


 Cinema as Weather 

 How do cinematic portrayals of the weather re� ect and affect our experi-
ence of the world? While weatherly predictability and surprise can impact 
our daily experience, the history of cinema attests to the stylistic and narra-
tive signi� cance of snow, rain, wind, sunshine, clouds, and skies. Through 
analysis of � lms ranging from  The Wizard of Oz  to  The Umbrellas of 
Cherbourg , from  Citizen Kane  to  In the Mood for Love , Kristi McKim calls 
our attention to the ways that we read our atmospheres both within and 
beyond the movies. 

 Building upon meteorological de� nitions of weather’s dynamism and 
volatility, this book shows how � lm weather can reveal character interi-
ority, accelerate plot development, inspire stylistic innovation, serve as a 
momentary attraction, convey the passage of time, and idealize the world 
at its greatest meaning-making capacity (unlike our weather, � lm weather 
always happens on time, whether to further tumultuous, romantic, violent, 
suspenseful, or melodramatic ends). 

 Akin to cinema’s structuring of ephemera, cinematic weather suggests 
aesthetic control over what is � eeting, contingent, wildly environmental, 
and beyond the human capacity to tame. This � rst book-length study of 
such a meteorological and cinematic af� nity casts � lm weather as a means 
of artfully and mechanically conquering contingency through contingency, 
of taming weather through a medium itself ephemeral and enduring. 

 Using � lm theory, history, formalist/phenomenological analysis, and eco-
criticism, this book casts cinema  as  weather, insofar as our skies and screens 
become readable through our interpretation of changing phenomena. 

  Kristi McKim  is an associate professor of English and chair of the Film 
Studies Program at Hendrix College, in Conway, Arkansas. 
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 Introduction 

 For three seasons,  Downton Abbey  (2010–12) has enticed its record audi-
ences with the possible romantic union of Lady Mary Crawley (Michelle 
Dockery) and Matthew Crawley (Dan Stevens), featuring sequences that 
reveal the couple’s rising affection. 1  In episodes leading up to  Downton 
Abbey ’s post–Season Two Christmas special, the show’s camerawork fea-
tures heavyhanded stylistic choices that foreground Matthew and Mary’s 
physical attraction; sweeping crane shots mimic their chaste yet desirous 
dancing, for example, as if to invite our subjective experience of their chem-
istry. Sensing that the plot mechanisms were pushing toward a climactic 
declaration of love, I wondered how  Downton Abbey  might mobilize its 
overdetermined moving camera or frequent point-of-view shots into a style 
that be� ts the gravity of this long-awaited plot event. Mindful of a long aes-
thetic lineage of romantic narrative closure imbedded within climactic style, 
I wondered at how this union might manifest as  style.  

 Much to my surprise, the � nal scene of this climactic “post� nale � nale” 
reframed my vigilant  Downton Abbey  viewing as a scholarly endeavor 
 appropriate to my concurrent writing of  Cinema as Weather : Matthew and 
Mary declare their love in an outdoor snowy nightscape, Mary’s alabaster 
skin glimmering with radiance amid delicate falling snow, softening and 
enlivening the atmosphere as if decorating them beautifully for the occa-
sion, the snow� akes gently � attering their faces. Too dense a snow, and 
their expressions would have been concealed from the camera; too great 
a wind, and their starry-eyed conversation would have involved urgent 
shelter-taking action or inaudible words; rain would have been too intense 
and sudden. Likewise, given that sunny afternoons and overcast mornings 
accompanied several of their previous conversations, comparably sunny or 
overcast weather might have diluted this climax through repetition. This 
snowfall introduces a  new  weather, be� tting this narrative turn that yields 
their togetherness. Here, weather becomes more graceful and celebratory; 
weather makes itself  present  and visible, in accordance with these charac-
ters’ public declarations. In an orchestration of romance and atmosphere, 
this snow falls perfectly within an environment that � atters them both. 
That this  Downton Abbey  scene explicitly foregrounds snowfall compels 
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many fans and critics to notice screened weather.  The Telegraph ’s Sarah 
 Crompton claims that the show “has delivered the consummation devoutly 
to be wished. That handsome, kind-hearted Matthew has got down on one 
knee in front of Lady Mary in the gently falling snow, and she has agreed 
to be his wife. It wrapped up the Christmas special as perfectly as a gift.” 2  
 The Daily Mail ’s Jan Moir candidly writes of the swift proposal: “At this, 
snow started falling, violins soared. And millions of viewers roared their de-
light as the greatest ‘will they, won’t they’ plotline since the pandas arrived 
at Edinburgh Zoo reached its natural conclusion.” 3  As these and additional 
reviews, blogs, and synopses suggest, this  Downton Abbey  sequence makes 
weather-watchers of us all, insofar as we perceive the snow’s contribution 
to plot and style. 

 As this scene attests, weather  always  happens perfectly as screened, while 
it epitomizes chance in our daily experience of meteorological contingency. 
Even in sequences less climactic and memorable, screened weather continu-
ally informs narrative, style, and spectatorial experience. A � lm that less 
overtly privileges the weather,  Jules and Jim  (François Truffaut, 1962), fea-
tures the enmeshed triangle of Jules (Oskar Werner), Jim (Henri Serre), and 
Catherine (Jeanne Moreau), who whimsically give away their agency to the 
weather. After their famous race across the bridge, the camera matching 
Catherine’s movements and the soundtrack conveying her breathlessness, 
the characters declare, “If it rains tomorrow, we’ll go to the shore”; indeed, 
in the very next scene, an extreme long shot reveals their arrival at a beach 
house. The cut between their closer-scaled urban bridge setting and the lon-
ger-scaled sun-drenched vacation home seems to transport this trio in both 
space and time, a cut whose plot justi� cation is the weather. Later in the 
� lm, when Catherine interrupts Jules and Jim’s chess game to demand their 
attention, she announces her progress, courtesy of the men’s company, from 
a melancholic posture to a laughing, ebullient expression. Pausing in freeze-
frames that playfully exaggerate Catherine’s facial features, the camera con-
veys and creates Catherine’s subjective expression. Often likened to a force 
of nature herself, Catherine moves whimsically in a phenomenal dynamism 
and changeability. Throughout the � lm, her mutable desires—for Jim, for 
Jules, for other men—seem both to cause and to be caused by changing at-
mospheres; the � lm features sunlit � elds, misty mornings, stormy skies that 
accompany the whirlpool-like plot movements. She sings “Le tourbillion,” 
a repetitive melody about the whirlpool of life as a way of enchanting her 
lovers, and lives accordingly within a dynamism aligned with nature. When 
the � lm breaks from its early playfulness into the darker sobriety of the � nal 
scenes, dark clouds � ll the sky, toward which the camera directly pans. The 
day of Catherine and Jim’s fateful drive holds “an air of expectancy,” as 
their tumultuous and volatile relationship drives itself into a tragic death; 
the even-keeled constant Jules survives as the character who � guratively em-
bodies a steady and consistent weather. The trio’s earlier contingency to rain 
forecasts the � lm’s more general conveyance of plot and character: this � lm 
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about stability and ephemera entrenches the characters’ own movements 
and interiorities in weatherly phenomena. 

 Practicing this weather sensitivity during the early stages of writing this 
book, at a screening of  Alice Adams  (George Stevens, 1935) at Austin’s 
Paramount Theater, I appreciated that rain causes Alice (Katharine Hepburn) 
to wear her father’s (Fred Stone) coat upon entering the dance; feeling 
vulnerable about her lower-class status (and her lack of proper raincoat), 
she overcompensates for her insecurities by feigning a higher class status. 
The summer  heat  of the � nal dinner scene, too, prompts the unraveling of 
this façade of a family, which has a servant (Hattie McDaniel) and which 
dresses fancily for a sit-down meal each evening; Alice’s father’s shirt but-
tons have popped open, revealing his overweight chest dripping with sweat, 
and Alice’s suitor (Fred MacMurray) continually mops his brow, visibly 
melting under the intense familial awkwardness and heat (the latter cause, 
as with most nervous discourse, becomes the primary subject of this forced 
conversation). In  Alice Adams , weather hardly yields extravagant special 
effects; yet weather quietly narrates the � lm’s pressured moments. Similar 
to  Downton Abbey ’s romantic climax or  Jules and Jim ’s latent weather 
themes,  Alice Adams  unfolds newly when I consider its weather-focused en-
vironmental contingency, the arti� cial production of the natural here com-
parable to super� cial yet de� ning hierarchies of class and race.  Cinema as 
Weather  considers both overt and memorable weather sequences, such as 
 Downton Abbey  models, and subtler and surprising � lms such as  Jules and 
Jim  and  Alice Adams , which open newly through consideration of atmo-
spheric change. 

 As the � rst book-length study of � lm weather, this volume situates cine-
matic weather within � lm theory, history, formalist/phenomenological anal-
ysis, and eco-� lm studies. Unwittingly mimicking the weather’s dynamism, 
my methodology shifts among these terms; 

  •  In relation to  � lm theory , this book studies how � lm weather can 
reveal character interiority, catalyze plot development, constitute 
cinematic attraction, embody and impact cinematic time and space, 
synthesize plot and style (thus being a force of narration), generate 
narrative and stylistic delay, and become the literal screen for cinema’s 
ephemeral yet tangible constitution. 

  •  In relation to  � lm history , this book highlights the cinematic contours 
of meteorological history and the meteorological contours of cine-
matic history; this book imagines how weather’s dynamism might 
alter existing histories of perception as based on stable landscapes. 
This book also brie� y traces the history of producing and recording 
� lm weather. 

  •  In relation to  formalist/phenomenological analysis , this book argues 
and illustrates that attention to � lm weather expands analytical capac-
ity by calling attention to environmental changes in � lm atmosphere; 
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moreover, this book establishes “atmospheric identi� cation” as a 
means of con� ating the spectator-screen experience and engaging us 
environmentally (instead of through traditional modes of suture, such 
as point-of-view shots), as we imaginatively bridge the gap between 
screened weather and the weather of our screening experience. 

  •  In relation to  eco-� lm studies , this book highlights the reassuring 
predictability of � lmed weather in comparison with worldly weather 
(subject to climate change and global warming) so as to reveal changes 
in our environment  beyond  cinema; this book models a perceptual 
sensitivity toward the atmosphere that could have political implica-
tions for our current and future ecosystems. 

 Framed by the timely historical con� uence of cinema’s � rst public screening 
and the publication of the � rst  International Cloud Atlas , chapter 1 un-
packs the atmospheric and perceptual similarities between � lm and weather 
within the contexts of early � lm theory, mass audiences, cinematic realism, 
and cinephilia. Through historical and archival sources, chapter 2 highlights 
the cinematic underpinnings of meteorological history and expands histo-
ries of visual culture by factoring weather into modes of perception; con-
sidering scholarship on early � lm (which overlooks the weather) and early 
� lm examples  of  the weather, this chapter also brie� y traces the weather’s 
signi� cance to the growth of the studio system as well as weather’s impact 
on shooting schedules. Through theories of narrative, chapter 3 considers 
weather’s function in cinematic narration, furthering plot through stylistic 
conveyance of atmospheric causality and character interiority. Chapters 4, 
5, and 6 address speci� c forms of weather: rain, snow, and sunlight/seasons. 
These three chapters each begin by re� ecting upon details of the weather 
form that individuate and complicate it as a cinematic subject; snow, for 
example, has greater density and opacity than rain, though it falls more 
quietly and—depending on wind speed—with a graceful temporality that 
often evokes nostalgia (as  Downton Abbey  illustrates). These three chap-
ters include a catalogue of analyses that focus on individual � lms, a way of 
opening up � lms to weather analysis and modeling what sustained weather-
focused � lm attention—as it privileges a variety of methods—might entail. 

 Given that no prior books have taken up the history and theory of cin-
ematic weather,  Cinema as Weather  at once � ourishes within this productive 
new space yet also strains under the critical pressure to � ll all of these schol -
arly gaps—historical, theoretical, eco-critical, formalist, phenomenological—
at once. I am acutely and humbly aware of this book’s mere hinting at what 
I � nd to be profound yet unwritten connections between cinema and at-
mosphere; I’ve chosen exuberant breadth, however, over extended develop-
ment of any of the chapters described. As an example of this compromise, 
and as my  Jules and Jim  example suggests, the con� ation of women and 
cinematic weather � ts squarely within a history of aligning women and na-
ture in ways that precipitate women’s cultural and societal disenfranchise-
ment; 4   Jules and Jim ’s Catherine also exempli� es how women have de� ned 
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cinema through their illustrious yet disempowered role as spectacle. 5  In ad-
dition, both  Downton Abbey  and  Jules and Jim  epitomize weather as a site 
that further underscores cinema’s production of heteronormative romance, 
though  Jules and Jim  interrogates its sustainability as  Downton Abbey  rei-
� es its “natural”-ness. With unsurprising frequency, as this book implicitly 
illustrates, cinematic weather’s own spectacular role often intersects with 
starry female performances that involve heterosexual romantic coupling—
so much so that I nearly restructured this book to privilege overtly gender, 
weather, and cinema. 

 This book remains  Cinema as Weather  because, instead of establishing a 
more content-driven argument about representation  in  � lm, I want to privi-
lege the temporal and spatial underpinnings of cinematic weather as more a 
new way of  reading  and  seeing  � lm, a way of generating  further  ways of seeing 
and reading (gender and sexuality would be one crucial mode of interpreta-
tion here). I take my cue from Laura Mulvey, whose earlier “preoccup[ation] 
by Hollywood’s ability to construct the female star as ultimate spectacle, the 
emblem and guarantee of its fascination and power,” has shifted its focus 
to how “those moments of spectacle were also moments of narrative halt”; 
Mulvey’s interest in cinematic movement and stillness, including but hardly 
limited to gender, arises from the contemporary expansion of media tech-
nologies (e.g., remote controls, DVD players, streaming) that enable new 
modes of spectatorship. 6  No longer solely at the mercy of spectatorial modes 
that replicate heteronormative, patriarchal, ethnocentric, or eco-exploitative 
consumption, we have the technological and phenomenological capacity to 
“halt” the narrative, to isolate sequences, and to impose our own contem-
plative expansion of space and time—an engagement that this book hopes 
to model. My hope is that  Cinema as Weather  might stimulate a reader’s 
imagination to stretch, continue, and challenge my ideas herein. 

 This book models a phenomenological approach that relies less on 
 environmental or ecological content  within  the � lm (a good portion of eco-
critical writing focuses on � lms with overt environmental themes, thereby 
restricting one’s scholarly approach to whatever is  inside  the � lm instead 
of how we might  regard  the � lm). Combining theories of cinematic time, 
narrative, landscape, and subjectivity, this book further seeks to add cine-
matic weather to existing ecocriticism. Privileging literary contours, Cheryll 
Glotfelty explains that “[e]cocriticism takes as its subject the interconnec-
tions between nature and culture, speci� cally the cultural artifacts of lan-
guage and literature. As a critical stance, it has one foot in literature and the 
other on land; as a theoretical discourse, it negotiates between the human 
and the nonhuman.” 7  Shifting its focus from literature to images in ways 
comparable to  Ecosee ’s interest in “the study and the production of the 
visual (re)presentation of space, environment, ecology, and nature in photo-
graphs, paintings, television, � lm, video games, computer media, and other 
forms of image-based media,”  Cinema as Weather  also additionally shifts its 
focus from land to atmosphere, narrowing  Ecosee ’s breadth of visual media 
into cinema and expanding existing scholarship to include weather. 8  
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 Instead of focusing on the “weather � lm” as a genre or subject, this book 
tries to establish a way of seeing that exhibits newfound atmospheric sensi-
tivity to � lm and weather as comparable life-de� ning phenomena. In  Hol-
lywood Utopia: Ecology in Contemporary American Cinema , Pat Brereton 
claims, “Filmic time and space is dramatised, often above and beyond strict 
narrative requirements, and serves, whether accidentally or not, to recon-
nect audiences with their inclusive ecosystems.” 9  In his introduction to 
 Landscape and Power , W.J.T. Mitchell acknowledges the absence of essays 
about cinema in his edited collection but insists that “moving pictures of 
landscape are, in a very real sense, the subtext of these revisionist accounts 
of traditional motionless landscape images . . . landscape is a dynamic me-
dium . . . itself in motion from one place or time to another.” 10  Assuming 
Brereton’s claim that cinematic space and time involve a spectator’s own 
ecosystem, this book not only foregrounds “moving pictures of landscape” 
but also shifts focus from the actual  land  to the atmosphere acting upon and 
inciting change within landscapes. 

 Moreover, this book adds to traditional conceptions of landscape—
imagined, regarding English landscapes, as an “alternative to portraiture or 
even of resistance to what portraiture tends to picture”—the coexistence of 
human � gures, better known as our � lm stars. 11  In internationally distrib-
uted and critically acclaimed � lms, memorable, attractive, talented human 
actors exist within historically informed deployments of landscape and at-
mosphere. As this book’s examples suggest, sequences of cinematic weather 
often profoundly feature a � lm star being “weathered,” so to speak, by 
wind, rain, snow, sunlight; instead of a competition between landscape and 
portrait, cinematic weather sequences posit the human  as  landscape, acted 
upon, even as cinematic portraiture affords an evocative expression that 
underscores and intensi� es the weather. Cinematic weather collapses the 
binaries between landscape and portraiture, between character and envi-
ronment, thus illuminating multiple forces and dynamics: the beauty and 
notoriety of � lm stars; the power, authority, and privilege implicit within 
landscape painting; the Romantic sublimity and aesthetic conveyance of 
nature; the achievements of cinematic technology in representing and trans-
forming the world; the spatial and temporal contours of a world—its atmo-
sphere, environment, people, relationships—in � ux. 

 This book’s range of � lm examples re� ects my own entrenchment within 
American and European narrative cinema; if I had more time and space, 
this study would productively expand and gain complexity by engaging 
global cinema and documentary � lm beyond what I include here. The sheer 
fact that variance in geographical perspective yields vastly different weather, 
for example, means that—while the diegetic weather doesn’t change in ac-
cordance with screening locations—the ways of  reading  such weather vary 
in relation to local norms and patterns. The landscapes of Satyajit Ray 
and Ritwik Ghatak, for example, enjoy attention in Wimal Dissanayake’s 
“Landscapes of Meaning in Cinema: Two Indian Examples,” 12  and these 
brief pages only hint at the productive scholarship that could emerge by 
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foregrounding atmospheric change. Moreover, India’s monsoon season 
enjoys jubilant and sensual expression in Bollywood’s spectacles of rain 
songs, which inspire analysis within genres of romance and musical in 
addition to style and politics. If, as Alan Bewell describes with regard to 
Thomas Jefferson’s American vision (see chapters 2 and 3), weather cre-
ates national identity, then weather excitingly establishes new parameters 
by which national cinemas might be regarded within aesthetic, sociopoliti-
cal, and environmental contexts. Every national cinema, every avant-garde 
� lm, every moving image, after all, somehow involves the environment, and 
this environment always involves the atmosphere. While I risk diluting the 
unique value of weather-focused criticism by arguing for its vast appropri-
ateness, I nonetheless want enthusiastically to champion this new attention 
as a means of unsettling our scholarly patterns, of shifting our planes of 
focus, of taking interest in the atmosphere in a new vigilance of cinematic 
weather-watching. 

 This project arises from my realization that, in teaching and studying 
� lm, I continually dwell with delight in sequences of weatherly spectacle. 
Leading discussions of  It Happened One Night  (Frank Capra, 1934) in a 
class on � lm comedy, for example, or screening  Rain  (Joris Ivens, 1929) 
as a documentary � lm left me in want of � lm scholarship that correlates 
these rainy phenomena in history and theory; moreover, I realized that my 
� lm memory crystallizes in scenes of weather, its striking deviation from or 
establishment of atmospheric patterns:  Manhattan ’s (Woody Allen, 1979) 
romantic rain,  The Umbrellas of Cherbourg ’s (Jacques Demy, 1964) hy-
perbolic snow,  Do the Right Thing ’s (Spike Lee, 1989) exceptional heat, 
 Grande Illusion ’s (Jean Renoir, 1937) peaceful closing snowscape. In some 
of my own experiences of worldly weather that have happened perfectly 
(the hard rain after a long run on a hot Atlanta day; the heavy, traf� c-
slowing snowfall in Greenwich Village at night; the glimmering sunlight 
of a late-afternoon wedding along the Arkansas River; the sled-riding and 
mud-sliding childhood fun along Hickory Creek; the purple sky and clear 
rainbow in Berlin; the sublimity of evening light and monsoon rains along 
the rim of the Grand Canyon), I’ve felt ecstatic to experience a synchronic-
ity or serendipity I’ve otherwise known as cinematic, insofar as the  movies  
taught me that weather could sometimes perfectly contribute to or enable 
a desirable situation. Of course, given the number of unfortunate weather 
conditions I’ve experienced or observed, I appreciate that such � lm-modeled 
orchestration hardly becomes the trend; moreover, as I write this introduc-
tion during a summer leveled with drought and devastating � res, I’m mind-
ful of an accelerated climate change that heightens seasonal and annual 
unpredictability. I write this book because I’ve come to rely on the thrill 
and comfort provided by both weather and cinema; weather—its balmi-
ness, fragrance, thunder, wind, sublimity, banality, all of it—carries for me 
the memory of a past that � eetingly returns in the spring air or the post-
rain light; this quality of atmospheric movement and return, of familiarity 
and longing, of loss and discovery, incites metaphorical contours that echo 
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my experience of cinema—this immaterial yet transformative medium that 
I live, study, teach, share, and love. 

 As a child, I sent away for NOAA’s (National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration) kid-friendly weather-watching materials, which taught 
me how to anticipate and prepare for storms; I graphed daily barometric 
pressure in comparison with temperature and rainfall (as measured by my 
amateur backyard rain gauge), as if I could stave off tornadoes by simply 
preparing for them. In a correlation that I realized only as I wrote this book, 
I also, slightly earlier, borrowed my parents’ camera to photograph what 
I acutely feared I would lose (� rst, the televisual presence of  Sesame Street ’s 
dying Mr. Hooper and, later, everything else). Though perhaps I temper my 
professional credibility by tracing such an autobiographical history, I none-
theless want to clarify that my method and interest have grown out of this 
childhood af� nity for and fascination with vigilantly taming the weather 
and photographically thwarting loss. In these scenarios of tumultuous 
weather and human mortality, I tried for knowledge that might translate 
into preparedness, as if being ready might fend off loss or surprise. Though 
I’ve since learned the faultiness of such reasoning, my early fascination with 
weather continually  becomes  my cinematic perception, as my cinematic 
perception enriches my appreciation for skies and atmospheric phenom-
ena. In recent years, I have increasingly come to love crafting and revising 
sentences about environmental change as it bears upon human portraiture 
and spectatorial attention; in other words, writing about weather affords 
a doubly dynamic enterprise, the study of tumultuous, volatile, mercurial 
atmospheric phenomena within a medium itself de� ned by change, move-
ment, and stasis.  Cinema as Weather  thus arises from and enables a way of 
being sensitive to my—to our—desires for knowledge about, control over, 
and enthrallment with what changes. 

 As with many scholarly pursuits, authors live and breathe their subjects 
in the world beyond the narrow parameter of our writing. Over many sea-
sons of several years, my ideas about cinematic weather have taken shape in 
front of a variety of windows and screens, before which I have compared the 
rewindable and predictable cinematic weather with the slower, less predict-
able changes of the outdoors. I wrote several pages on snow, for example, 
during a hot week in June; my description of the cool snow harnesses my 
own fantasy of wintry relief from summer heat, as if � lm weather could 
assuage as much as re� ect weather in the world. My increased sensitivity 
to atmospheric change alongside my keener attention to cinematic weather 
clari� es the attention and care that I hope this book can encourage: to try 
to understand the connectedness between � lm and world through atmo-
spheric conditions; to appreciate how � lm weather can meaningfully im-
pact narrative, style, and audience; and to better comprehend (or at least 
to crystallize) � lm’s tenuous balance between serendipity and determinism, 
between ephemera and permanence, between visual culture and environ-
mental study. 13  



1  Revealing Skies and Screens: 
The Con� uence of Weather 
and Cinema 

 In the late nineteenth century, both skies and screens became readable to a 
mass audience with the publication of the � rst  International Cloud Atlas  and 
the � rst commercial � lm exhibition: on December 28, 1895, the Lumière 
brothers screened their short � lms in the Salon Indien of the Grand Café in 
Paris, 1  and the � rst edition of the photographic  International Cloud Atlas  
appeared in 1896. Deeming 1896 the “International Year of the Clouds,” 2  
the International Meteorological Society “realised that an understand-
ing of the weather depended on coordinated observations across national 
boundaries—something that relied on agreed terminology” and “published 
a pictorial reference book to coincide with the 1896 International Meteo-
rological Conference in Paris.” 3  Within one year, the same city hosts both 
the � rst � lm exhibition and the release of the � rst internationally conceived 
photographic means of reading the skies. These two events have more in 
common than geographical or calendar proximity. 

Whereas weatherly predictability and surprise can impact daily experi-
ence, more than a century of cinema can attest to the weather’s signi� cance 
within � lmic expression and narrative development. With early examples 
ranging from the whirling, life-threatening storms of F. W. Murnau’s Sun-
rise (1927) to Joris Ivens’s glorious poetic documentary Rain (1929), � lm-
makers have incorporated weather as an impetus for narrative progression 
and innovative cinematic expression; cinematic weather often prompts mo-
ments of aesthetic experimentation (how to show this rainstorm?). Akin to 
cinema’s ordering and structuring of ephemera, cinematic weather suggests 
aesthetic mastery or narrative control over what changes. While meteorolo-
gists study and predict weather patterns, while writers incorporate descrip-
tions of environmental phenomena into � ction and non� ction, and while 
ecologists examine the effect of weather upon ecosystems over time, cin-
ema enjoys the privileged yet fraught position of showing weather, through 
studio/post-production creation or the actual “capturing” of atmospheric 
phenomena as they occur. In The Virtual Life of Film, David Rodowick 
de� nes a medium as “nothing more nor less than a set of potentialities from 
which creative acts may unfold.”4 Cinema as Weather establishes weather 
as a medium, in the spirit of calling our attention to the ways that we read 



10 Cinema as Weather

our atmospheres both within and beyond cinema. In Atlas of Emotion, Giu-
liana Bruno highlights the spatial af� nity between cinema and architecture, 
insofar as “[a]rchitecture is a map of both dwelling and travel, and so is the 
cinema. These spaces, which exist between housing and motion, question 
the very limits of opposition and force us to rethink cultural expression 
itself as a site of both travel and dwelling.”5 For Bruno, cinema and archi-
tecture both map and move us through space; Cinema as Weather focuses 
on how space itself—as atmosphere more than architectural structure—
moves within our experience of cinematic weather. This book casts cinema 
as weather, insofar as moments of cinematic animation mimic and often 
feature weatherly phenomena.

 Film histories often acknowledge the “twin imperatives of science and 
entertainment [that] led to the projection of photographic moving im-
ages,” and these � lm histories expectedly privilege optical developments as 
the scienti� c component of this “twin imperative.” 6  Within this con� ation 
of science and entertainment, meteorology—or, more precisely, cinematic 
weather—occupies a latent yet compelling position within � lm history and 
theory. With cinematic exhibition, a signi� cant catalyst of mass culture, a 
screen emerges that collectivizes a public; with meteorological developments 
geared toward a more precise reading of the atmosphere (of which the  Inter-
national Cloud Atlas ’s publication marks the most signi� cant pictorial and 
universal to that date), the always-above-us sky becomes an emergent screen 
that yields atmospheric knowledge. On this latter development,  Nature  fea-
tured an article, “The Photographic Observation of Clouds,” in 1897 that 
offers the following: 

 It is a commonplace to say that the phenomena that present them-
selves most frequently are also those that are least observed with ac-
curacy and intelligence. The ever-changing aspect of our sky, and the 
screen of vapour covering that adds charm to landscape and variety 
to scenery, present numberless opportunities for study and critical ex-
amination, but they have long waited for adequate description and 
representation. 7  

 Ascribing patience to the clouds that have “long waited for adequate de-
scription and representation,” this piece acknowledges the “numberless 
opportunities for study and critical examination” and, after mourning the 
dearth of adequate artistic or photographic representations of clouds, pro-
ceeds to embrace the “recently issued  International Cloud Atlas , a work 
that may possibly revolutionise our methods of cloud observation.” 8  Just 
as reading the skies becomes ever more possible thanks to aesthetic and 
technological developments, so too does cinematic experience become a 
comparable screen—an aesthetic sky—by which to read and experience 
the world. While weather has always been writ on the skies above us 


