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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Introduction
This Sky Journal is a month-long examination of the sky, clouds, and their dynamic interplay with the surrounding terrain from 11 October to 11 November 2024. This work seeks to document the nuanced changes in the sky and its interplay with the surrounding environment via daily observation and precise documentation. This research use observation, recording, and a reflective approach to uncover connections and meanings that transcend the surface, investigating how the sky influences human perception and evokes emotional and philosophical reactions. This research emphasizes the visual and metaphorical dimensions of the sky, encouraging people to see it as a canvas of natural beauty and inspiration.
Through the Sky Journal study, the act of observing the sky becomes a means to reflect on Van Gogh’s perception of the “enchanted” qualities of life and the universe. By methodically documenting and analysing daily observations, this project mirrors Van Gogh’s meditative engagement with nature and his quest to find meaning in the ephemeral. In doing so, the journal serves as a contemporary lens through which we can explore the intersection of art, philosophy, and the natural world, reaffirming the sky’s enduring role as a source of inspiration and introspection.

Methodology
Observation and Documentation approach
I plan to integrate the methods of observation and documentation. This essay is an analysis of the sky diary I wrote during the field survey from 17 October to 17 November 2024. The Observation and Documentation approaches complement one another in qualitative research, particularly when integrating visual data such as photographs. This aligns with the act of observing and interpreting clouds in their natural environment, using visual cues to uncover patterns and meanings that might otherwise go unnoticed. Together, these approaches enable a rigorous and reflective engagement with visual data, transforming ephemeral observations of clouds into a structured basis for qualitative inquiry.
Document analysis is a systematic procedure of reviewing or evaluating printed and digital documents. Like other methods used in qualitative study, analysing documents requires the examination and interpretation of data to extract meaning, understanding, and the development of experiential knowledge [footnoteRef:1]. The literature consists of words and photographs documented without investigator participation. Atkinson and Coffey (1997) characterize papers as "social facts," which are generated, disseminated, and used in a way indicative of social structure (p. 47)[footnoteRef:2]. The literature available for systematic review, as part of research, takes various forms, including photographs that can serve as documentary materials for research purposes [footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Corbin, J.&Strauss, A.(2008). Basicsofqualitative research:Techniquesandprocedures fordevelopinggrounded theory(3rded.).Thousand Oaks,CA:Sage
Rapley, T.(2007). Doingconversation, discourseanddocument analysis.London: Sage. Rossman, G.B.&Wilson, B.L.(1985).Numbers andwords:Combining quantitative andqualitative
]  [2:  Atkinson, P.A.&Coffey, A.(1997). Analysing documentary realities. InD.Silverman (Ed.), Qualitativeresearch:Theory,methodandpractice,London: Sage,45–62.]  [3:  Bowen, G.A. (2009) 'Document analysis as a qualitative research method,' Qualitative Research Journal, 9(2), pp. 27–40. https://doi.org/10.3316/qrj0902027.] 

"Observation in qualitative research is one of the oldest and most fundamental research methods. This approach involves the use of sensory perception to collect data, particularly through systematic and meaningful visual and auditory engagement" [footnoteRef:4]. Adler and Adler (1994) characterize observation as the "foundation of all methods of inquiry in the social and behavioral sciences" (p. 389)[footnoteRef:5]. Nevertheless, studies of social surroundings, particularly in educational settings, often fail to mirror their seeming simplicity [footnoteRef:6]. [4:  McKechnie, L. E. F. (2008). Observational research. In L. M. Given (Ed.), The Sage encyclopedia of qualitative research methods (pp. 573–577). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.]  [5:  Adler, P. A., & Adler, P. (1994). Observational techniques. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 377–392). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.]  [6:  Smit, B. and Onwuegbuzie, A.J. (2018) 'Observations in qualitative inquiry: when what you see is not what you see,' International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 17(1), p. 160940691881676. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918816766.] 


Reflexive Approach
Reflexivity indicates an awareness of the self-influence that qualitative researchers have on their studies[footnoteRef:7]—researchers assess and comprehend how their impact on research design, data collection, and data interpretation influences the trajectory of outcomes[footnoteRef:8]. Reflexivity is progressively acknowledged in both scholarly and professional domains[footnoteRef:9]. In social work, reflection has developed via diverse interpretations of themes originating from sociological studies in science. The discipline has established distinctive interpretations of reflexivity, especially in relation to liberatory activities associated with power/knowledge creation and the influence of practitioners' cognition and emotions in practice analysis [footnoteRef:10]. [7:  Probst B (2015) The eye regards itself: benefits and challenges of reflexivity in qualitative social work research. Social Work Research 39(1): 37–48. DOI: 10.1093/swr/svu028.]  [8:  Finlay L (2002) ‘Outing’ the researcher: the provenance, process, and practice of reflexivity. Qualitative Health Research 12(4): 531–545]  [9:  Houston S (2015) Enabling others in social work: reflexivity and the theory of social domains. Critical and Radical Social Work 3(2): 245–260. DOI: 10.1332/204986015X14302240420229.]  [10:  D’Cruz H, Gillingham P and Melendez S (2005) Reflexivity, its meanings and relevance for social work: a critical review of the literature. British Journal of Social Work 37(1): 73–90. DOI: 10. 1093/bjsw/bcl001.
] 

In my essay, where I am using photographs of clouds and applying the Observation and Documentation approaches, incorporating reflexivity enhances the depth and credibility of your analysis. The reflexive approach requires me to critically consider how my own experiences, perceptions, and motivations influenced the act of taking the photographs and selecting them as data. Moreover, reflexivity invites me to explore how my relationship with the subject matter (clouds) and the research methods might have affected the outcomes. Reflexivity also encourages transparency about the interpretive nature of qualitative research. When analysing the photographs, my interpretation of patterns, symbolism, or emotional resonance may reveal as much about your own worldview as it does about the subject itself.

Observations from the Sky Journal
Changes in the Sky
The photographs vividly capture the evolving character of the sky throughout the day. Key observations include: Cloud Patterns, Sunset Colors, Nightfall Shadows. The dynamic forms of clouds create a sense of movement and life. As discussed by Nolen et al., Van Gogh's mental state significantly influenced his artistic vision, indicating that his emotional turmoil is reflected in the dynamic and expansive skies of his paintings [footnoteRef:11]. In the first image, the overcast sky spreads like a textured canvas, casting a somber yet expansive mood over the cityscape. This highlights the interplay between nature and the urban environment. The Figure 2 and Figure 3 photographs illustrate the enchanting transition of sunset, with the sun glowing in warm hues of orange and red. These colors gradually give way to cooler tones of pink, purple, and blue, showcasing the ephemeral beauty of twilight. As the sun descends under the horizon, Figure 4 illustrates the encroaching darkness, highlighting the serene shift to night and invoking a feeling of contemplation and finality. [11:  Nolen, W. A., Meekeren, E. v., Voskuil, P., & Tilburg, W. v. (2020). New vision on the mental problems of vincent van gogh; results from a bottom-up approach using (semi-)structured diagnostic interviews.. https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-33446/v1] 

Interaction with the Landscape
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]These photographs perfectly integrate the organic fluidity of the sky with the vertical rigidity of urban structures. The buildings seem to ascend towards the sky, as if the metropolis were linking to the sky. The sun's reflection on the skyscrapers at dusk emphasizes this link, integrating the urban into a natural spectacle.
Van Gogh's artworks, like Starry Night and The Café Terrace at Night, illustrate the interplay between celestial bodies and the terrestrial realm. The stars and clouds in his painted sky are vibrant, evoking a feeling of motion and emotion, prompting the observer to reflect on their own life within the cosmos. Lawlor notes that Van Gogh was an astute viewer of the night sky, often depicting its beauty and intricacy in his artwork [footnoteRef:12].This observation aligns with the contemporary photographic practice of highlighting the sky's role in urban settings, where the reflections of sunlight on buildings during sunset create a magical atmosphere that enhances the connection between the city and the cosmos.  [12:  Lawlor, T. M. (2013). Astronomy exercises for the artist: van gogh the observer. Astronomy Education Review, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.3847/aer2013007
] 


 “Enchanted” Life
Ephemeral Beauty of Sunsets
[bookmark: _Ref183697031]Van Gogh often emphasized the fleeting, magical moments of nature, as seen in his depiction of sunrises, sunsets, and starry skies. According to Berezhnoy et al., Van Gogh employed long, colorful strokes to express the fluidity of the clouds, effectively capturing the transient nature of the sky [footnoteRef:13]. The photographs of the sunset in my fieldwork evoke a similar sense of wonder, capturing how the intense hues of the sun’s final moments transform the mundane into something extraordinary. The fleeting nature of these scenes reflects life’s transitory beauty, encouraging a deeper appreciation for the present. Berezhnoy et al. claim that Van Gogh used tonal contrasts to highlight the shapes and vibrancy of natural sceneries, facilitating the perception of ephemeral beauty in his landscape paintings13. The combination of colors in his work enhances the emotional impact of the portrayed scene, enabling viewers to feel the tension of nature as Van Gogh felt it. This is especially apparent in his paintings of sunrises and sunsets, when the vibrant colors of the sky juxtapose with the chilly shades of the terrain, creating a compelling visual discourse that embodies the ephemeral beauty of these daily occurrences. [13:  Berezhnoy, I., Postma, E., & Herik, J. v. d. (2007). Computer analysis of van gogh’s complementary colours. Pattern Recognition Letters, 28(6), 703-709. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.patrec.2006.08.002] 


Clouds as Symbols of Impermanence
The constantly shifting clouds symbolize the fleeting nature of existence, a fundamental pattern in Van Gogh's works. They emerge in many forms, sometimes compact and weighty, at other times airy and dispersed, representing the fluctuating emotional and physical conditions encountered by individuals. In paintings like Starry Night, the undulating clouds provide a feeling of dynamism and vigor, implying the artist's fluctuating emotional condition. Berezhnoy et al. emphasize that Van Gogh's unique brushstrokes and color selections provide a visual depiction of emotional variability, enabling the observer to perceive the profound feeling of uncertainty and impermanence13. In this seminal piece, the clouds function not just as a background but also literally embody the artist's emotional conflict, highlighting the relationship between nature and human emotion.
Moreover, the many cloud formations in Van Gogh's landscape paintings, exemplified by ‘Crows in a Wheat Field,’ represent the duality of existence—beauty and fragility coexist. Emerick and Hamaker examine how Van Gogh's landscapes embody the ecstasy and misery of his emotional experiences, with the clouds acting as an outward visual manifestation of these oscillating emotions [footnoteRef:14]. Dense, black clouds may elicit a sense of foreboding, but lighter, dispersed clouds may convey optimism and serenity, exemplifying the intricacies of human emotions and the transience of each moment. [14:  Emmerik, A. A. P. v. and Hamaker, E. L. (2017). Paint it black: using change-point analysis to investigate increasing vulnerability to depression towards the end of vincent van gogh’s life. Healthcare, 5(3), 53. https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare5030053
] 


Vastness of the Sky
The wide expanse of the sky, particularly in the figure 1and figure 4 images, creates a feeling of awe and insignificance in the face of nature’s grandeur. Van Gogh often portrayed the sky as a metaphor for infinity, urging viewers to contemplate their place within the universe. Here, the vastness above the city evokes a similar sense of introspection and humility.

Philosophical and Artistic Reflections on the Sky
The photographs of the sky offer a rich interplay of spirituality, aesthetic wonder, and emotional resonance, closely aligning with Van Gogh’s reflections on the heavens as a source of spiritual grounding and artistic inspiration. The gradual transition from figure 1 overcast skies to figure 3 and figure 4 vibrant sunsets mirrors the emotional spectrum of life, from its solemn introspections to its radiant joys. Van Gogh’s fascination with the stars as symbols of infinite mystery and human connection to the cosmos finds a parallel in the images where urban skyscrapers ascend toward the celestial expanse, suggesting an aspiration for transcendence. Observing the sky in this journal becomes a meditative act, much like Van Gogh’s artistic practice, which he described as a process of pouring heart and soul into his work to evoke emotional and spiritual depth. The vivid hues of the sunset and the dynamic forms of the clouds transform these moments into a sublime interplay of light and shadow, reminding us, as Van Gogh’s works often do, of the beauty and impermanence of the natural world. These photographs invite the same reflective pause, allowing the observer to feel grounded in the present while contemplating the vast, ever-changing sky.

Figure 1
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Figure 2
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Figure 3
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Conclusion
This Sky Journal highlights the significant interaction between the natural environment and human perception, converting routine views of the sky into a contemplative, creative, and philosophical exploration. The study demonstrates the dynamic beauty of the sky via observation, recording, and contemplation, highlighting the capacity of this meditative approach to elicit emotional resonance and profound introspection. The magazine emphasizes the symbolic importance of the sky as a representation of impermanence, inspiration, and spiritual profundity, alongside Van Gogh's creative and philosophical inquiry into nature.
The results emphasize how the ephemeral nature of a sunset, the capricious clouds, and the expansive sky evoke a feeling of the cosmos and prompt introspection. Investigating the concept of magic inside the mundane, as noted in the Sky Journal. The study integrates images and metaphors to link art, philosophy, and qualitative research, reaffirming nature's persistent role as a source of wonder and significance in modern existence. For instance clouds and their ever-changing shapes embody impermanence. This diary encourages individuals to pause and recognize the ephemeral but significant beauty seen daily, while also reconsidering the impermanent and linked essence of life.
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