Thomas Merton, Photographer
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I he presence of Thomas Merton as a

photographer is far more substantial than
as a curious anecdote to a mainline career
as a spiritual and political thinker. His
Phl‘“‘gr.]}‘hﬁ ]‘EJ\{‘ l‘l‘fﬂ E"Ub]i:‘]‘icd Eﬂ sevV-
eral compendia of what | might call prerty
pictures, and they have summoned pe-
ripheral respect. I would like to push that
on by some distance and nominate a se-
lection of tough-minded pictures he made
that stake out a territory truly Merton’s
own. :\dmir[cdi'\', he took some photo-
gmph-\ that look a lot like other fine pho-
tographers’ images. Nothing wrong with
that. Artists often copy artists and build
upon others’ work. Artists tough it out,
working through the pmblt‘ms and per-
suasions of the art that came before theirs,
and by those means enter into a domain
of expression truly their own.

Merton :Jnly Pl‘Lorogt'API'\cd scriousl)'
for a very short period of time. But in
those several years, he established a re-
markable ability to create some haunting,
often profoundly affecting photographs.
They are preserved in the Thomas Mer-
ton Center at Bellarmine College in Lou-
isville, Kentucky — thirteen hundred of
them in all. I was curious about these
pictures, so I made the pilgrimage, and
found, with the skilled and learned assis-
tance of Paul Pearson, the director of the
archive, that the best among these Merton
pictures are {mages of enduring spirit,
pictures of time and of hope, little dramas

at the borders of understanding. And

while most of Merton’s pictures are
skilled, many are (:)mmunpl.lcc. While
others take your breath away. I think he
was Just gerring started when he so un-
timely died.

Merton had always made pl‘u.ﬁrl"gmphs:
back at least to his college days. But be-
ginning around 1965, he focused upon
making images that would serve as more
than just a record. Perhaps he was tiring
of words. Whatever, these images, made
late in his life, express a rich iterior vi-
sion, an awareness tuned righl into the
language of the camera and into the won-
ders of Iigh[ and shadow — an awareness
built upon a learned foundation of Zen,
and a desire, several of his friends have
advised,' to travel a new road toward con-
templari(m.

Merton's interest in Eastern thought
during this period of time — and his con-
versations with the photographer Ralph
Eugene Meatyard, who lived in nearby
Lexington; and with the minimalist artists
Ad Reinhardt and poet Robert Lax, both
mllcagues at Columbia University — also
compcl reference to Zen thought. It is an
approach that is useful in understanding
the contemplative quality of Merton’s
images. Many of them are aggressive in
their directness, almost confrontational.
They are not the standard pretty pictures.
Their forthright, wordless quality strips
away the illusionistic role of the phom-
graph and forces awareness of it just as a

photograph, sidestepping considerations
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of symbolic representation, or conven-
tional exposures for such as a record of
place, person or event. The dark central
figure in Figure I, likely the end of an
open car and the beginning of the next
railroad car in a rail yard,? summons Ad
Reinhardt’s celebrated essay, ‘Art-as-Art,
which, in a dcmdrdl}' Zen spirit of the
Sutra on Emptiness, details, “The one
thing to say about art 1s its breathlessness,
lifelessness, deathlessness, contentlessness,
formlessness, spacelessness and timeless-
ness. This is always the end in art.” For
those who know Reinhardt’s black on
black paintings, this mantra makes PL‘rﬂ‘c[
SE€I1SC.

Merton had a fascination with the
‘fantastic and strange’,’ and these are
qualities manifest in this image from the
rail yard, which is not just a little fore-
boding, filled as it is with the unname-
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able. He enjoyed the ‘haunting’ qualities,
‘the out of the way stuff’ when making his
photographs, selecting such subjects, he
confessed, as ‘sides of barns, tall weeds,
mud puddles and junk piles'’ But even
more to the heart of the matter, is this
quotation, written when Merton consid-
ered another fine object of art and con-
templation — an ancient, giant statue of
Buddha. On his last journey in Asia, Mer-
ton declared essential qualities of both art
and spiritual experience. The sculpture of
the Buddha, he said, proposes an 'inner
clearness,’ that calls the viewer out of the
‘habitual, half-tied vision of things'. And,
finally, there remains, 'no puzzle, no
problem and really no “mystery.”. ..
everything is emptiness and everything is
compnssion."‘

Paul Pearson has well noted L]‘arough

essay and exhibition Merton’s citation of

Eastertide 2009: volume 16 number 1




Anthony Bannon

2

Fioure 2

Zen tradition in his photography. Pearson
quotes the artist in his essay that is a part
of the essential compilation by Bonnie
Thurston, entitled Merron & Buddhism,
published in 2007 by Fons Vitae in Lou-
isville. Merton wrote: .. .the best photog-
raphy is aware, mindful of illusion and
uses illusion, permitting and encouraging
it — especially unconscious and powerful
illusions that are not normally admitted
on the scene.” Still, we may be lulled, if
not pleased in our appreciation of art by
the easy, the sanguine, the seen-before
images in Merton’s body of work. This is
one choice for the viewer. It comforts,
reaffirms, stabilizes. And like anyone
learning a language, Merton as artist, and
we, too, as viewers, establish our vocabu-

lary this way, through the paradigms, the

dictionaries of achievements of the mas-
ters. Great artists copy their forbearers,
and Merton, even though not well
schooled in the art of photography, was a
quick study and well enough aware to fall
in line and work through his aesthetic
understanding by copying pleasing, ex-
pressive pictures made previously and
successfully by others.

Burt at his best, Merton used black and
white tonality to change the world as we
sce it to a photographic world of abstract
patterns of light and dark, within an ab-
stracted, frame edge to frame edge ap-
proach that calls attention to texture and
subtlety. Look at Figure 2, for instance;
nothing to do with the world of ocular
vision. The eye just doesn't see this way.
The eye scans to bring out the highlights,

THE
MERTON JOURNAL

darting between light and shadow, inte-
grating the view into a mental picture of
the whole. This is photographic vision,
the mark of a skilled cameraman. It i1s an
image that lives in the shadows.

Permit an aside here: T'll wager Merton
must have ;1ppr*cc1;m:d that the legacy of
the shadow is based in a language of love,
as one person traced the cast shadow of
the beloved's face. This was believed ro be
the most truthful of all expressions, an
immediate expression from the nature of
things. One’s soul could be made mani-
fest in this shadow, and just that idea
fuelled the practice of creating a cut-out
silhouette, a popular parlor game in the
second half of the eighteenth century — a
time just yearning for the ultumate
shadow box: the photographic cameras of
Louis Jacques Mande Daguerre and Wil-
liam Henry Fox Talbot. The shadow was
a metaphor for the soul, for psyche, and it
was stretched in time to suggest a darker
magic of psychic truths, even of evil, and
served, thereby, as a rich platform for
meanings — and for ambiguity. For Carl
Jung, the shadow lies beyond the thresh-
old of everyday awareness. It is a complex
and many faceted symbeol, large enough to
hold components of evil and the re-
lwrcsxcd. But lest one gets cnughl in nega-
tivity, Jung reminds us that the shadow
stands for the whole unconscious — for all
that we do not directly know; indeed, all
of our previous experience, the Eo[ali[}' of
those unspoken anchors dragged along
with one's life.

Fittingly, then, a strong dialectic of
black and white reappears in Merton's
work, the play of light against dark, of
presence and absence, self and other, the
thing and its trace, the object and its ab-

straction, the difference.
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The meditative practice of drawing out
a person from darkness to light is like the
drawing out of an image, whether photo-
gr.\p]uf.]l]‘\'. or in charcoal, or in a print.
The illlpln‘d transformation of the
thrown or projected shadow image is
essential to the photograph, which holds
the trace of light reflected from the repre-
sented thing, etched mto the light sensi-

tive emulsion of film negarive, which ren-

a strong dialectic of
black and white
reappears in Merton’s
work, the play of light
against dark, of presence
and absence, self and
other, the thing and its
trace, the object and

its abstraction,

the difference

ders light as darkness, and as a shadow.
The notion of the photograph as trans-
formarion, then, as shadow itself, fits
Merton's work like a glove, lmlding that
time and place from 1967, when the pho-
tograph was created: the light reflected
from the subject thrown to the camera;
the shutter opened, and the film negarive
c,\'ponvd and the image impr‘cs&cd. And we
now see, in our time, what we know was a
direct imprcssinn of fort}'—unc years ago,
and we hold it in our eyes, now in our
time. This time tunnel s a remarkable
magic.

Once the shutter s opened, and light

permitted into the darkened chamber of
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the camera, the film is impressed, and
then is carried outside of its camera for
dcw]upmcnt. and 1s imprin[rd for distri-
bution and sharing. But this very process
of making a photograph climbs over and
out of one reality and into another, tran-
scending, overstepping bounds, indeed
abstracting the reality observed, pressing
it into another form, the film form, a two
dimensional trace of a three dimensional
experience. This passage from light to
dark to light again, this shift from one
state to anothet, echoes the language Mer-
ton used to describe meditation and con-
templation,

Merton was also skilled at creating a
stilled life image, one caught in a stasis of
time, like a lictle death, a vision often
berween rhings, dying to one thing, giving
way to another, a rock against growing
things, a counter pose between this and
that, a proposition of change, a place
where media mix. These are not moving
pictures. They are singularities. A look
here, then there. A penetrating gaze. A
stilled life. These pictorial sentences do
not flow together. They hang out there in
space, awaiting our complcrion. requiring
our collaboration to bring in these frag-
ments from another side of consciousness.
Merton seemed to like to catch and take
hold of the gap between things, and in
that unnamed place, as if between the
lines of a metaphor, or in the midst of a
syllogism, or at the bend of an edit in
film, the artist delivered an opportunity
for new meanings. These meanings, of
course, are finally created in the mind of
the viewer, who reconciles the difference
between the previnual}' perceived reality

and the illusion at hand.

kR

Let’s take a break now for another paren-
thetical idea: photography is one of the
most pm\'erﬁx[ communicating systems,
because it employs three different catego-
ries of signification, three different types
of signs that fit with the categories Mer-
ton ascribed for contemplative practice.
‘Contemplation cannot be taught, said
Merton. Tt cannot even be clearly ex-
plained. It can only be hinted at, sug-
gested, pointed to, symbolized." Keep
these three roles in mind: suggesting,
pointing, and symbolizing,

This is fascinating - that Merton would
turn to photography, and make an image
of tire tracks in the snow. (Figure 3, re-
produced on the cover of the Journal.)
Why would he do thatt Well, a photo-
graph in its way 1s like a tire track, or like
a death mask, or a fingerprint, collecting
the light from the scene in precisely the
same arrangement of detail to represent,
suggest or infer. And, in that light, how
fascinating that Merton would make this
image of a tire track in the snow. This
tracery in semiology is called an iconic
sign, which provides added fascination in
the light of Merton's interest in religious
iconography, icons of a different sort.

Photography also functions as a sym-
bolic sign, where the sign is clearly differ-
ent from that which it represents. Words,
letters, are symbolic signs. A rose standing
for the idea of love is a symbol, or even
one of Merton's more conventional pic-
tures of craggy roots and dark forests.
Finally, the phnmgraph can act as a
pointer, the other sign that Merton men-
tioned in speaking about contemplation —
signifying by pointing toward something —
like the index finger highlighting and
pointing the way toward a subject in a
PowerPoint presentation. In this respect,
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many of Merton’s pictures offer a rhetoric
of comparison and contrast, a counter-
point that sums up both sides of a dialec-
tic, an antithesis — for example of rock and
wood — that moves toward the concept of
the whole, moves in from cdges of the
frame to announce a connection, rather
than a separation, and stakes out an intel-
lectual or spiritual territory, and declares a
behavior, a point of view, a way of being
in the world.

Writing about the contemplative life in
The Inner Experience, Merton declared:
‘All that we can do with any spiritual dis-

cipline 1s produce within ourselves some-

Some photographs are
noisy. His are silent.
Some are brassy; his

seemn humble.
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thing of the silence, the humility, the de-
tachment, the purity of heart, and the in-
difference which are required if the inner
self is to make some shy, unpredicrable
manifestation of his presence.” One sces
these attributes in the best of Merton's
photographs also.

Some photographs are noisy. His are
silent. Some are brassy; his seem humble.
Some are prurient. Others are pure. And
the best of Merton's pictures are indiffer-
ent and detached.

Finally, they are just what they are.

Flimsy, slight, fragments upon paper.
Humble, purely simple, silent. They are
not the same as what they represent. They
are something separate, something differ-
ent, just simply Phomgraphs.

Roger Lipsey and Bonnie Thurston,
writing in Merton & Buddhism, infer
striking conjuncrions with the nature of
the photograph, although they write about
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Merton's other art, namely prints and
poems. But their [hfnking about these
other forms, which Merton created in the
same end-of-life pvrind. leads roward P]m—
tographs as a particularly appropriate me-
dium for contemplative thought. Lipsey in
his deft essay, ‘Merton, Suzuki, Zen, Ink:
Thomas Merton's C.i”igmphic Drawings
in Context,’ discusses the artist’s apology
for his visual art, a }m\\‘vrﬂxl aesthetic un-
derstanding in which  Merton argued
against extending interpretation too far
from the art work itself, cautioning about
moving too far into connotation. ‘Until
they [the audience] can be content to ac-
cept the fact that the picture is simply
itself, there is no point in trying to explain
it, rspccmll}‘ if the t,\'p]:m.nion seems O
indicate that it is something else.”"’
Consider Figure 4, a tough-minded
composition and textural range, with an
encroaching shadow overtaking from the
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left. Bonnie Thurston, in her essay about
Merton's  poetry, ‘The Light Strikes
Home' writes that, ‘In Merton's later po-
etry’ — written at the same time Merton
was making these pl‘lorogmphs — 'In Mer-
ton’s later poetry, his study of Zen mani-
fests itself in a preference for the concrete,
for the truth found in experience rather
than in abstraction or speculative think-
ing.”"" And what better way to champion
the concrete than through the photograph
and its verisimilar integrity — particularly
photographs of explicitly modest, re-
markably denotative things. Figure 5 illus-
trates a remarkable still life, aggressively
askance, angles and shadows fighting one
another, competing on multiple planes,
like Zen calligraphy. Lipsey quotes Mer-
ton, writing about his calligraphy. It is as
an expression that, ‘is able to suggest what
cannot be said, and, by using a bare mini-
mum of form, to awaken us to the form-
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less. Zen painting tells us just enough to
alert us to what 1s not and is nevertheless
‘right there’. Zen calligraphy, by its pecu-
liar suppleness, dynamism, abandon, con-
tempt for "pt'cmncss" and for formal
“style” reveals to us something of the free-
dom which is not transcendent in some
abstract and intellectual sense, but which
employs a minimum of form without be-
ing attached to it and is therefore free
from 1.

Merton makes the point again and
again; the Zen prcﬂ‘rcncc for the tangiblc:
the artist’s taste for unique expression; his
felicity with the temperament of the pho-
tograph, and his readiness for the silence
of nothing.

Finally, this is Merton, from his essay
on ‘Sacred Art and the Spiritual Life’ in
Dispured Questions: *...in an age of con-
centration camps and atomic bombs, reli-
gious and artistic sincerity will cer[ainl}'
exclude all "Prcuinvss" or shallow senti-
mentality. Beaury for us cannot be a mere
appeal to conventional pleasures of the
imagination and senses. Nor can it be
found in cold, academic pcrfcctionism.
The art of our tme, sacred art included,
will necessarily be characterized by a cer-
tain poverty, grimness and roughness
which corresponds to the violent realities

A

of a cruel age.
Notes
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Brother Paul Quenon, for their consulta-
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