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PURPOSE 

The purpose of this assignment was to capture an interesting image of clouds accurately 

portraying a fluid dynamics phenomenon.  The artist set out to capture the interaction of 

naturally formed clouds with the contrail of a jet.  As with any artistic endeavor, a meaning is 

supposed to be captured and presented to the viewer for interpretation.   

 

FLUID DYNAMICS 

The primary flow phenomenon is observed in the contrail of the jet while a secondary flow 

phenomenon can be observed in the cirrus clouds.  A jet contrail forms when “hot humid air 

from jet exhaust mixes with environmental air of low vapor pressure and low temperature.” As 

can be seen in the image, this contrail is exceptionally long.  This was caused by the upper 

troposphere atmosphere being near saturation.  In dryer atmospheres, the contrail will dissipate 

much faster (Ackerman).  At 5:00PM on the 12
th

 of February, there was no cloud formation 

according to the atmospheric data obtained from the skew-t plot shown below.  

 



The angled blue lines suggest a high degree of saturation in the atmosphere which explains why 

the contrail remained visible for an extended period of time, allowing for the capture of a long 

stretch of it.  The wind was travelling in an east/northeast direction.  The jet was likely ascending 

and was around 20000 feet when the image was taken.  Cirrus clouds typically form at 20000 

feet or higher, and the contrail is seen below the clouds on the left side of the image and then on 

the right side.  Commercial jets typically soar at between 31000 and 37000 feet so it can be 

assumed that the jet was still ascending.  Because it came from the southeast, it is possible that 

this jet took off from DIA which would explain both the direction and altitude of the jet when the 

photo was taken. 

The clouds in the image are cirrus clouds, identified by their thin and wispy nature.  These are 

the most common type of high-level clouds and were at 20000 feet or higher.  Cirrus clouds are 

“composed of ice crystals that originate from the freezing of supercooled water droplets.” (Hall)  

  

VISUALIZATION TECHNIQUE USED 

A Sony Cyber-Shot DSC-W50 camera was used.  Focal length, exposure, depth of field and ISO 

sensitivity were determined by the camera at the time the photograph was taken; the exact 

information cannot be retrieved with Gimp photo editing software.  Based on notes taken after a 

series of photographs were taken on February 22
nd

, it is estimated that this particular image had 

an F-stop of 9.  The camera was on landscape mode. 

 

METHODS USED 

The photo was taken at 3:53PM on February 12
th

.  The camera was on landscape 

mode.  A series of photos were taken around this time, focusing primarily on the 

jet contrail featured in the chosen image.  The artist considered displaying a 

progression of the jet as it travelled, but decided to show the single greatest span of 

the contrail without the jet in the image.  No tripod was used.  Due to the clarity of 

the contrail, no editing was done to the image in order to preserve the most realistic 

effect of a broad sky being chopped by the contrail.   

 

 

 



ARTISTIC ELEMENTS 

This image was inspired by a camping trip that the artist took over the 2010 summer.  While in 

the woods the artist was living deliberately and fronting only the essential facts of life.  While he 

was seeing if he could not learn what the woods had to teach, he looked up and saw a jet soaring 

over, shattering his proverbial solitude and reminding him that he could not completely escape to 

“the woods” because the long hand of mankind would shatter any perception of solitude 

anywhere.  This particular image was chosen among many other jet contrail images because of 

its stark clarity and precision.  It looks like an unnatural scar across the sky, giving the image the 

title “scarred.”  No natural formation can create such a precise mark upon the heavens, 

reminding the viewer that we cannot even view the sky above without being interrupted by and 

reminded of the hand of man. 

This image inspired the following untitled poem; 

 

i stood in the forest 

looking at the sky 

perceiving solitude. 

     a jet cut the sky in two. 

     i went back to the city. 
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