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                                                   Essay based on a Sky Journal 









The main objective of my phenomenological research was to conduct systematic observations of clouds in the daytime sky during the autumn season of 2024, specifically from October 12th to November 12th, within the time frame of 3:30 to 4:30 pm. The study took place in Loughborough, a town situated near the River Soar and on the Loughborough Canal, 11 miles north-northwest of Leicester. [footnoteRef:1] The sky was observed from my garden and the adjacent field, separated by a fence of trees. For the purpose of this qualitative research, I utilized a smartphone, a notebook (fig.1) and a pencil. [1:  https://www.britannica.com/place/Loughborough.  (Accessed 11 Nov. 2024).] 

Audrey Kleinsasser remarked that the ‘researcher makes new connections between the personal and the theoretical, especially over time.’[footnoteRef:2] Reflexivity facilitated the identification of patterns that yielded the subsequent themes: semantics, human cognition, culture, and affective states, all examined in relation to clouds. These will be situated within the academic framework of Alexandra Harris ‘To think is to walk among the clouds.’[footnoteRef:3]      [2:  Kleinsasser, Audrey M. “Researchers, Reflexivity, and Good Data: Writing to Unlearn.” Theory Into Practice, vol. 39, no. 3, 2000, pp. 155–62. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1477547. (Accessed 11 Nov. 2024).]  [3:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland : Writers and Artists under English Skies, Thames & Hudson, Limited, 2016. ProQuest Ebook Central, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=5878049.p.201.] 
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            Figure 1.Sky Journal. Loughborough. 6th November 2024. Photos: Cristina Rosca







Semantics

When analysing my engagement with the clouds, Harris’ metaphor kept returning to my mind, frequently posing a rhetorical question: Is thinking walking among the clouds? 
‘To think’ is a powerful process and one of the most important components of human cognition. ‘When we think, we perceive, classify, manipulate and combine information. When we are finished, we know something we did not know before.’[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  G Neil Martin, Neil R Carlson, William Buskist, Psychology, third edition, published in 2007, Pearson Education Limited, p.498.] 

'Cloud' comes from the old English clud or clod, meaning a hill or a mass of rock. At the beginning of the 13th century, the word came to be used to refer to clouds in the sky, and the official scientific definition of a cloud is ‘a visible accumulation of water droplets or solid ice crystals that floats in the Earth's troposphere.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://ponderful.weebly.com/curiosities/the-mythology-of-clouds  (Accessed on 20th November) ] 

‘To walk’ means ‘to move along by putting one foot in front of the other, allowing each foot to touch the ground before lifting the next’[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/walk  (Accessed 21st on November)] 

To walk among the clouds refers to physically stepping onto the clouds whilst being surrounded by their mist. Metaphorically, the phrase ’to think is to walk among the clouds’ can be interpreted to signify an elevated cognitive state: the capability to think above the line or engage in innovative thinking. This suggests a potential for transcending conventional thought processes. Moreover, the expression may also indicate a lack of focus on the present realities, implying a degree of detachment—along with freedom of thought—which may ultimately culminate in escapism and an introspective journey towards the self. On my initial day of observation, the clouds resembled the smoke of a passing steam locomotive, which I perceived as an invitation to embark on that journey (figures 2 and 3). 
                                        [image: ]
                                           Figure 2. Imaginary train journey.12.10.2024. 4:05 pm. Photo: Cristina Rosca     
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                                                 Figure 3. Autumn train journey[footnoteRef:7]  Photo: Stocktake                                 [7:  https://stockcake.com/i/autumn-train-journey_1322829_827393?signup=true (Accessed on 22nd November)] 



On October 18 at 16:05, I wrote in my sky journal: 

The clouds are like white and grey matter; they expand in layers. Sometimes, they are fairly uniform, like stratus carried over a cold surface; sometimes, like now, clouds are arranged in distinct layers. My thoughts are like confections of cumulus, with a great desire to disintegrate, float, disappear, come back and create.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Cristina, Rosca, Sky journal, 8th October 2024, at 3:35pm.] 


I was appreciative of the opportunity to explore the reflection of clouds on the explorative nature of thought and how I engaged in a process of ‘writing to unlearn’[footnoteRef:9] my consciousness. Vygotsky revisited the idea that ‘thought is completed in the word’[footnoteRef:10] as it transitions from sensory perception to meaning. This experience allowed me to mentally navigate beyond the physical realm into an unconstrained space; in this context, I found myself reflecting on Harris’ quote, ‘to think is to walk among clouds.’[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Kleinsasser, Audrey M. “Researchers, Reflexivity, and Good Data: Writing to Unlearn.” Theory Into Practice. P.4]  [10:  Miller, Ronald, Vygotsky in perspective, Cambridge University Press 2011/03/28, VLEBOOKS-9781139070249, p.191.]  [11:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland : Writers and Artists under English Skies. P.201] 


Clouds and human cognition

On 29 October at 15:50, I wrote: ‘On Earth, we can walk; in water, we can swim. But what can people do among clouds?’[footnoteRef:12] Thanks to technology and the development from empirical observation to science, people can walk among clouds. But here, on Earth, in the absence of a sensory experience, the mind becomes involved, and without any concrete thoughts, the abstract finds its way. In Weatherland, the author observed: ’We can see where a cloud is and where it is not, but we cannot run a finger around its edges.’[footnoteRef:13]  Also, Harris wrote an entire book developing the idea of one of the most influential social scientists, Steve Rayner, who expressed his conviction that ‘a change in ourselves is sufficient to recreate the weather.’[footnoteRef:14]  So nature works in a secretive manner, and this generates inspiration. The Wanderer Above The Sea of Fog, painted by Friedrich, is representative of my research as it expresses the perspective of seeing beyond ordinary concerns whilst seeking enlightenment. One can reach a higher state of consciousness when facing the sublime, looking at a swirl of the cloud-filled sky. Walking among clouds, exposed and vulnerable on 17 October, under the influence of the approaching full moon, I wrote: ‘I kept an astrological journal with important planetary aspects and events in my life, but I never gave enough attention to clouds.’[footnoteRef:15]  What we perceive depends on what makes up our surroundings. It also depends on what we are paying attention to. What we pay attention to derives from a multitude of experiences and fundamental needs. Sometimes I perceived clouds as entities possessing souls and distinct personalities. If they were humans, the awe-inspiring clouds would exhibit various attributes, a perspective that reminded me of Stephen Arroyo’s air-water combination: ’Although this is the most sensitive of all combinations (physically as well as psychologically) and although this sensitivity can prompt one to be a dreamer, escapist, or fantasy-prone…they have an amazingly fertile imagination.’[footnoteRef:16] Influenced by my knowledge, I gazed and stumbled upon familiar forms, and my perspective changed due to self-reflection. Consequently, I am determined to include observation of clouds routinely in my academic work. The association of clouds and cognitive processes arose from our common experiences and the influence of our social lives, and this idea generated the next theme of my research. [12:  Cristina, Rosca, Sky journal, 29th October 2024, at 3:50pm.]  [13: Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland, p.13.]  [14:  Harris, Alexandra. Weatherland, p.17]  [15:  Cristina,Rosca, Sky journal, 17th October 2024, at 4:10pm.]  [16:  Stephen Arroyo, Astrology, Psychology and the four elements, published in 1975, CRCS Publications, p.125] 


Clouds and culture

People look at clouds through binoculars, professional cameras, or artistic perspectives. The similarities between the shapes, colours, and movements of vapours and our earthly environments have inspired mythology, literature, art, and science themes.
The fascination with these shapeshifters unconcerned with residency is a preoccupation from ancient times. I grew up in Romania, and in our mythology, it is said that dragons (figure 4) carry clouds: some carry white-coloured clouds, while others carry black ones. When they fight, they spill fire through their nostrils, generating lightning, and thunder can be heard when they hit each other with their tails. Therefore, it depends on the result of their fight whether it will rain or not. Additionally, the season is either wet or dry depending on the type of clouds that the winner was carrying. 
I have always had a genuine interest in the non-biblical elements in Romanian popular culture. No wonder the cognitive value of my observation took me among the clouds, where I could think of my foundational roots within the solitude of my personal space. On November 1st, I wrote: 

All civilisations look up for guidance; all things are interconnected. Clouds consist of water; we need water to grow. We breathe, and clouds float. They change. We change. We create new environments. Their transient energy can evoke our transgenerational energy. Balance impermanence and permanence.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Cristina, Rosca, Sky journal, 1st November 2024, at 4:30pm.] 


Nicholas Campion explored the subject of worldview posing the question: ‘Among what do I move?’[footnoteRef:18]  Perhaps the wanderer of Friedrich was contemplating his metamorphosis and potential re-origination akin the themes presented in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). From above the clouds, humanity is seen through various perspectives.’[footnoteRef:19]  Ancestral memory persists, whether chaotic or deliberate, no matter the origin of the cosmos.[footnoteRef:20]  Where clouds inhabit, there is a place of natural phenomena: thunder, storms, lightning, spirits, miracles, or magical events. It is where the winds fight, where the floating clouds can bring rain or snow in accordance with divine wishes.  [18:  Campion, Nicholas. Astrology and Cosmology in the Worlds Religions. NYU Press, 2012. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qg5q5, p.10.]  [19:  Framing Cosmologies, Bruce Kapferer, the chapter Embedded modernities, ‘Cosmology and the mythic in Kubrick’s 2001: the imaginary in the aesthetic of cinema’,p 279.]  [20:  Campion, Nicholas. Astrology and Cosmology in the Worlds Religions, p.85.] 


Maybe the mother who once told the story (no idea when exactly) about the creation of the sky, earth, water, living things, and all the rest, this mother never disappeared. What if I’m looking at the sky through her eyes?[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Cristina, Rosca, Sky journal, 29th October 2024, 4:15pm.] 
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Figure 4. Pareidolia. Dragons carrying clouds. Photo and sketch: Cristina Rosca.
 
   Clouds and affective states. Longing

28 October at 3:30 pm: ‘Opaque sky. A lake of ash. I feel sad. I hear a plane…I wonder: does it feel better up there?’ Upon reflection, I recognised that the hours had shifted due to the clocks being set back by one hour and is now darker at 3:30 pm. Unintentionally, my clouds in a day sky observation became the sky observation before sunset.  Gazing upwards at the stagnant stratus yet somehow moving together clouds, I realised that our world changes at the same pace, and changes happen around and inside me. Wondering how imperceptible variations can change our perspective, one word came to my mind: dor (miss). It is close in meaning to longing, but there is a mixture of missing with the connected pain of that absence. I grew homesick. Late that day, I found out my beloved auntie passed away.
Since that event, I have kept trying to decipher messages in the form of clouds and trying to find similarities between two distinct cultures.[footnoteRef:22]  A Romanian philosopher and poet— Lucian Blaga[footnoteRef:23]— considered longing as an organ for learning about infinity. In a letter to his friend, Constable— a British landscape artist—wrote: ‘It will be difficult to name a class of landscape in which the sky is not the keynote, the standard of scale and the chief organ of sentiment.’[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Sky journal 28 October, 31st  October, 1st  November and  2nd  November 2024 between 3:30-4:30pm.]  [23:  https://www.rep.routledge.com/articles/biographical/blaga-lucian-1895-1961/v-1/sections/the-stylistic-determination-of-knowledge-culture-and-value                              ]  [24:  Cloud Study: Horizon of Trees, 27 September 1821,(Becket VI, p p.76-77).
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/work-of-art/cloud-study-horizon-of-trees] 

For many years, Constable dedicated his time to painting generally celestial, particularly clouds. In an attempt to capture their ephemeral energy, his Cloud Study: Horizon of Trees is anchored by including treetops. Similarly (Figures 6 and 7), I discovered nature beyond the conventional horizon of my garden: trees are the fence to my earthly space, but under the celestial waves, their tops are an invitation to contemplation. On November 1st, I wrote: ‘I look at the section of sky above my back garden with a sense of awe. My phone cannot capture my thoughts or my sentiments.’[footnoteRef:25] Both my brain and my heart captured, instead, subtle messages. As shown in Figure 5, I believe they were sent to me by my beloved ones from thousands of miles away to guide me. Like the madeleine of Proust, clouds recreated emotions when my memories came alive.  [25:  Cristina, Rosca, Sky journal, 1st November 2024, at 3:40pm.] 


…Nostalgia. I take time for myself, stop the crazy rush through life, and try to keep up with the thoughts that portray my consciousness. Yes, consciousness. I am aware of my being part of the whole and let my natal Moon-Neptune conjunction unfold; I have always loved looking up.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Cristina, Rosca, 11th November 2024, 4:05pm.] 





[image: ]  [image: ]
Figure 5. Waiting for messages and guidance. 2.11.2024.4:10pm. Photo and sketch: Cristina Rosca.
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 Figure 6. Constable, John. Cloud Study: Horizon of Trees.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Constable, John, 1776-1837. Cloud Study: Horizon of Trees. oil on paper mounted on panel, 1821. JSTOR, https://jstor.org/stable/community.13709874. Accessed 21 Nov. 2024.
] 
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 Figure 7. Horizon. 1.11.2024 at 4:05 pm. Photo: Cristina Rosca.
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Figure 8. The gradual change from late autumn to early winter culminated with a warm farewell from the Moon.      11.11.2024 at 4:00 pm. Photo: Cristina Rosca.


Conclusion

In conclusion, my writings on cloud observation align with Alexandra Harris’ assertion that ‘to think is to walk among clouds.’ My entries mirrored what I observed; my observations, in turn, reflect my understanding, which resonates with the depth of my emotions. Semantics tied this experience to language and cognition. Much like clouds invited interpretative engagement through imagination, my mind constructed meaning from transient impressions. With a sense of youthful exuberance, I engaged in analysing the shifting forms and the varied interpretations of their potential significance (Figure 10). Although I tried my best to understand the classification of clouds, I could not engage with them from a scientific perspective and remain ‘closed to wonder’ or ‘to close down wonder,’[footnoteRef:28] where ’wonder is an intuitive response to ‘first encounter’ with an object or phenomenon.’[footnoteRef:29]  Clouds evoked feelings of awe, longing and introspection, fostering a sense of connection to something greater than the self while walking among them (Figure 9). [28:  Abramson, Allen, and Martin Holbraad, editors. Framing Cosmologies: The Anthropology of Worlds. Manchester University Press, 2014, p.41.]  [29:  Abramson, Allen, and Martin Holbraad, editors. Framing Cosmologies, p.32. 

] 
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Figure 9. Walking among the clouds. 15.10.2024 at 15:50pm. Photo and sketch: Cristina Rosca.



  [image: ]    [image: ]       
Figure 10. The observation will continue bidirectionally, from above to below and vice versa. 2.11.2024 at 4:25pm. Photo and sketch: Cristina Rosca. 
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