INTERVIEW
A N N E F U L L E R TO N

The Cloud
Appreciation Society
There’s no need to head to a far-f lung beach
or a cabin in the woods to disconnect:
You just need to look up.

When it comes to celestial phenomena, clouds have a reputation
for being the surly, temperamental cousin no one wants to sit
near at Christmas. We rarely notice them, but if we do, it’s usually just because they’re causing trouble. As both a Londoner and
the founder of the Cloud Appreciation Society, Gavin PretorPinney knows this better than most. Over the past decade, Gavin’s
mission to rebrand clouds has led to three best-selling books,
a BBC program, a TED Talk that’s been viewed more than a
million times and the formation of an online community of at least
37,000 cloud lovers. Here, we chat with him about why clouds are
so maligned and what we can learn from the underdog of the skies.

inner-city urban environment where the sky is the last wilderness
visible to you. The valuable aspect is that it’s easy to engage with.
W H AT A R E S OME OF TH E B E NE F I T S O F C LO U D - S P OT T I NG ?

It’s good for creative thought because it allows the other modes of
the brain to kick in. When you let your mind wander, you begin to
make creative connections. It’s also good for your soul and health
to be able to disengage from the ever-present to-do list. Layered
on top of all the traditional pressures of our lives, we now have all
the pressures of the digital world, which has this effect of making
us feel as if we should be doing something all the time. One of the
values of cloud-spotting is that it legitimizes doing nothing.

W H EN D ID YOU FIR S T B EC OME FA S C IN ATED W ITH C LOU D S ?

While being driven to school by my mother at about the age of
four, I looked out of the window and saw rays of sunlight bursting
out from behind a big puffy cloud. I thought, maybe for the first
time, “I wonder what that is? What’s it made of, why is it up there
and what would it be like to sit on?” As I got older, I became curious about why people in Britain complain about them so much.
We even have negative connotations written into the language:
We talk about depressed people “having a dark cloud hanging over
them” and there being “clouds on the horizon.” I’ve always felt that
they get unfair press, and it seems to me that we should stand up
for them. I realized later in life that that someone should be me.

P H OTOG R AP H: M AIA FLO R E

W H Y D O W E N EED A C LOU D A P P R EC IATION S OC IETY?
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If you just shift your perspective slightly on this ever-present backdrop to our lives, it’s easy to see the beautiful, the surprising, the
exotic in the everyday mundane stuff around you. Cloud-spotting
is kind of meditating on nature, and the sky is a very egalitarian
part of that. You don’t need to live in an area of outstanding beauty
to look up at outstandingly beautiful skies—you could live in an

H OW H A S C LOU D -S P OTTIN G H E L P E D YO U ?

Those struggles are as apparent to me as they are for anyone. Staring
at clouds helps me disentangle myself. I’m quite goal-focused, and
the clouds help remind me of the value of the process. They are
forever in process, forever in change. To engage with them is not
to be focused on an endpoint. In fact, that’s one reason why I don’t
take photographs of clouds these days: I find it’s more valuable to
see a beautiful cloudscape, value it and then let it go.
D O YOU H AV E A C LOU D -S P OT T I NG R O U T I NE ?

I don’t. It’s a bit like when someone asks, “Where’s the best place
to watch clouds?” Being a cloud spotter is an attitude. It’s a matter
of being prepared to pause for a moment and stop whatever is
pressing right now when you notice something interesting in
the sky. I have two daughters who are 5 and 8 and if one of them
says “Dad, look at the sun,” it’s easy to say, “Yes, I’ve just got to
send this email first.” There’s always something to stop you stepping
back. It’s not about having a routine—it’s just about being prepared
to stop what seems urgent right now and enjoy the moment.
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