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START HERE

Learn how to identify cloud types by using this flow chart from the
International Cloud Atlas. Clouds are divided into 10 fundamental
types known as genera, depending on their general form. The genera are
then further subdivided based on a cloud’s particular shape, structure

Is lightning
seen, or thunder
heard?

Are individual
bulging heaps or
domes clearly visible?

and transparency; the arrangement of its elements; the presence of
any accessory or dependent clouds; and how it was formed.

Is there
a uniform,
continuous or broken
layer that has no rolls
or elements?

Are there white,
wispy fibres or
filaments?

Cirrus (Ci)

Cumulonimbus (Cb)

Hooks, feathers, bands or patches with
silky shimmer.

Huge cloud tower, sometimes with anvil.
Possible thunderstorm.

Are there fuzzy
outlines at the
upper third part of
the cloud?

Is each
element smaller
than 1 finger (arm
outstretched)?
Does the Sun or
Moon appear as a
bright patch?

Cirrostratus (Cs)

Cirrocumulus (Cc)

Transparent milky or fibrous veil; casts
shadow, produces halo.

Thin, pure white fields of small grains or
ripples at a high level. Size < 1°

Is there an
elevated grey or
bluish to dark grey
sheet-like layer?

Is each rounded
element 1-3 fingers
in size?

Cumulus (Cu)

Isolated, puffy cloud with sharp outlines.

Altocumulus (Ac)

Altostratus (As)
Is there a
dense, extensive,
lower layer with
diffuse or “wet”
appearance?

Stratus (St)

Grey-whitish low layer, sometimes with
drizzle or snow grains. If Sun/Moon is
visible, its outline is clear. Can occur in
fragments.

White/grey patches (turreted, lens
shaped or balls of cotton), sheets or
structured layer with undulations or rolls.
Size 1° – 3°

Smooth, extensive layer; casts
no shadow, even if Sun/Moon is
recognizable as a blurred dot.

Nimbostratus (Ns)

Dark rain cloud or bright snow cloud.
Usually continuous rain, snow or ice
pellets.

Stratus-type clouds
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CLOUD IDENTIFICATION GUIDE

Stratocumulus (Sc)

Grey or whitish fields, rolls or bundles,
with rounded edges, at low level;
regularly arranged elements.
Size 5° – 10° (full hand)
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LOW-LEVEL CLOUD CLASSIFICATION AID
START HERE

Learn how to classify low-level clouds (with a base no more than 2 km
above the Earth’s surface) using this flow chart from the International
Cloud Atlas. The name under each image refers to the cloud’s genus
followed by its species, variety or other feature; the code appears

Is
Cumulonimbus
present?

Is it formed by
spreading out of
Cumulus?

in parentheses. This makes it possible to classify the view of the sky
more precisely.

Is it clearly fibrous,
does it have an anvil or
plume?

Cumulonimbus capillatus /
capillatus incus (CL 9)
Top mostly with anvil; all forms of
shower possible.

Stratocumulus cumulogenitus
(CL 4)

Flattened due to a stable layer or during
the afternoon.

Cumulonimbus calvus (CL 3)

Upper part lacks sharp outlines; all forms
of shower possible.

Are Cumulus and
Stratocumulus on
different levels?

Stratus fractus, Cumulus
fractus (CL 7)

Cumulus + Stratocumulus
bases at different levels (CL 8)

Ragged Stratus or Cumulus below rainbearing clouds; before, during, after
precipitation.

Usually Cumulus base below
Stratocumulus.

Defined cauliflower shape.

Smooth, uniform layer or in ragged
shreds when dissipating.

Which of the
four remaining clouds
predominates?

Is the vertical extent
moderate or great?

Cumulus mediocris /
congestus (CL 2)

Status nebulosus / fractus
(CL 6)

Stratocumulus not formed by
the spreading out of Cumulus
(CL 5)
Rounded shapes with shading.

Cumulus humilis / fractus (CL 1)
Very little vertical extent, can be frayed.
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MIDDLE-LEVEL CLOUD CLASSIFICATION AID
START HERE

Learn how to classify middle-level clouds (with a base 2 – 6 km
above the Earth’s surface) using this flow chart from the International
Cloud Atlas. The name under each image refers to the cloud’s genus
followed by its species, variety or other feature; the code appears

Is Altocumulus
present?

in parentheses. This makes it possible to classify the view of the sky
more precisely.

Is the sky chaotic?

Are there turrets or
tufts?

Is the greater part of
Altostratus thin?

Altocumulus castellanus /
floccus (CM 8)

castellanus: turrets arranged in lines.
floccus: cumuli form tufts.

Altostratus translucidus (CM 1)
Reveals the position of the Sun or the
Moon; no halo phenomena.

Chaotic sky (CM 9)

Broken cloud sheets of Altocumulus and
others at different levels.

Are Altostratus or
Nimbostratus present?

Altocumulus + Altostratus,
Altocumulus + Nimbostratus
(CM 7)

Altocumulus together with Altostratus
or Nimbostratus in one or more levels;
Altocumulus can be below or above
Altostratus, Nimbostratus.

Is the cloud base
diffuse and lowering?

Altostratus opacus (CM 2)

Dense Altostratus, hiding the Sun and
the Moon.

Are
Altocumulus
formed by spreading
out of Cumulus or
Cumulonimbus?

Altocumulus cumulogenitus /
cumulonimbogenitus (CM 6)

Flattening of cloud tops occurring when
cloud grows into a stable layer.

Nimbostratus (CM 2)

Usually continuous precipitation occurs.

Altocumulus opacus (CM 7)
Thick patches or sheets.

Is Altocumulus
invading the sky?

Altocumulus invading the sky
(CM 5)

One or more thin cloud layers in bands.

Altocumulus duplicatus (CM 7)
Thin or thick patches or sheets.

Are Altocumulus
semitransparent?

Altocumulus translucidus (CM 3)
Patches or sheets at a single level.

Are Altocumulus at
two or more levels?

Is Altocumulus
continually changing?

Altocumulus lenticularis (CM 4)
Smooth lenticular elements at one or
more levels.
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HIGH-LEVEL CLOUD CLASSIFICATION AID
START HERE

Learn how to classify high-level clouds (with a base 6 km or more
above the Earth’s surface) using this flow chart from the International
Cloud Atlas. The name under each image refers to the cloud’s genus
followed by its species, variety or other feature; the code appears

Is Cirrocumulus
predominant?

in parentheses. This makes it possible to classify the view of the sky
more precisely.

Is Cirrostratus
covering the whole
sky?

Is Cirrostratus
present?

Cirrostratus nebulosus (CH 7)

Cirrocumulus (CH 9)

Light, uniform and nebulous veil, may
produce halo phenomena.

Granular shaped elements, sometimes
with small wavelets.

Is Cirrostratus
veil constant or
decreasing?

Is Cirrus invading
the sky?

Cirrus uncinus / fibratus
invading the sky (CH 4)

Cirrostratus (CH 8)

Hooks and filaments, thickening as a
whole.

Edge of the veil may be clear cut or
frayed.

Has Cirrus
originated from
Cumulonimbus?

Is Cirrostratus veil
more than 45° in the
sky?

Cirrus spissatus
cumulonimbogenitus (CH 3)

Cirrostratus > 45° (CH 6)

Dense remains of the upper part of a
Cumulonimbus.

Cirrostratus or Cirrostratus + Cirrus
Is Cirrus in dense
patches predominating?

Cirrus spissatus (CH 2)

Dense patches or entangled sheaves.

Cirrus fibratus / uncinus (CH 1)
Filaments, strands or hooks.

Cirrostratus ≤ 45° (CH 5)

Cirrostratus or Cirrostratus + Cirrus
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