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J. R. Carpenter

“…a poetic media meteorology: it shows the multiplicity 
of ways of writing about the sky, the digital cloud, and the 
climate changes that we are living through…”

The Gathering Cloud collates research into the history and 
language of meteorology with current thinking about data 
storage and climate change. Archival material from the Met 
Office Archive and Library in Exeter has been studied and 
sifted, along with classical, medieval, and Victorian sources, 
including, in particular, Luke Howard’s classic essay On the 
Modifications of Clouds, first published in 1803.

This research material is presented as a sequence of texts 
and images, acting both as a primer to the ideas behind 
the project and as a document of its movement between 
formats, from the data centre to the illuminated screen, from 
the live performance to the printed page. In his foreword 
media theorist Jussi Parikka describes the work as “a series 
of material transformations made visible through a media 
history executed as digital collage and print publication, 
hendecasyllabic verse, and critical essay”.

Foreword by Jussi Parikka and an afterword by Lisa Robertson.
Thirty-two photographic illustrations, and seven digital collages.

............................................................................................................................................................

J. R. CARPENTER is an award-winning artist, writer, performer, 
and independent researcher working in the intersecting fields of 
performance writing, digital literature, and media archaeology. Her 
web-based works have been exhibited, published, performed, and 
presented in journals, galleries, museums, and festivals around the 
world. She is a Fellow of the Eccles Centre For North American Studies 
at the British Library and a member of the Scientific Committee of 
Labex Arts-H2H, University Paris 8. She lives in Plymouth, UK. 
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In response to the conveyor belt of storms 
that battered south-western England early 
in 2014, resulting in 
catastrophic flooding in Somerset and 
the destruction of the seawall and rail line 
at Dawlish, in Devon, the Met office’s
chief scientist, Dame Julia Slingo,
publically stated that the prolonged spell 
of rain, and the intensity and height of 
the coastal waves was “very unusual”. 

She said: “We have records going back to 
1766. We have seen some 
exceptional weather, but nothing like this.
All evidence suggests a link to climate change.”
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A Methodological Nomenclature

cirrus
a few threads pencilled, as it were, on the sky
increase in length as new threads are added
serving as stems to support numerous branches.
the increase is sometimes indeterminate

cumulus
at first, a small irregular spot appears
and moves along with the current next the earth
and rapidly grows to the size of mountains
then diminishes and totally disperses

stratus
a mean degree of density commonly
rests its inferior surface on water
this is properly a cloud of the night time
an inundation to cover dark country

cirrocumulous
fibres collapse and pass into round masses
their texture now no longer discernible 
this change takes place throughout the whole cloud at once
accelerated by others approaching
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cirrostratus 
the fibres subside to a horizontal 
presenting the appearance of shoals of fish
distinctly extenuated towards the edge.
on this account, worthy of investigation

cumulostratus
showing dark against the lighter cloud above
the former cloud continues discernible
this state of things continues but a short time
the cloud speedily becomes denser and spreads

nimbus, or cumulonimbus
appearances are but imperfectly seen
at a greater altitude a thin light veil
lower clouds unite in a uniform sheet
the rain then commences, arriving from windward
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The Gathering Cloud
luckysoap.com/thegatheringcloud

Aisles of servers with amber, blue, and green
lights flashing hold our old email attachments.

We have saved too many memories to lose.
Snapshots from nearly forgotten vacations,
five-thousand four-hundred and seventy-five
sunsets stored forever in Cloud formations. 

Data centres constitute a pivotal 
piece of post-photographic equipment.
Image-driven digital socializing 
is enabled by stationary servers.

An email may travel thousands of miles
and pass through multiple data centres
to send a photograph across the street.

88  THE GATHERING CLoUD 89 103

Modifications on The Gathering Cloud

In 2015 I submitted a proposal based on 
my as yet amorphous research on the 
intertwined topics of language, weather, 
and climate change to the Dot Award—an 
annual prize sponsored by if:book and 
Bournemouth University that supports 
writing using the web in imaginative and 
collaborative ways. 

I did not know then what form the final 
work would take, only that I wanted to 
attempt to address climate change by 
picturing through language something of 
the absences left by wind. 

Winning the Dot Award enabled me to 
peruse this research in a freer way than I 
might otherwise have been able to. 

The Gathering Cloud was commissioned by 
NEoN Digital Arts Festival, Dundee, UK, 9–13 
November 2016.

The theme of NEoN 2016 was ‘The Spaces 
We’re In’. The co-curators Sarah Cook and 
Donna Holford-Lovell write: Physical urban 
space and virtual information space are 
inseparably intertwined. How does being 
digital change our sense of our spatial 
surroundings? Can we animate the hybrid 
spaces in-between? Is there negative space 
in cyberspace? 

When the curators approached me with this 
theme I was in the midst of packing to move 
house. Surrounded by boxes of books and 
papers, old photographs, floppy disks, CDs, 
hard drives, and tangles of miscellaneous 
cables, I knew immediately that I wanted to 
call attention to the physicality of so-called 
‘cloud’ storage. 

I’d written on the materiality of the internet 
and the complex relations between biolog-
ical and digital memory in previous work, 
but the scale of the digital cloud seemed too 
vast to think about in terms of the human 
body. I knew I had to think bigger. I turned 
to the clouds in the sky. 

The Gathering Cloud aims to address the 
environmental impact of so-called ‘cloud’ 
computing and storage through the overtly 
oblique strategy of calling attention to the 
materiality of the clouds in the sky. Both 
kinds of clouds are commonly perceived 
to be infinite, at once vast and immaterial; 
both, decidedly, are not. 

The Gathering Cloud gathers fragments of 
text from Howard’s classic essay On the 
Modifications of Clouds as well as from more 
recent online articles and books on media 

theory and the environment. A bibliography 
of these textual sources is printed in the 
back of this book.

These found text fragments are pared down 
into hypertextual hendecasyllabic verses 
situated within six surreal animated gif 
collages composed of the illustrations from 
Howard’s essay and images appropriated 
from publicly accessible cloud storage 
services including Flickr and Google Images. 

The cognitive dissonance between the 
cultural fantasy of cloud storage and the 
hard facts of its environmental impact 
is bridged, in part, through the constant 
evocation of animals: four million cute cat 
pics, one hundred elephants, countless spec-
imens of stuffed birds, one USB fish.

The portions of this text based on Luke 
Howard’s descriptions of illustrations were 
first performed during the South West 
Poetry Tour, which took place 1–8 August 
2016. My thanks and curses to Annabel 
Banks for suggesting the hendecasyllabic 
constraint which has shaped all subsequent 
web, print, and performance iterations of 
this work. 

A zine iteration of The Gathering Cloud colour 
printed on A3–sized paper and shared 
through gift, trade, mail art, and small 
press economies further confuses the scant 
boundaries between animal and mineral, 
physical and digital, scarcity and waste.

The zine iteration of The Gathering Cloud was 
reproduced in Hack Circus 12, a journal based 
in Sheffield, UK.

The Gathering Cloud launched with a 
performance at a Pecha Kucha Night held 
in Dundee on the 8th of November, on the 
night of the US elections. I hadn’t intended 
for the title to sound quite so ominous. 

In light of recent political events, now more 
than ever we need to find ways to talk about 
the enormity of climate change in human 
terms we can understand and act upon.

The Gathering Cloud was awarded the New 
Media Writing Prize 2016, an annual award 
now in its seventh year founded by Jim Pope 
and supported by if:book and Bournemouth 
University, UK.

The Gathering Cloud was an Editor’s Pick 
for the Saboteur Awards 2017, an annual 
award that celebrates indie literature in all 
its forms.
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