book Of Tarot, p. 117.]  [29:  Ibid. p. 158.] 
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Fig. 8, ‘Sunrise’, Photo: Madeline Cheng 			   	    Fig. 9, ’10 of Swords’, Photo: 
                  Madeline Cheng


Clouds and Thought Forms and Imagination

Observations from November 13th, 2024 and subsequent analysis:

I found myself gazing out of the window from my office. The clouds were big and fluffy against the backdrop of bright blue sky (Fig. 10). They seemed to move quickly as though they had someplace to be, their edges slightly ragged from the speed in which they were travelling at. Later that day, they had come together to form a network of little clouds (Fig. 11).

It occurred to me that I often looked out the window when I’m at work, especially when I was bored, uninspired or need a mental break. Looking at those clouds, I felt my mind drift along with them. It felt as though the burden of my thoughts were being erased by these clouds, ready for their different shapes and sizes to fill me with new ideas. As Harris describes of poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge's thoughts on clouds, the variability of cloud-forms could inspire creativity.[footnoteRef:30] Clouds did not have a standard form, and the lack of a defined boundary on its form gave way to a vagueness that allowed the perceiver to project their imagination.[footnoteRef:31] Harris retells the connection Poet John Keats’  makes between clouds and thought when he ascended Ben Nevis and found himself in the midst of a cloud.[footnoteRef:32] The cloud appearing as mist, obscuring the land below and the sky above, resulted in his revelation that nothing is clearly revealed.[footnoteRef:33] Thoughts are nothing but mist, and mist is a representation of Keats’ mind.[footnoteRef:34] Keats’ revelation, is in part the true context of Alexandra Harris’ quote ‘to think is to walk among the clouds’.[footnoteRef:35] [30:  Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, p. 192.]  [31:  Ibid. p. 192.]  [32:  Ibid. p. 201.]  [33:  Ibid. p. 201.]  [34:  Ibid. p. 201.]  [35:  Ibid. p. 201.] 


The elusive nature of clouds extended beyond the world of poetry. Research into clouds had generated articles relating to cloud computing. 'Cloud' is an established term for off-site digital operating systems.[footnoteRef:36] Steve Ranger writes that clouds were metaphorically used to represent telephone and internet schematics to convey the idea that its services could be available no matter where the servers were: 'clouds' were used to imagine a cloud of indeterminant stuff.[footnoteRef:37] The image of clouds interlocking turned my imagination to the way thoughts and digital data seemed to share a resemblance to one another; both remained inaccessible unless there was a body part or electronic device, respectively, for storage and output. If metaphorical weather clouds could store our thoughts, like the cartoon thought bubbles mentioned by Harris, then perhaps server clouds could store our digital thoughts? [footnoteRef:38] The imagery of clouds appearing as metaphors in language created a sense of discovery in ‘big ideas’.[footnoteRef:39] When I look out the window to clear my thoughts, it does feel like I'm offloading my thoughts into a cloud. [36:  Merriam-Webster, 2024.]  [37:  Steve Ranger, What Is Cloud Computing? Everything You Need to Know About The Cloud Explained (2022), https://www.zdnet.com/article/what-is-cloud-computing-everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-cloud/> [accessed 27 November 2024]]  [38:  Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, p. 15.]  [39:  Cain and Keltner, 2023.] 
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Fig. 10, ‘Fluffy Eraser Clouds’, Photo: Madeline Cheng              Fig. 11, ‘Cloud Networks, Photo: Madeline 							                            Cheng



Final Thoughts 

The intention of this approximate 30-day study is to use a phenomenological approach to study clouds and analyse the findings against Alexandra Harris' quote 'to think is to walk among the clouds' and also research on feelings of awe.[footnoteRef:40] The four main themes I found were related to how cloud physiognomy share similarities in imagery with the metaphorical use of the word, how its appearance can inspire spiritual feelings, how they affect our perspectives, and their ability to influence thoughts. The observation of clouds left me with feelings of awe that could classify under four of Keltner's eight categories of awe, including 'visual design' 'nature' 'spiritual awe' and 'big ideas'.[footnoteRef:41] The symbolic thoughts on clouds were the most awe inspiring because they expanded my perception of vastness and mental accommodation as required to contain these ideas.[footnoteRef:42]  [40:  Harris, Weatherland: Writers And Artists Under The English Skies, p. 201.]  [41:  Cain and Keltner, 2023.]  [42:  Allen, ‘The Science of Awe’, p. 8.
] 
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