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Essay based on Sky Journal
Word count: 2058

Thoughts and Reflections on the Quote, 'To think is to Walk in the Clouds’[footnoteRef:1], Sky Journal: Clouds at Dawn[footnoteRef:2] and Art.  [1:  Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writer and Artists under English Skies, (London: Thames and Hudson 2016) p.201.]  [2:  Francine Goteiner, Sky Journal: Clouds at Dawn, (Unpublished 2021).] 


     This essay looks at the intermingling of the topics of clouds, music, photography, literature, and Native Northwest Indian art as prompted by  a quote by Alexandra Harris, who wrote, 'To think is to walk in the clouds.'[footnoteRef:3]  This quote seems to describe clouds as symbols of imagination and thinking.  The "walker" can be symbolic of ourselves; we immerse thoughts and imagination in the symbol of clouds, a variable, spirited and erratic place.  The Sky Journal: Clouds at Dawn records the thoughts and feelings of viewing clouds at dawn during the 1-13th of November 2021 in Portland, Oregon.[footnoteRef:4]   Photographs and watercolor paintings by the author of the Sky Journal entries are shown, as is a picture of Salish weavings from another source.  While viewing and writing about the sky and clouds at dawn, songs, music, photography, literature, and native northwest culture came readily to mind.  Joni Mitchell’s lyrics in the song, From Both Sides Now;[footnoteRef:5] Alfred Stieglitz's article, How I Came to Photograph Clouds;[footnoteRef:6] Clouds, a story by Paul Griner;[footnoteRef:7]  woven blankets from the Salish Native American Tribe of the Pacific Northwest are examined as they intertwine with entries from the Sky Journal: Clouds at Dawn.[footnoteRef:8]  [3:  Harris, Weatherland, p.201.]  [4:  Goteiner, Sky Journal, 2021.]  [5:  Joni Mitchell , https://jonimitchell.com, 19 June 1967; Gandalf Publishing Co. (as “From Both Sides Now”) {accessed 13 November, 2021}.]  [6:  Alfred Stieglitz,  ‘How I Came to Photograph Clouds’ in Amateur Photographer and Photography, 19 September 1923, p25, The Art Institute of Chicago, The Alfred Stieglitz Collection. https://archive.artic.edu/stieglitz, {accessed 7 November 2021}.]  [7:  Paul Griner, ‘Clouds’ in BOMB, Winter 1996 No 54, First Proof. No 2 (Winter 1996) pp.16-19, (p.17),                        ]  [8:  Goteiner, Sky Journal, 2021.] 

     According to Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the word 'think' is defined as 'to conceive, imagine, fancy, realize, envisage, to form an idea...Think implies the entrance of an idea into one's mind with or without deliberate consideration or reflection.'[footnoteRef:9]  On 1 November 2021, the Sky Journal: Clouds at Dawn records:  [9:  Merriam-Webster Dictionary, https://meriam-webster.com {accessed 13 November 2021}.] 


[image: ]"The clouds move from the south towards the north in a steady stream. I can feel the light wind that blows the clouds on my skin —a glint of white breaks the gray clouds and darkness.  White clouds seem to chase the dark clouds north.  Suddenly, the ambiance changes; the light of day has arrived, and the sun is not visible. The change in light moves me from a deep inner feeling to a place outward, rich with seeing, like the transition from sleep to wakefulness."[footnoteRef:10]  (Figure 1) [10:  Goteiner, Sky Journal, 2021 p.1. ] 
      Figure 1.  Clouds at Dawn, 1 November 2021,       Portland, Oregon,  Photographer: Francine Goteiner



Joni Mitchell seems to relate the experience of awareness in her creative work.   
     Mitchell, a famous songwriter, wrote, From Both Sides Now in 1967.[footnoteRef:11]   Her lyrics express her thoughts, feelings, and an awareness of reality and illusion in her life. She sees the clouds change their physical appearance from ‘floes of angel hair’ to clouds that ‘block the sun’ in stanzas one and two the same way feelings and ideas change in her perspective in life[footnoteRef:12]   In stanza three, Mitchell writes, 'I've looked at clouds from both sides now, from up and down and still somehow; It's clouds illusions I recall, I really don't know clouds at all.'[footnoteRef:13] Mitchell uses the words 'life' and 'love' instead of 'clouds' in stanzas six and nine connect clouds in the sky with her earthly experience. This connection of clouds with earthly experience is a repeated theme by other artists such as Alfred Stieglitz. [11:  Mitchell, https://jonimitchell.com, From Both Sides Now.]  [12:  Mitchell, https://jonimitchell.com , From Both Sides Now. ]  [13:  Mitchell, https://jonimitchell.com  From Both Sides Now.] 

      Stieglitz (1864-1946), a famous American photographer[footnoteRef:14], writes of his decision to photograph clouds in an article he authored in 1923. Stieglitz states:  [14:  Stieglitz, The Art Institute of Chicago, Alfred Stieglitz Collection, https://archive.artic.edu/steiglitz] 


"I wanted to photograph clouds to find out what I had learned in 40 years of photography.  Through clouds to put down my philosophy of life-to show that my photographs were not due to subject matter-not to special trees or faces or interiors, to special privileges, clouds were there for everyone-no tax as yet on them-free."[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Stieglitz, ‘How I Came to Photograph Clouds’ p.25.] 


Stieglitz found clouds ‘most difficult to photograph- nearly impossible’ requiring time, an accumulation of knowledge, and ‘looking more deeply into life’ to produce his series of cloud photographs.[footnoteRef:16]   Mitchell and Stieglitz appear to seek the same goal of expression of life in their respective art forms.  Creativity and engagement with the sky suggest a mechanism for processing our thoughts and experiences, as demonstrated by Mitchell and Stieglitz.  As demonstrated by Mitchell, the viewing of clouds may provide a place for us to process the paradoxes of life and their subsequent feelings and emotions. For Stieglitz, 'the main thing was learning to see-intelligently, spontaneously and penetratingly.'[footnoteRef:17]  Through photography of clouds, Stieglitz found a place to use his life’s experience as a photographer.  [16:  Stieglitz, ‘How I came to Photograph Clouds’, p.25.]  [17:  Stieglitz On Photography: His Selected Essays and Notes, Alfred Stieglitz, Richard Whelan, Sarah Greenough, (New York: Aperture, 2000) p X.] 

       What does it mean to see?  How does it relate to thinking?  According to Merriam Webster, 'to see can be to recognize, visualize, understand, discover, judge, to attend...'[footnoteRef:18] Entry 2 in the Sky Journal on 2 November describes the balsamic crescent moon peeking through the clouds.  The sun is just below the  [18:  Merriam-Webster Dictionary, https://merriam-webster.com {accessed 16 November 2021}.] 

[image: ] horizon, reflecting its light to form the crescent shape seen in the sky. The balsamic crescent moon is waning, disappearing from view.  It is time to wind down, let go, and prepare for a new month, a new moon.   How lovely to look up and see this story in the sky and understand its meaning on earth.[footnoteRef:19] (Fig 2) [19:  Goteiner, Sky Journal, 2021 p.4] 


Figure 2.   Crescent Moon and Clouds at Dawn, 2 November 2021,   Portland, Oregon,   Watercolor: Francine Goteiner


      Paul Griner, a writer, and professor wrote his story 'Clouds' in 1996[footnoteRef:20].  The main character is a man who pays a farmer weekly to let him lay down in his field to look undisturbed at the clouds. The character speaks of his losses and regrets in life; he finds watching clouds healing and peaceful. The man states, 'Perhaps it is the cloud's impermanence that I find so comforting.  Always changing, they can't hold grudges or bitter memories and their shapes don't echo the ground they've covered.'[footnoteRef:21]  This man is happy not to see his story reflected in the sky and finds respite in quieting his thoughts just looking at clouds. The Sky Journal entry on 11 November 2021 reads, 'I am exhausted from feeling ill after the vaccine.  I want only to look at the clouds and not think or write.'[footnoteRef:22]  Contrary to Harris' quote, ‘To think is to walk in the clouds,’ Paul Griner's character and the author of The Sky Journal describe a desire to engage or ‘walk in the clouds ‘  as a way not to think.[footnoteRef:23]      [20:  Paul Griner, https:// louisville.edu/english/people/current-faculty-new/paul-griner {accessed 17 November 2021}]  [21:  Paul Griner, ‘Clouds’ in BOMB, Winter 1996 No 54, First Proof. No 2 (Winter 1996) pp.16-19, (p.17), ]  [22:  Francine Goteiner, Sky Journal, p.27]  [23:  Harris, Weatherland, Griner, ‘Clouds’ and Goteiner, Sky Journal.] 

     Skywatching and cloud gazing may be a way to experience ourselves as part of the cosmos. On 13 November 2021, The Sky Journal describes the clouds descending to touch the earth as a thick fog. 'Everything is still, and the ambiance is primordial. I feel as if enveloped in soft wool-safe and secure in this dream world. We can breathe in the clouds when they are so close. We pull the cosmos into our lungs and internally become a part of it, and it becomes part of us.'[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Francine Goteiner, Sky Journal, p.28-29] 

     
[image: ]
Tim Ingold is an Emeritus Professor at the School of Social Science’s Department of Anthropology at The University of Aberdeen.[footnoteRef:25]   According Ingold: [25:  Tim Ingold, Professor Timothy Ingold | The School of Social Science | The University of Aberdeen (abdn.ac.uk) {accessed 18 November 2021}] 


"… seeing with sunbeams is like feeling the wind. In a certain sense, then, one breathes the light of the sky as one breathes the air. For when we breathe, it is not just the body that takes air in and lets it out, as though the mind could be left to float in the ether of the imagination. It is with our entire being— indissolubly body and soul—that we breathe."[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Tim Ingold, 'Reach for the Stars! Light Vision and the Atmosphere' in The Imagined Sky: Cultural Perspectives, ed. Darrelyn Gunzburg, (Sheffield: Equinox Publishing Ltd 2016) p.224] 


Figure 3 Fog at Dawn, 13 November 2021, Portland, Oregon Photographer: Francine Goteiner



 
Taking in and letting go by breathing, the inspiration of new ideas, dismissal of old ways while seeing the sky and clouds suggest an engagement of ourselves in the cosmos.  Ingold states, 'Every perception of the world, in short, is part and parcel of the world's perceiving itself.'[footnoteRef:27]  The artifacts of Northwest American Indians, creations for use in their daily lives, are an example of the meeting of nature and art.    [27:  Ingold, ‘Reach for the Stars’ p. 226] 

      One way Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines the word art is, 'skills acquired by study, experience, or observation is art.'[footnoteRef:28]  The American Northwest Indian culture lived in synchrony with nature.  The Lower Chinook Tribes lived near the Pacific Ocean and Columbia River, rich with wildlife, fish, fowl, vegetation, roots, berries, and forests.  Baskets woven from grass, canoes carved from trees, cedar plank longhouses, carved clubs and bows for hunting, and blankets woven from wool providing warmth and protection from rain are some examples of their creative artwork now found in museums.[footnoteRef:29]   The natives birthed their culture of artistry from living their lives and creating items from natural resources to meet their daily needs.   According to Terry Eagleton, an influential literary critic, and theorist,[footnoteRef:30] writing of postmodern art states: [28:  Merriam-Webster Dictionary]  [29:  Leslie Tepper, Janice George and Willard Joseph, Salish Blankets: Robes of Protection and Transformation, Symbols of Wealth, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press 2017), Robert H. Ruby and John A. Brown, The Chinook Indians; Trader of the Lower Columbia River, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press 1976) pp.4-17 Open Library https://archive.org {accessed 20 November 2021}.]  [30:  Terry Eagleton, https://oxfordbiographies.com {accessed 17 November 2021}.] 


 'Aesthetics, which began life as a term for everyday perceptual experience and only later became specialized to art, had now come full circle and rejoined its mundane origin, just as two sense of culture-the arts and the common life.'[footnoteRef:31]   [31:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 2000) p.15, ] 


[image: ] In this quote, we can see how art and culture are joined in the postmodern culture and the ancient native culture of the Pacific Northwest Indians.  Tepper, George, and Joseph[footnoteRef:32] write about the weavings of the Salish Tribe of the Pacific Northwest. They state, 'Wearing a blanket gave them a sense of strength and focus and feelings of calmness…the creation of woven textiles integrates the spiritual and supernatural into the life of the weaver and contributes to the well-being of those who wear her blankets.'[footnoteRef:33] (Fig. 4) The mountain goat's remote habitat and its wool in weaving evoke an association with ancestry in the Salish culture.[footnoteRef:34]  The Sky Journal[footnoteRef:35] description of the fog feeling like wool and creating a sensation of safety is reminiscent of the Salish wool blanket purpose and sense of remoteness of the mountain goat.  [32:  Tepper, George and Joseph, Salish Blankets, University of Nebraska Blog, From the Desks of Leslie Tepper, Chief Janice George, and Buddy Joseph – UNP blog {accessed 23 November 2021}. ]  [33:  Tepper, George and Joseph, Salish Blankets, p. xvii-xviii.]  [34:  Tepper, George and Joseph, Salish Blankets, p.9]  [35:  Goteiner, Sky Journal] 





[bookmark: _Hlk88585385]
Figure 4.  Salish girl wearing the fir boughs and goat’s wool blanket that signify her adolescence. Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)




[bookmark: _Hlk87378694]     The quote ‘To think is to walk in the clouds’ [footnoteRef:36] was used as a prompt to examine the themes of clouds in the lyrics of From Both Sides Now[footnoteRef:37], Alfred Stieglitz motives for photographing clouds, Giner’s story, Clouds[footnoteRef:38], entries of the Sky Journal: Clouds at Dawn, and the wool blankets of the Salish Tribe.  The themes of clouds as symbols of perception of life, a way to process thoughts, engage with the cosmos through our senses of vision, breathing, and creativity was described.  Similarities and differences in the meaning of clouds for artists and writers were noted.  Thinking, seeing, and art were defined, and these themes were pulled together throughout the essay to see how they intertwined.  No conclusions were reached; the essay described the thoughts and reflections of the author. [36:  Harris, Weatherland]  [37:  Mitchell, https://jonimitchell.com From Both Sides Now]  [38:  Griner, ‘Clouds’] 
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