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Essay based on a Sky Journal
Observation of clouds in urban Tokyo 

In this essay, I analysed my sky journal observations and discuss how a quote from Alexandra Harris, ‘To think is to walk among clouds
’ relates to my observations.
Methodology
I wrote a sky journal based on my observations of clouds during daily walks in my neighbourhood in urban Tokyo throughout October 2025. I analysed emotions and thoughts reflected in my observations and attempted to see how my experience in 21st-century Tokyo relates to the quote from Harris’s writing, which explains how skies in England inspired and were interpreted by writers and artists over the centuries. In my analysis, I also examined whether perceptions of clouds differ across cultural and climatic contexts in Japan and England.
Are we talking about the same clouds?
Harris’s quote ‘To think is to walk among clouds’ comes from her analysis of how the clouds inspired the English poets and painters. This particular line came after she explained that John Keats and Caspar David Friedrich, both the 19th-century Romantics, considered the clouds reflections of one’s mind and expressed this thought in their writing and painting. For them, the clouds and the mist represented their mind space, or the space inside their brains. Stephens makes a similar claim that the clouds have always influenced a man’s thinking, as seen in the field of philosophy. ‘The philosophical man believed that if clouds could be convincingly and rationally explained, then so could anything else in nature, for clouds represented the most extreme manifestations of the ungraspable.’
 Harris notes in the same book that the Anglo-Saxons once believed that thoughts were made of clouds
. Her remarks, such as ‘Weather is written into our landscape
’ and ‘Our thoughts are affected by the kind of weather we are in
’, implied how the clouds, by their daily appearance in the landscape, can influence people’s thoughts, even without them realising it.
This raises the question of whether Japan's residents view clouds differently from the English artists in Harris’s book, given that the landscapes of the two countries are very different. Landscapes reflect the geography, climate and culture of respective countries. Harris described the clouds in English skies as ‘blanket cloud which obscures the sun.’ What Keats experienced, which led to his metaphor of clouds as one’s mind space, was blindness in a situation where ‘Cloud below him shrouded the earth; mist above him hid the sky’. This kind of experience will be challenging to reproduce in Japan, especially in Tokyo, which faces the Pacific coast and often enjoys sunny spells. 
Having said that, the metaphor of clouds in Zen teaching is similar to that of the Romantics. There is a Zen proverb ‘白雲自去来 (white clouds come and go)’. The phrase is taken from a longer sentence, ‘White clouds come and go. Green mountains never move.’
 It tells people not to be disturbed by the thoughts and anxieties that come and go in their heads, which aligns with the state of mind Keats and Friedrich depicted in their works. 
In the world of art, the clouds could be seen as something positive: 
the idea of clouds becomes positive when we recall how looking at soft clouds floating in the sky often triggers a stream of images and thoughts in our minds, much like the “clouds” that inspire the mind of the artist or the viewer of art, clouds that might be something that has never been seen or done before or something concrete that is extracted from uncertain or chaotic situations.

According to Anderson, Ralph Abercrombie, a 19th-century Scottish meteorologist and member of the Royal Meteorological Society, noted that cultural context matters when people interpret what they see in the sky:
Clouds always tell a true story, but one which is hard to read; and the language of Scotland is not the language of Borneo. Form alone is equivocal, for the true import must be gathered from the surroundings, just as the meaning of many words can only be judged by the context. 

My sky journal was analysed, taking into account this variety of perspectives on clouds.
Clouds as the medium of the heavens
The observations recorded in the sky journal can be categorised into two. Firstly, clouds are seen as a medium of the heavens, delivering a message from the universe through their random shapes. Irrespective of the weather, the tendency to interpret the clouds through breaks in the blue sky or their shapes is observed in the journal. 
Cloudy morning [Fig 1]. Should I feel down or disappointed? But I don’t. Even on an overcast day, I noticed that I am looking for positive signs, something funny or optimistic, in the shape of the clouds. 
(9 October 2025)

I took a new route for a walk today and saw this cloud from a footbridge. I was wearing sunglasses so I could look up despite the sun in my eyes. The clouds looked like an eagle spreading its wings (though I could see only one wing), with the sun as its eye [Fig. 2]. I do not follow a particular religion, and eagles are not common in Japan, yet for some reason, I felt blessed. (10 October 2025)
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	Figure 1: Cloudy sky (Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki)
	Figure 2: Eagle (Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki)


As I do not follow a particular religion, the blessing is not expected from a specific God(s)/Goddess(es), but is based on humility toward nature, which brings beauty, as confirmed by observations like this, and sometimes carries the power to destroy. Such a habit of thought is most likely rooted in Shinto. Sokyo Ono, a Japanese professor of Shinto, explained it as ‘the indigenous faith of the Japanese people
, yet Hardacre questions the adequacy of describing it as indigenous, ‘when it is so clear that so much has been absorbed from so many other places and traditions, including Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism.’
 Kami are considered the spirits of a particular place or of natural forces such as wind, rivers, and mountains. My observation reflects an unconscious belief that the sky and the clouds are holy, and I need to show respect for peaceful coexistence.
	A break of blue sky in the cloudy sky. This gives me a feeling of hope, like I am going to have a breakthrough of some kind. A grey cloud looks like a snake or a dragon’s head [Fig.3]. Is it implying something good is being made and will come out soon? (14 October 2025)
This entry refers to a dragon, a mystical creature and a popular symbol in East Asia. Some people consider a dragon-shaped cloud as a sign of good luck. In Asia, Dragons have been associated with various entities, including nature, the stars, the sun, the seasons, masculinity and power
. Hayao Miyazaki depicted a dragon as the river spirit in his Oscar-winning animation film ‘Spirited Away
’. This association is an example of cultural influence on how or what they see in the sky. 
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Figure 3: Dragon’s head. Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki


	‘Another sunny day, but the clouds look thin. The cloud in the centre looks like a deep-sea fish [Fig. 4]. Is it a message of God, as they call it?’
(18 October 2025)
On another date, clouds in the middle of the sky are described as an oarfish.  An oarfish is called Ryugu-no-tsukai in Japanese, which literally translates as the Messenger from the Palace of the Dragon King. This place exists deep in the sea in popular Japanese folklore. It is another example of my belief that the sky reflects supernatural power, and the culture I grew up in is reflected in the observation.
In this context, my observations do not echo the sense of blindness or obscurity that Harris’s quote carries. The journal does reflect the author’s mind space, though with different emotions and perspectives from those of English artists. 
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Figure 4: Oarfish. Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki


Clouds as entertainment
Secondly, the sky journal noted the clouds’ colours and the way they were ‘drawn’ in the sky, like artworks of their own. The clouds were observed as pure entertainment, created by coincidence and not available for an encore. In the following entries, my focus was on the awe the clouds offered, not on the symbolism or the thoughts that might have been filling my brain until a moment before the observation. 
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Figure 5: Sunset. Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki

	‘My evening walk captured the clouds covered in a beautiful sunset [Fig. 5]. I’ve never taken a picture in the middle of a road, but it gave the sky more space. Seeing something rare and beautiful makes me feel lucky. I also felt amazed by what nature and the earth provide us. It is difficult to look at the sky without “frames” in Tokyo.’ (8 October 2025)


	‘Clouds looked like they've been brushed off. Smudges [Fig. 6]. As I stopped at a traffic light and kept looking up at the clouds, I noticed they were moving quickly. It is my daily routine to check the clouds, but I realised I was only observing for a moment or for one photo shoot and did not keep looking for what followed.’ (29 October 2025)
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Figure 6: Smudges. Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki



	‘Today’s clouds look like waves [Fig. 7]. What’s going on up there? Looks like clouds are having fun.’
(13 October 2025)
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Figure 7: Waves. Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki
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Figure 8: Personal view Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki
	‘I noticed that the cloud’s view feels different when I see it from a wide space with other people around, and when I see it alone from a relatively narrow street between apartment buildings [Fig. 8]. It gives a more personal feeling as if the cloud is sharing a moment dedicated just to me.’
(28 October 2025)



	‘It must be windy up there. Stick-like clouds shooting out like fireworks [Fig.9]. Is it a dragon jumping out from the clouds?’ (29 October 2025)
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Figure 9: Fireworks Photo: Hatsuko Nagasaki


This fascination with clouds is similar to what captivated John Constable, another English painter who enthusiastically studied them. Harris compared Constable’s treatment of landscape to music:
He was likening landscape to music and to the sentient body…The sky is a tuning fork establishing the note, or it is the tonic chord, setting the key for the music of the whole scene
.
For me, his fascination with clouds is easily relatable. Yet, as for the relevance of these observations to the quote ‘To think is to walk among clouds’, it can be concluded as unrelated. In this context, my view of the clouds was more objective, seeing them as a separate entity, as the art of the sky, not a reflection of obscurity or wandering in one’s thoughts. A feeling of personal attachment to, or even a ‘relationship’ with, the clouds was observed when the observation was done without other audience, but this is still irrelevant to what the quote from Harris referred to.
Conclusion
In this essay, I analysed my sky journal observations and discussed how a quote from Alexandra Harris, ‘‘To think is to walk among clouds, relates to my observations of clouds in urban Tokyo through October 2025. I looked into the climate of England, based on which the artists in Harris’ book built their associations of the clouds, and how the different environment and culture in Japan influenced my observations of the clouds. I categorised the observations in the sky journal into two categories based on their different contexts. First, the clouds were seen as the medium of the heavens, delivering a (positive) message to the observer. This context reflected my cultural background and spirituality to the extent that the clouds can be described as the reflections of my mind space. Second, the clouds were observed as pure entertainment, an art of the moment. In this context, I concluded that a relevance to the quote ‘To think is to walk among clouds’ is not visible, as my treatment of the clouds in these observations was objective. Harris wrote that the weather is written into our landscape
. I believe the same can be said the other way round: we see in the weather what we see in the landscape of our daily lives.
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