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KatarzyNA BrUZDA

TaoMAS MERTON— AN ARTIST'

“It is not easy to be a monk with a spiritual heritage
of an artist”

“Merton an artist”. Such a formulation seems to
define most precisely who he was, Not “Merton—a
painter”, “Merton—a poet”, or “Merton—a writer”
Obviously, one can discuss only those particular
aspects of his art works, and his identity. But first of
all Merton did have the soul of an artist. It is hard to
say if Merton as a graphic, drawer or photographer
might have become someone famous, someone
who’s artistic works we could esteem as we do ap-
preciate his writings. It seems that without his spe-
cial personality, his way of spiritual quest, his at-
tempts to live as a monk; still being in progress, continuously open, we could
not have the access and the key to a perception of his artistic works. One can
even say that his writings clear us the passage to his person, and the meeting
with him, with Thomas Merton himself, allows us to see all aspects of his work.

Thomas Merton, a son of a couple of artists, imbibed with the atmos-
phere of artistic perception of the world, and above all the artistic climate of

* Transl. by A. Wojtasik.
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freedom and unconventional existence, for all his life was sensitive to art,
understood as an expression of freedom, as a way of describing spiritual
states, and as a contact with the Reality, as it appears.

A conflict mentioned in his remark on the spiritual heritage of an artist
shows Merton as a person aware of tensions. Merton’s paradoxes, living
within the conflicts, and, at the same time, reaching some unexpected solu-
tions in the midst of contradictions seem to be the essence of his life’s quest.
Thomas himself dealt with the problem of an apparent conflict between his
artistic identity and his monastic vocation. He wrote about the increase of
this tension within him. Already being in Gethsemani, he knew, that in his
blood he had the sense of art and understanding of artists, which could not
be taken away or internally denied. In the beginning however, the way of a
monk seemed to be opposed to such a sensitivity and contradictory to his
own need of expression as a writer or an artist. Initially he tried to isolate
himself from his needs of answering to important matters using the language
art, but, as Andre Malraux said rightly about Picasso, “We call “artists’ the
people for whom the art is a need, no matter if they create it or perceive it. If
we love a certain being, it doesn’t mean that we think he or she is the world’s
seventh wonder, but it means, that he or she is necessary to us”.' People
internally connected with art, and Merton was such a person, cannot dece-
ive themselves, cannot betray their own humanity described by art, cannot
kill the artist within themselves, even being a monk. It was the artist’s soul

S that opened Merton to the depths of his mo-
é\-':'\:x"“;ﬁm.‘;k nastic vocation. It is possible to suggest that
Py o T"-ﬁ the very essence of Thomas Merton’s mona-

stic vocation and his faithfulness to what was

‘ ‘.., the most important in his way of existential
W "'tﬁ,‘ ~:7=  searching was the result of his great artistic
3 % sensitivity, which, if fair, is usually associated

? = with deeper and deeper opening to freedom
’Ea- ¢ and truth. And Merton was a seeker of truth
5, and freedom. Thanks to this, in his art he
e could stay authentic and at the same time his
J artistic identity would not allow him to stay in

I A. Malraux, Glowa z obsydianu, Warszawa 1978, s.125 [La téte d obsidienne,
Paris: Gallimard, 1974].

178

Katarzyna Bruzda: Thomas Merton — an Artist

the closed world of spiritual ideals and schemes
of institutions but pushed him to penetrate new
areas and depths.

Thus let’s try to analyse his artistic deve-
lopment, which ran in parallel to his existential
and spiritual discoveries, and to find both the
sources of his inspirations and the areas he
reached thanks to it.

I'would like to mention that it is going to be
only a very brief journey through the art of
Merton. The subject calls for deep studies, and
the amount of works made by Merton (for ex-
ample, a collection of 800 drawings in the Bel-

i larmine University in Louisville, Kentucky, and
the collection of numerous photographs) sug-
gests that such studies are surely more complicated than it may initially
seem. The character of my lecture and the time limits do not allow for more
detailed analysis. In some cases I failed in precisely locating the time and
place of particular works; also not all of the works (especially the earliest
ones) presented in my expose are matched to the times of described events
from Merton’s life, I tried however to maintain the general chronology. Also
I do not analyse Merton’s theoretical attitude to art. He stated his opinion
on those questions many times, for example, expressing his negative attitu-
de to poor sacral art.” I consider only those threads that directly influenced
his own artistic expression.

Generally speaking, Merton’s artistic activity can be divided into three
periods or formally into four groups of works differentiated according to
various means of artistic expression. (1a) Early works: ink drawings, caricatu-
res and funny sketches made before 1940, and (1b) formally similar but thema-
tically changed ink drawings and paintings, made after entering Gethsemani
(approx. 1950), then (2) an extraordinary cycle of female portraits dated before
1960, and (3) after 1960, photographs, dominating as a means of artistic expres-
sion, as well as (4) numerous calligraphies made with ink and brush,

* Cf. Th. Merton, Sacred Art and the Spiritual Life, and Th, Merton, Absurdity
in Sacred Decoration, in: Disputed Questions, New York: Farrar, Straus and Cuda-
hy, 1960.
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Riot and optimism. Caricature and early sketches

After his childhood, filled with many sad and
o~ \‘)f;’ /!} % important events, Merton begins his education in
/ Oakham Public School in Rutlandshire, England.
In this way he enters in his stormy youth, full of
contrast events. In 1931 he becomes the editor-in-
-chief of The Okhamian and is responsible for the
graphic department. In that period his attitude
towards reality is complicated. Being already orpha-
ned after his mother’s death in his early childhood,
he experiences again the passing of a close person:
his father dies. It is a shock for Merton who more
and more closes internally, at the same time en-
gaging in social life and conflicts. In that period
he de\/eiops his gift of writing. Drawings are somehow a support for his
literary expression. He draws small illustrations to a magazine.

Merton enters into a stormy pubescence. He often falls in love, suffers
and is a subject of erotic fascinations. In his pictures one can see joyful nudes
of laughing women, naked young girls, provocative and full of energy. The
pictures perfectly catch the movement and vitality of young bodies, however
itis hard to call them serious works in any sense. They are just sketches.

As astudent at Columbia University, six years after his graphic trials in
The Okhamian, he gets a post as editor-in- "Fb??
chief of the Columbia University Yearbook ¢ ...3‘5, 3

%e

3

ne. Again he is responsible for graphics and ;“{f-;,;}%_ 4
uses a language of line.
Merton’s drawings from that early period

can be formally classified as illustrative sket- J g.‘( %g,,., v
ches. They reveal also his sense of humour,
One can observe the critical sense of young
Thomas, and at the same time his joy and
power of life in the midst of dark and cynical
moods. These works prove his skill of using
lines and his natural sense of observation,
especially visible in the presentations of hu-

and becomes art editor of The Jester magazi- é;:{s:f N;;“

o
1-'14":
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mans (it must be remembered that, however %y ;*1
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being bred by his parents-artists, Merton rece-
ived no formal artistic education). His works are
neither symbolic nor allegoric, but based on the
synthesis of from within the realistic frames. His
interest in contemporary art is clear. In the first
period of his stay Gethsemani, in his journals he
comments on the works of famous artists. He
mentions Picasso. In Merton’s pictures from that
period on one can easily see his knowledge of
contemporary artists. Thomas’s father, Owen
Merton, in some works inspired by Cezanne’s
paintings, but also by a synthetic Cubism, simpli-
fied and geometricised a form. Thomas’s drawings
prove his inspiration taken form the Cubists’
strong and emphatic line, as well as their tendency to formal simplifica-
tions and ignoring the details. In later period it will be visible even more.
However, at the same time he is dominated by this illustrative attitude.

After entering Gethsemani Merton still expresses his sympathy towards
drawing, by “illustrating’ his interests with the topics important to him. Some
figures of the saints and scenes from the Bible appear and, worth mentioning,
more and more synthetic portraits. We can see the face of Christ too. Merton’s
later works, both paintings and graphics,
still having a sort of “topic” as a subject,
are much more developed. Merton uses a
wide brush and ink. Patches are brave and
emphatic. The observation is more accura-
teand simple. Expression of vitality is visi-
ble ina patch. Some ofhis works are inspi-
red by Expressionism. In the background
of his work there is an echo of Munch’s
famous “Scream”. Dramatic impression and
strength of affections are present in his works, but one can still find also a
sense of humour and a healthy distance in them. There is also a visible simpli-
fication of form and a gradual giving up illustrative elements.

To put things in order I would like to mention that there are also some
other Merton’s drawings different from the dominating subject of portrait of
the human figure, focused on still life study, as well as small landscape
studies, formally belonging to “pen notes”, and made with wide movements
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of charcoal or brush. Those topics were drawn by Merton in various pe-
riods, but generally they belong to the first one.

Reality and dream. Female portraits

\__‘_: . One cycle of works made before 1960 deserves a

g separate discussion. It needs to be commented within

\/ | the context of, extremely important for Merton, the
time of a new discovering of his identity.

¥ f The key to the gallery of female portraits we find in
=24 Merton’s notes, letters and poetry. The portraits are parallel
l~ with Merton’s dreams, that he remembered in detail, descri-
, : bed and tried to note their impression in a form of drawings.
\ Deepening, experienced at that time by Thomas is associa-
\ ted with a more full, intuitive understanding of the impor-
tance of female element both in his life and his identity _
as aman, as well as in the cosmic aspect, within every- # P~
thing around us, and finally within God Him/Her-self. ! N
The idea of meeting the female aspect, shownwith  ~ / >
a deep affection in the portraits, had its literary so-
urces in Boris Pasternak’s texts, known by Merton
and in letters they exchanged, in writings of Evdo- -
kimov, an Orthodx theologian, as well as in texts Ly

and meeting with Stern, a psychiatrist of Jewish L ! W

origins and a Catholic convert.” The female thread i

is associated for Merton with the contemplation of

Hagia Sofia, the Divine Wisdom. At the same time he experiences a mystical
vision in Louisville, described as a deep awareness of unity of all people, of
an absence of strangeness, and being ravished by the beauty of every
person. Merton takes that experience as a gift of Wisdom, as a grace of
meeting Hagia Sophia. “I shall never forget our meeting yesterday, he wri-
tes. The touch of your hand makes me a different person. To be with you is
rest and Truth, Only with you are all things found, dear child, sent by God.™

3 Cf. . Montaldo, A Gallery of Women's Faces and Dreams of Women From the
Drawing and Journals of Thomas Merton, in: TMA 14 (2001) 155-172, pp. 156-157.

¢ Journal of Th. Merton, March 19th, 1958, qtd from J. Forest, Living With
Wisdom. A Life of Thomas Merton,Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991, p. 132.
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Women have entered his dreams. He confesses
his dream to Pasternak: he dreamt of a Jewish girl,
pure and beautiful, who hugged him in a passiona-
te but virgin way. Merton associated this figure
with St. Anne, but he was also convinced that it
was a meeting with Hagia Sophia. In a sense he inter-
preted all his dreams archetypically. The following
dreams are a dream about a female teacher of Latin,
elegant and lost in men’s world, who Merton tries
to help, he dreams also about a Chinese princess,
“Last night my dream about a Chinese princess
obsessed me for the whole day again “The Proverb”, a close and real person
who comes in my dream in various and mysterious ways™. Ina later period
he dreams about a Black nanny, cuddling him to her heart. “I had a moving
dream about a Black mother. . . . She stood at the front of me — her face was
ugly and severe, but a great warmth came from her to me and we hugged
each other with great love (and 1 hugged her with gratefulness). What was
recognisable, it was not her face, but the warmth of the hug of her heart. We
danced together a little bit. Me and my Black mother.™ Itis a sort of memory
from childhood. He dreams that he is awakened from his dream by a delicate
hand of a nurse. At the same time he writes a poem titled “Hagia Sophia”,
saturated with allusions combining all those figures in one.

So, she is Eve — who he escaped from and
who he desired, but who was not to disturb him,
and who returns to him as the most intimate, in-
ternal truth, and at the same time, the Holy Vir-
gin, giving him a refuge, as well as the Divine
Wisdom, by whom he feels to be awakened to a
new life. A girl, a woman who appeared in his
dreams and is recognised in particular pictures is
called “A Proverb”. “A Proverb”, or “A Para-
ble” is associated with the Book of Proverbs,
wonderfully describing Wisdom — God’s master-
piece, playing with Him and being His delight

* Cf. A Gallery of Women's Faces, p. 168.
® Ibidem, p. 169.
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(see Proverbs 8, 22-30). Jonathan Monthaldo in his analysis on female
portraits by Merton, suggests however an interesting and original thesis,
that for him “a proverb” can be, apart from all archetypical associations with
met and dreamt women, also Merton himself. Discovering in himself the
female element he identifies himself with Hagia Sophia, with the Embodied
World of God, and accepts it in himself at the deepest level of his existence.
Itis an interesting thought, also in the context of later Merton’s love episo-
de in 1966 when he fell in love with a young nurse known as M. It seems as
if in this person, met in reality, with whom he experienced an extraordinary
time of love, fascination and unity, Merton found an embodiment of his
theological intuitions, and the deepest unity with his own being. It is thanks
to that mutual love that he discovered a deeper sense of his vocation to the
fullness of unity, he experienced that what counts is such a devotion when
“our verz being surrenders itself to the nakedness of love and to a union
where there us no veil of illusion between us”. Drawing the portraits Mer-
ton expresses himself, his prayer, his need of unity. And the high temperatu-
re of his heart, which is directed to God.

Inalater period he writes about “A Proverb” and about “M”: ** I dreamt
in several different ways of trying to contact M. I cannot remember what the
dreams were, only that the last one, before I woke up, was that I was sending
a child to the hospital to tell her that I love her. . . . I almost never dream
about M. as she is but of someone who, [ instinctively know, represents her.
... Still, just when I wake up, the archetypal
M. and the reality merge together.™ Thus
there was an internal connection in Merton’s
consciousness between M. and Wisdom, and
Mary, Eve and Proverb, as well as with him-
selfin his deepest interior.

There are also two very interesting drawings

- that show a figure of Christ taking off a veil or
" a scarf from the head of a young woman.
The other picture shows the face of Christ
stamped on the veil, “Veron Eikon” known
from Christian iconography. Insightful ana-
lysis of the way the pictures were produced

7 Living With Wisdom, p. 181.
8 4 Gallery of Women's Faces, p. 171.
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leads us to conclude that the female figure is an Old Testa-
ment type — the Divine Wisdom dancing in the presence of
the Highest; the veil is taken off and “uncovered” by the
Incarnated Word, Christ, the Incarnated Wisdom. In 1959
Merton saw the picture made by Victor Hammer showing
the Virgin Mary putting a crown on the Christ’s head. “The -
feminine principle in the universe is the inexhaustible source
of creative realization of God’s glory”,” he writes to the
author impressed by his painting. Yet Merton in his work
presented another interpretation of this motif. It was an
intuitive grasp of God, as uniting male and female elements. Merton identi-
fied a female figure in Hammer’s painting as the
Wisdom.'® Also in his own work Merton shows BIAaEN
Christ who represents Wisdom, Christ and the young R
‘Woman personify the Hagia Sophia, and the para-
dox of joy full of embarrassment or pain is visible."
Itis a sort of allusion to sad Madonnas presented in
Orthodox icons. Christ takes off the veil as a Bride-
groom showing the light of beauty of his Bride. But
She herself'is an image of the Word, a New Face of
God. Itis interesting in this context to discover some
visual resemblance between this Woman — the Wis-
dom, young, joyful and affected, with the nurse
named Margie, who Merton fell in love with. Michael Mott suggests that
both the dreams and the drawings, as well as the visualisation of a Jewish
girl are reflections or reminiscence of his beloved M."

The works from this cycle are also formally interesting. Merton’s artistic
sensitivity does not weaken, on the contrary, despite the fact that it is not
the main domain of his activity, he works with increasing verve and concen-
tration. His paintings are simple and deep. At the same time one can feel his

? Letter of Th, Merton to Victor Hammer, May 14th, 1959, qtd from: Living With
Wisdom, p. 132.

" Cf. M. B. Betz, Merton s Images of Elias, Wisdom, and the Inclusive God, in:
TMA, 13(2000), pp. 190-207, 202.

"' Cf. ibidem, p.204.

2 Cf. M. Mott, The Seven Mountains of Thomas Merton, San Diego: Harvest
Books, 1993, p. 578.
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fascination and admiration of women’s beauty. He shows their beauty in
many different forms, their faces represent various physiognomies, but they
all have a sort of common feature. The visual form of the works was influenced
by both theological studies of Wisdom, and Merton’s sensiti‘vity to the
beauty of the human beings surrounding him in reality and in dreams.
Through the images from the dreamy meetings he seems to try to get to the
core of the reality. To find the meaning and harmony. Dream and reality do
not merge, but they enable him to get deeper into his own being and the
essence of the world, universe, reality. Merton’s art is indissolubly interlocked
with meditation and contemplation. It is out of the verbal (and possibly trust-
ful) way of telling the mystical experience of meeting the Hagia Sophia.

Those works, just like the works from the previous period, show Mer-
ton’s temperament, strong personality, perceptiveness and idealistic ten-
dencies. In the same period he made also portraits and paintings of figures
belonging to some other thematic groups.

Unspeakable and real. Photography

Jim Forest in his biography of Merton notices that Mertons “affair” with
photography began in autumn 1964." More or less at the same time Mer-
ton, continuing his painting experiences begins his experiments with mar-
king paper with black ink abstract, “signs”. Experience of photogr‘aphy
and calligraphs is the expression of completing a spiritual search and inner
journey." .

Vet Merton’s attitude towards photography is surprising. It was a kind
of “transposition” or extraction of
the inner, infuitive cognition of the
essence of things into the visual
world, because this essential world
is hidden inside of it. Initially, in the
earlier period Merton did not trust
photography, because he thought |5
that its advertising function made -
it submitted to social mechanisms, iei‘ L

3 Cf. Living With Wisdom, p. 159.
14 Cf. Th. Merton, Circular Letter to Friends, September | 968, in: Th. Merton,
The Asian Journal of Thomas Merton, London: Sheldon Press, 1973.
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which misrepresent a human being. He thought that advertisements seduce
us, to feel the craving to have an item from the picture. However, when as a

: child he saw the photographs of various
parts of France — in the albums bought with
-« the money given by his grandfather — he
¥ feltan unsatisfied desire of wandering and
“ﬁ he wanted to possess everything he saw.
ﬁ Maybe he was seduced by the illusion of
photography, but thanks to it he discove-
red also the call for wandering, taking a
journey, and visiting the places that char-

w0

o
Lo ST

ter and more serious study of Eastern phil-
osophical thought, especially the intuitions
of Zen philosophy, he discovered some extraordinary means of expression,
“noting the traces of things”, with the help of a camera, as well as the paper
covered with light-sensitive emulsion, and the light itself. He noticed that the
light as such somehow “works”, writing its reflections of objects.

The way photos are made appealed to Merton, and the process of
developing them, “calling up” the already noted pictures on paper. It was
similar for him to the most important processes in everything that exists, in
the Reality. Photography could elicit what analogically happens in the
structure of being, everywhere around, within him, and within every human
being. He noticed that the same happens when the light of God enters into
our life, leaving a mark in it. We can “develop” it, or keep it hidden. The
world is like a negative waiting to be transformed by the light of Christ."
This way of “illuminating” an object, casting an eye on it and freezing the
image caused photography to become a witness of Merton experiences. It
began speaking the language, which was different to the language of ad-
vertisement he had met and criticised. It allowed for a contemplative per-
ception of an object without the need of possessing it. As if the very sight
was an act of entering an object. The way of meeting it, and the union with
it, without violating its integrity and virginity. It was the same period when
Merton wrote his moving essay titled “Rain and Rhinoceros™ about the

'3 Ch. Meatyard, Merton's “Zen Camera” and Contemplative Photography, in:
The Kentucky Review VII, 2, p. 137.
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unselfishness of being experienced and described thanks to his ability of
admiring the rain, just raining, wanting nothing."® This kind of unselfishness
is deeply felt in Merton’s photography.

Acquaintance and friendship with artists-photographers helped Mer-
ton to learn the secrets of photography.'” Ralph Eugene Meatyard was one
of them. Christopher Meatyard in his excel-
lent article analyses the development of
both artists."” They had many common
passions — photography, similar attitude
towards the outside world, and their fa-
scination with Zen — that gave them a
common language on a very deep level.
Meatyard’s opinion on photography, his
experimental achievements put some pro-
fessional discipline in Merton’s photo-
graphic attempts. Meatyard’s pictures are
like paintings, full of eccentric mysteriousness, sense of humour, and at
the same time visionary. But the very essence of his pictures was a respon-
se to the aggression of photographic advertisement. Building a picture
Meatyard used the “Zen technique” — anti-logical illusion — to expose the
mechanism of obsessive attraction, and through the reaction of rejection, to
cause a viewer to detach from the object. On the other hand Menon s
pictures are full of simplicity, and re- "4
verence towards a common, very im- &
portant, and, at the same time, totally §
unimportant object, focused on re- §
spect to every detail.

In photography Merton proved
to be the most fulfilled artist, showing
his excellent intuition in composition,
sensitivity for space, climate of the § i
places and objects. We want to meet the things Merton shows us. And, as

1 Cf. Th. Merton, Rain and the Rhinoceros, in: Raids on the Unspeakable, New
York: New Directions, 1966, pp. 9-23.

" Merton's “Zen Camera”, p. 122.
" Ibidem, pp. 122-131.
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Merton himself felt in the past, we feel the urge to be in these places.
Through the pictures we absorb a kind of inner strength from these objects.
We want to meet them almost as persons, and such a meeting takes place
thanks to the picture frozen in the photo. At the same time we are sent to the
object, not the same, but the one which is close to us, to learn how to see it
in a free way, without possessiveness, aware, not desiring it, and calling for
nothing.

Merton is able to gain the affect of abstraction, which has a deeper
meanmg One of Merton’s biographers, John Howard Griffin, noticed that
Merton was not interested in normal
photography, but used it as a focus
of contemplation."” Merton called the
4 camera he used the “Zen-camera”.
This was what he noted photograph-
¢ ically was a way of meditation on
i objects, and the act of contempla-
tion was a picturesque metaphor, a
kind of allusion. Merton wanted an
aware revision, an insight into the
visual world. Studying Zen helped in such “insight”. He knew that Zen is
neither theology, nor an aesthetic rule, but that it is included in religion or
artistic expression.”® Both Meatyard and Merton, while following slightly
different paths, gained similar results. They both wanted to say, that there
is no need to possess everything we see, and that there is no need to
explain everything completely. One can experience the encounter with
Reality, one can participate in it in an aware and contemplative way and
one can gain deeper and deeper freedom. Merton noticed that the Eastern
style of Zen art uses abstractions and minimalism to detach the observer
from the observed object, (this detachment can be called “poverty”), and as
a result, or at the same time, to liberate the consciousness. Despite many
obvious differences the Zen experience proved to be very close to Christian
experience. Thus the photography was also a witness to these similarities.

Photography allowed him to contemplate the visual objects and, at the
same time helped to liberate him from them. Photography as such is a means

19 Cf. ibidem, p. 140.
2 Cf, ibidem.
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of “factualisation” ~ but Zen makes us realise
that “when a fact is isolated from the stream of
reality, it becomes a false representation, an illu-
sion, a contradiction™.”" Abstraction and mini-
malism, but also paradox, incoherence, contra-
dictions, and eccentric behaviour aim to destroy
the foundations of ready explanation and to re-
move what is essential in the conjectured “expe-
rience”. Such are the origins and the aim of Mer-
ton’s photography — to deal with the facts and
to get, through the contemplation of an abject,
to their hidden meanings.

Merton shows also his sense of humour, when
in a paradoxical Zen manner he presents “the only known picture of God”,
with nothing (or Nothing?) suspended on the empty hook in the centre of
the composition.

Itis worth mentioning here another of Merton’s ambiguous fascination
with one of the Himalayas’ peaks, the Mount Kanchen Junga, the affection
born during his Asian journey. 2 Ini-
tially he was irritated with its proud
height and the necessity of seeing it
every place. But later on he met the
| mystery of the mountain and wan-
+ ted to take pictures of it. He realised
that on all available postcards the
mountain is presented only from one
side. He discovered the other, hidden,
dark side of the mountain, invisible
for people. In The Asian Journal
Merton carried away by passionate
affection wrote: “O Tantric Mother
Mountain! Yin-yang palace of op-
posities in unity!(...) A great con-
sent to be and not-be, a compact to

2 Merton's “Zen Camera”, pp. 122-131.
2 CF. Living With Wisdom, pp. 206-207, and Merton’s “Zen Camera”, p.134.
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delude no one who does not first want to be deluded. The full beauty of the
mountain is not seen until you too consent to the impossible paradox: it is
and it is not. When nothing more needs to be said, the smoke of ideas
clears, the mountain is SEEN”.” Merton again dreams about what is most
important for him, this time about Kanchen Junga. Then he takes pictures
of his new love and notes: “I took three more photos of the mountain. An
act of reconciliation? No, a camera cannot reconcile one with anything.
Nor can it see a real mountain. The camera does not know what it takes: it
captures materials with which you reconstruct, not so much what you saw
as what you thought you saw. Hence the best photography is aware,
mindful, of illusion and uses illusion, permitting and encouraging it —
espec1ally unconscious and powerful illusions that are not normally ad-
¥ mitted on the scene”.”* Merton
expresses his credo as a photo-
grapher: a picture helps to reali-
se the illusions we are usually
submitted to, but we are usually
not aware of. But only the awa-
reness of illusion, and letting it
speak allows for meeting the
) Truth. In his opinion photogra-
phy is more similar to a thought than to a painting. His pictures show how
he perceived, how he “thought” the world, and show his kindness and
love towards the world.

As in the case of his calligraphs, Merton’s pictures can be described
with a focus on their aesthetic values and his technical skills. We can men-
tion here briefly: he photographed objects, landscapes and people. A sepa-
rated group contain his photographic notes from his journey to California
and New Mexico, when he took pictures of many poetic landscapes as well
as nature’s details. He photographed also places and people during his
journey to the East. Pictures of the Buddha figures in Pollonaruwa are
especially interesting, as they re-create the absolute beauty and harmony of
the monuments and the climate of the cool silence and concentration.

3 The Asian Jowrnal of Thomas Merton, pp. 156-157.
% The Asian Journal of Thomas Merton, p. 153.
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The majority Merton’s pictures are
-| black and white. They have many
aesthetic values associated with com-
position, black and white contrast, gra-
phic gradation of greyness, and the
work of light. Bur the essence of these
- writtenactions was seeing and detach-
ment from seeing to get to non-seeing,
to void where all facts, objects and
axioms are lost, to communicate with
the Truth and Wisdom as it is, without

the Person of God.

Solitude and compassion. Calligraphy.

Calligraphy is a further accomplishment of photographic experience. An
adventure with photography begins about 1960. Initially Merton studies
Oriental thought, among others a Buddhist Zen scholar from Japan, Doctor
Suzuki, he initiates the correspondence, and even is able to meet Suzuki in
New York, he next studies authors and thinkers and he dreams of a journey to
the East, In 1968 he goes to Asia for the Benedictine and Trappist monks
conference near Bangkok, and allowed to visit some other places on the way.
Asitis known, it was the his last journey. It ended with Merton’s tragic death
in Bangkok. The origins of Merton’s interest in the East come deep from the
past, through numerous episodes directing his quest. One of the important
moments for understanding the philosophy and religion of the East, before he
began his journey, was, apart from studying his thoughts, his own experience
of contact with the idea of Japanese Zen art. Merton did not deal with it as an
imitator; it would be missing its essence anyway. He put his marks individually,
not frying to “repeat” the alphabet. The discovery of Zen art was for Merton
a very important step in approaching the Truth. The essence of Zen was to
destroy the apparently true reality in our minds to let us see directly.” Making

B Cf. Merton's “Zen Camera”, p. 142.
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use of his previous painting experiences and ex-
periments with wide spots Merton bravely enters
the world of calligraphy, treating it as an abstract,
" objectless utterance. He puts black ink marks on
paper. The very mark is at the same time its own
signature. The Chinese and then Japanese calligraphs
were like that. At the same time they were haiku
poems and pictures. A short paradoxical thought
liberating from the sense, written in a form, which
: itselfis liberated from the meaning.” Formal mini-
malism and non-attachment to the form were to preserve the freedom from
it.”” The function of beauty, Merton writes in Zen and the Birds of Appetite,
is to be “an epiphany of the Absolute and formless Void which is God. It is
an embodiment of the Absolute mediated through the personality of the
artist, or perhaps better his “spirit ” and contemplative experience. The
contribution of Zen to art, he continues, is then a profound spiritual dimen-
sion and transforms art into an essentiallz con-
templative experience.”® Merton notices that
there is a coherence between art and life, that
in the experience of traditional Japanese art they
constitute the inseparable unity.

Calligraphy — in contrast with photogra-
phy, born in Europe, but treated by Merton as
his own “Zen tool” — originated directly from
the culture of the East, from the period when
the Buddhism in China produced a new cur-
rent of so-called “contemplative Buddhism”,
that later developed in Japan as “Zen Buddism”
(approx. 13 century).”” Merton for the first time
found himselfin a completely new area, as far
as artis concerned. In Merton’s hitherto works one can clearly see his more
or less conscious inspirations with European art, contemporary painting,

% Cf. A. W. Watts, The Way of Zen, New York: Pantheon Books, 1958.

7 Cf, Merton s “Zen Camera”, p. 142.

2 Th. Merton, Zen and the Birds of Appetite, New York: New Directions, 1968, p. 90.

M. Prodan, Sziuka chiviska, Warszawa: PIW, 1975, pp. 133-134 [An Intro-
duction to Chinese Art, London: Sprong Books, 1966].
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pictures of Cezanne, drawings of Picasso, and the
artistic climate of his family. Calligraphy, while
being for Merton a sort of “borrowed” artistic
means, soon became his own, very individual way
¢ of artistic expression, but it was not what he tho-
ught while painting calligraphies. The artistic field
~ was prepared by Merton’s impetus, perceptive-
ness, sensitivity, and his sense of composition,
but what is most worth to be esteemed is that
they became his extremely personal and indivi-

#wto dual way of coming into authentic contact with
the Reality. They were his own meditation taking him off the subject, medi-
tation negating the a priori meanings. The artistic progress made by Mer-
ton here is enormous and seems to go in parallel with a sort of passing of
another internal mountain from where he could suddenly see the astoni-
shing landscape, full of light and space. We should remember that his last
painting works are the female portraits descri-
bed before, still close to the subject, even if
only a dreamy one, or associations with nature.
And suddenly, after his experiences with reco-
gnition of the Hagia Sophia in many female fi-
gures, Merton enters the way of positive nega-
tion, as if not experiencing Wisdom through
intuitive contact with it, but perhaps being pul-
led by the “vibrating space” or the “great void”
known in Zen, and as a result deepening his
recognition of the Beloved Divine Wisdom. [
cannot say what Merton’s spiritual experience
was like, but his pictures rapidly turning from illustrative into abstract, with
the usage of almost the same formal means prove an inner metamorphosis of
Merton. As in Chinese or Japanese art colour was rejected “to let the intu-
ition rule freely, because colour is an illusion, and illusion is colow”,”
Merton gives up nice female faces, rejects images and his attachment to
forms (even the most lovely, but only allegorical ones), that he used to dress
God with. He moves to the pure form, included within itself, suggesting

W Sztuka chinska, p. 134.
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nothing and having no additional meaning, In my
opinion Merton’s calligraphies are the mute wit-
nesses of his contemplative enlightment. The cal-
ligraphies emanate from Merton’s solitude and si-
lence. There is a tension, speed and rapidity in
them. A line is ruled almost by an accident, but
the spots are placed harmonically and sometimes
they suggest symbolic associations, such as the
sign of the cross, and they are still formally asce-
tic. In this way the cross becomes a universal note. i

It seems that it is also a means of some kind of contact, harmony and commu-
nication which is commonly understood, or rather commonly not understo-
od. The signs — without meaning constitute the code of communication, a
kind of empathy with all people, cultures and religions. Finally Merton found
his solitude and silence in the very centre of his experience of meeting with
people, that he was missing so much, just before he met his death. During his
Journey to the East he realised the meaning of compassion. He also met
people, with whom he established sucha
deep communication, that he was joyful-
ly embarrassed and astonished. One such
meeting was the encounter with Chatral
Rimpoche, described as the experience
of being on the verge of “the great reali-
sation”.”' Compassion, the sharing com-
mon feelings could become deeper for
Merton thanks to his previous meeting
and experience of the art of Zen Bud-
dhism assimilated as his own “Christian”
experience of liberation from form for the
meeting with the Incarnated Truth and
Wisdom. The calligraphies that he pain-
ted he called “the seeds that sprouted as

the call for the consciousness™

* The Asian Journal of Thomas Merton, p. 141.
* Merton's “Zen Camera”, p. 142.
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— Summing up, one can notice that Merton’s

artistic way is the witness of his quest and spiri-

\ tual journey in time and space. It is the record of

his following the path of gradually deeper and

clearer consciousness, and at the same time the

witness of his vivid temperament and unusual

dynamism from his youth till the end of his life.

For all the time he is deeply involved not only in

verbal but also visual expression. In the begin-

ning his drawings show his internal struggle,

mockery and criticism. Then various visual means become helpful in recor-

ding the process of recognition of himself and finding his identity. In the

final period Merton treats art, especially photography, as a means of a

dialogue with society, which has difficulties to get into contact with its inner

self, and, on the other hand, as a means of

clearing the consciousness and the way of

contemplation, which is visible both in pho-

tography and in calligraphs. In Merton’s

opinion an artist should focus on his own

task, and not on the role society tries to im-

pose on him. Merton himself for all his life

unmasked the stereotypes of thinking abo-

ut himself within the categories of the roles

he played. He was himselfas much as it was

possible. Thus he did not play the role of

the artist. He w a s an artist — as his talent
and his fair quest prove.
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