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Presentation flow…

Merton - Artistic Background
• Both parents were artists – Owen (Father) watercolor painter/ Ruth
(Mother) artist and interior designer.
• My father and mother were captives in that world, knowing they did
not belong with it or to it, and yet unable to get away from it. They
were in the world and not of it – not because they were saints, but in a
different way: because they were artists. The integrity of an artist lifts a
man above the level of the world without delivering him from it. Seven Storey Mountain pg. 3
• My father’s… vision of the world was sane, full of balance… His vision
was religious and clean, and therefore his paintings were without
decoration or superfluous comment, since a religious man respects the
power of God’s creation to bear witness for itself. My father was a very
good artist… I inherited from my father his way of looking at things and
some of his integrity and from my mother some of her dissatisfaction
with the mess the world is in, and some of her versatility. From both I
got capacities for work and vision and enjoyment and expression… Seven Storey Mountain pp. 3- 4

Owen had a significant
impact on Thomas
• Father did as much painting as he could. He filled several sketch books and
finished some watercolors along the waterfront in New York, and eventually
had an exhibition in a place in Flushing…Father could not support us by
painting. During the war years we lived on his work as a landscape gardener:
which was mostly plain manual labor, for he not only laid out the gardens of
some rich people in the neighborhood but did most of the work planting and
caring for them: and that was how we lived… he liked this kind of work almost
as much as painting. – Seven Storey Mountain pg 8-9.
• Mother’s Death had made one thing evident: Father now did not have to do
anything but paint. He was not tied down to any one place. – Seven Storey
Mountain pg 18.
• The only really valuable religious and moral training I ever got as a child came
to me from my father, not systematically, but here and there and more or less
spontaneously, in the course of ordinary conversations…. If something spiritual
was on his mind, it came out more or less naturally. And this is the kind of
religious teaching… that has the most effect… And it is precisely this speech ‘out
of the abundance of the heart” that makes an impression and produces an
effect in other people. – Seven Storey Mountain pg. 59

Art opened Merton to Spiritual Connection in Rome
• After about a week… I found myself looking into churches rather than ruined temples. Perhaps it was the frescoes
on the wall of an old chapel…After all the vapid, boring, semi-pornographic statuary of the Empire, what a thing it
was to come upon the genius of an art full of spiritual vitality and earnestness and power – an art that was
tremendously serious and alive and eloquent and urgent in all that it had to say. And it was without
pretentiousness, without fakery, and had nothing theatrical about it. Its solemnity was made all the more
astounding by its simplicity – and by its subservience to higher ends, architectural, liturgical and spiritual ends which
I could not even begin to understand… I began to haunt the churches where they were to be found… And thus, without
knowing anything about it I became a pilgrim. … though not quite for the right reasons. And yet it was not for the
wrong reasons either … These mosaics told me more that I had ever known of the doctrine of a God of infinite
power, wisdom and love. Who had yet become Man, and reveled in His Manhood the infinity of power, wisdom and
love that was His Godhead. Of course, I could not grasp and believe these things explicitly…
• I was in my room. It was night. The light was on. Suddenly it seemed to me that Father, who had now been dead
more than a year, was there with me. The sense of his presence was as vivid and as real and as startling as if he
had touched my arm or spoken to me. The whole thing passed in a flash, but in that flash, instantly, I was
overwhelmed with a sudden and profound insight into the misery and corruption of my own soul, and I was pierced
deeply with a light that made me realize something of the condition I was in, and I was filled with horror at what I
saw, and my whole being rose up in revolt against what was within me… And I think for the first time in my whole life
I really began to pray
• Seven Storey Mountain – pg. 119 - 123

In school, art was a part
of his experience…
• In 1931 he becomes the editor-in-chief of The Okhamian
and is responsible for the graphic development. Drawings
are somehow a support for his literary expression.

• 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, it is hard to call them serious works
in any sense. They are just sketches.
• As a student at Columbia University, six years after his
graphic experiences in The Okhamian, he gets a post as
editor-in-chief of the Columbia University Yearbook and
becomes art editor of The Jester magazine.

His Master’s Thesis brought it all
together for Merton
The subject (of his Master’s Thesis) I had finally chosen was “Nature and Art in
William Blake.” I did not realize how providential a subject it actually was! What it
amounted to, was a study of Blake’s reaction against every kind of literalism and
naturalism and narrow, classical realism in art, because of his own ideal which was
essentially mystical and supernatural. In other words, the topic, if I treated it at all
sensibly, could not help but cure me of all the naturalism and materialism in my own
philosophy, besides resolving all the inconsistencies and self-contradictions that has
persisted in my mind for years, without my being able to explain them. Afterall, from my
very childhood, I had understood that the artistic experience, at its highest, was
actually a natural analogue of mystical experience. It produced a kind of intuitive
perception of reality through a sort of affective identification with the object
contemplated – the kind of perception that the Thomists call “connatural.” This means
simply a knowledge that comes about as it were by the identification of natures…I
had learned from my own father that it was almost blasphemy to regard the function
of art as merely to reproduce some kind of sensible pleasure or, at best, to stir up the
emotions to a transitory thrill. I had always understood that art was contemplation,
and that it involved the action of the highest faculties of man. – Seven Storey
Mountain pp 221 – 222.

Merton on Art
and Spirituality

Conscience, Freedom and Prayer – No
Man is an Island, pp 33 – 36 (1955)
In an aesthetic experience, in the creation or the contemplation of a work of art, the
psychological conscience is able to attain some of its highest and most perfect fulfillments.
Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time. The mind that
responds to the intellectual and spiritual values that lie hidden in a poem, a painting, or a
piece of music, discovers a spiritual vitality that lifts it above itself, takes it out of itself,
and makes it present to itself on a level of being that it did not know it could ever achieve.
… the spirit that finds itself above itself in the intensity and cleanness of its reaction to a
work of art is "self-conscious" in a way that is productive as well as sublime. Such a one
finds in himself totally new capacities for thought and vision and moral action. Without a
moment of self-analysis, he has discovered himself in discovering his capacity to respond
to a value that lifts him above his normal level. His very response makes him better and
different. He is conscious of a new life and new powers, and it is not strange that he should
proceed to develop them.
…art is not an end in itself. It introduces the soul into a higher spiritual order, which it
expresses and, in some sense, explains. Music and art and poetry attune the soul to God
because they induce a kind of contact with the Creator and Ruler of the Universe. The
genius of the artist finds its way by the affinity of creative sympathy, or connaturality, into
the living law that rules the universe…. Since all true art lays bare the action of this same
law in the depths of our own nature, it makes us alive to the tremendous mystery of being,
in which we ourselves, together with all other living and existing things, come forth from the
depths of God and return again to Him. An art that doesn’t produce something of this is
not worthy of its name.

Poetry and Contemplation: A Reappraisal – Literary
Essays of Thomas Merton, pp 338 – 354 (1958)
There can be various levels of contemplation. There is contemplation in a broad… sense –
the religious intuition of the artist, the lover or the worshiper. In these intuitions, art, love,
or worship remain in the foreground: they modify the experience of ultimate reality, and
present that reality to us as the “object” of aesthetic vision, or adoration, or love. In an
even less proper sense, “contemplation” loses sight of ultimates and becomes preoccupied
with a beautiful thing, or a meaningful liturgy or a loved person. But in its proper meaning,
contemplation transcends all “objects,” all “things,” and goes beyond all “ideas” of beauty or
goodness or truth, passes beyond all speculation, all creative fervor, all charitable action, and
“rests” in the inexpressible. It lets go of everything and finds All in Nothing – the todo y nada
of St. John of the Cross…
Now when we speak of a possible conflict between poetry and contemplation, it is clearly
only contemplation in the last, most perfect sense that is intended. For when we speak of
contemplation in the more broad and improper sense, we find it uniting itself with art,
with worship, and with love. It is not only compatible with poetic creation, but is
stimulated by it, and in its turn inspires poetry. And in the realm of worship, contemplation
in this broad sense is stimulated by meditation, by prayer, by liturgy, and arises out of these
religious activities… This is active contemplation, in which grace indeed is the principle of all
the supernatural value and ordination of our acts, but in which much of the initiative
belongs to our own powers, prompted and sustained by grace. This form of the
contemplative life prepares us for contemplation properly so called: the life of infused or
passive or mystical contemplation…

Poetry and Contemplation: A Reappraisal – Literary
Essays of Thomas Merton, pp 338 – 354 (1958)
A genuine aesthetic experience is something which transcends not only the sensible order (in which,
however, it has its beginning) but also that of reason itself. It is a suprarational intuition of the latent
perfection of things. Its immediacy outruns the speed of reasoning and leaves all analysis far
behind. In the natural order, as Jacques Maritain has often insisted, it is an analogue of the mystical
experience which it resembles and imitates from afar. Its mode of apprehension is that of
“connaturality” – it reaches out to grasp the inner reality, the vital substance of its object, by a kind
of affective identification with it. It rests in the perfection of things by a kind of union which
sometimes resembles the quiescence of the soul in its immediate affective contact with God in the
obscurity of mystical prayer. A true artist can contemplate a picture for hours, and it is real
contemplation, too… The resemblance between the experiences of the artist and of the mystic has
been extensively discussed in the long and important article on “Art and Spirituality” by Fr. M.
Leonard, S.J….
Yet even in the natural order, without attaining to God in us, and without perceiving this “inner
spiritual light,” the aesthetic experience introduces us into the interior sanctuary of the soul and to
its inexpressible simplicity. For the aesthetic intuition is also beyond objectivity – it “sees” by
identifying itself spiritually with what it contemplates. Obviously, then, when the natural
contemplation of the artist… has already given a man a taste of the peaceful intoxication which is
experienced in the suprarational intuitions of this interior self, the way is already well prepared for
infused contemplation. If God should grant that grace, the person so favored will be much better
prepared to recognize it, and to co-operate with God’s action within him. This, as a matter of fact, is
a tremendous advantage. The artist, the poet,… is then, in some sense, already naturally prepared
and disposed to remove some of the principal obstacles to the light of infused contemplation. He
will be less tempted than the ordinary man to reach out to vulgar satisfactions and imaginable thrills.
He will be more “spiritual,” if not more “religious.” … The mere fact of the artist’s or poet’s good
taste, which should belong to him by virtue of his art, will help him to avoid some of the evils that
tend to corrupt religious experience before it has a chance to take root and grow in his soul.

Answers on Art and Freedom – Raids on the
Unspeakable, pp 165 – 175, The Literary Essays of
Thomas Merton, pp 375 – 380 (1965)
… the artist is by his very nature free and autonomous. He can be nobody’s slave.… The problem arises when
art ceases to be honest work and becomes instead a way of self-advertisement and success – when the writer
or painter uses his art merely to sell himself… The artist cannot afford to accept, to “reflect” or to celebrate what
everybody likes. The artist who subscribes to the commercial slogan that the customer is always right will soon be
deserted by everybody… the artist has a moral obligation to maintain his own freedom and his own truth. His
art and his life are separable only in theory. The artist cannot be free in his art if he does not have a conscience
that warns him when he is acting like a slave in his everyday life. The artist should preach nothing – not even
his own autonomy. His art should speak it own truth, and in so doing it will be in harmony with every other
kind of truth – moral, metaphysical and mystical… In every case the artist should be in complete solidarity with
those who are fighting for rights and freedom against inertia, hypocrisy, and coercion… Society benefits when the
artist liberates himself from its coercive or seductive pressures. Only when he is obligated to his fellow man in the
concrete, rather than to society in the abstract can the artist have anything to say that will be of value to others.
His art then becomes accidentally a work of love and justice. The artist would do well, however, not to concern
himself too much with “society” in the abstract or with ideal “commitments.” … True artistic freedom can never
be a matter of sheer willfulness, or arbitrary posturing. It is the outcome of authentic possibilities, understood
and accepted in their own terms, not the refusal of the concrete in favor of the purely “interior.” In the last
analysis, the only valid witness to the artist’s creative freedom is his work itself. The artist builds his own
freedom and forms his own artistic conscience, by the work of his hands. Only when the work is finished can he
tell whether or not it was done “freely.”

Zen in Japanese
Art – Zen and
the Birds of
Appetite, pp 89
– 92 (1967)

…the most contemplative art forms of Japan… are above
all intimately associated with the contemplative intuition
of a fundamental truth in an experience that is basically
religious and even in a certain sense “mystical.” … Zen art
regards being as the self-unfolding of the unformed
Nothing. In particular, it is the function of the beautiful to
be, so to speak, an epiphany of the Absolute and formless
Void which is God. It is an embodiment of the Absolute
mediated through the personality o he artist, or perhaps
better his “spirit” and his contemplative experience.
The contribution of Zen to art is then a profound spiritual
dimension and transforms art into an essentially
contemplative experience in which it awakens “the primal
consciousness hidden within us, and which makes possible
any spiritual activity.”
In this traditional Japanese concept of art, we find no
divorce between art and life or art and spirituality. On the
contrary, under the unifying power of the Zen discipline
and intuition, art, life and spiritual experience are all
brought together and inseparably fused…

Thomas
Merton’s
Drawings and
Printings

Pre-monastery days – ink drawings, caricatures and funny sketches.

Pre 60’s monastic period – ink drawings and paintings

Pre 60’s
monastic
period – ink
drawings and
paintings

Final period: 1960 on – calligraphies made with ink
and brush
“Here is a collection of shapes, powers, flying beasts, cave
animals, bloodstains, angelic mistakes, etc., that can perhaps
have some visual effect on the local bisons. I suggest selling
them for around ten bucks apiece to the art lovers who can
get them fixed up in any way they please… I have signed them
but that isn’t fair because the buyer should not be dictated to
in any way as to which way he wants the shape to be up.” -Letter to Jim Forest November 21, 1966.

Signatures: Notes on the Author’s Drawings –
Raids on the Unspeakable, pp 179 – 182 (1964)
…the viewer is invited not to regard the abstract drawings presented here as “works of art”… These signs lay claim to
little more than a sort of crude innocence. They desire nothing but their constitutional freedom from polemic, from
apologetic, and from program… it must be admitted that the ambiguities of abstraction tend to set some people on
edge, as though accusing them of not understanding something, that is doubtless not intended to be understood.
But by now everyone knows that it is unwise to ask what abstractions are “of.” These are not “drawings of… Once
this is admitted, there should not be too much trouble for the observer who desires to be at peace with these crude
signs, provided that he is himself a basically peaceable man and content to accept life as it is, tolerating its
unexpected manifestations, and not interpreting everything unfamiliar as a personal threat. These abstractions –
one might almost call them graffiti rather than calligraphies – are simple signs and ciphers of energy, acts or
movements intended to be propitious. Their “meaning” is not to be sought on the level of convention or of concept.
… Neither rustic nor urbane, primitive nor modern, though they might suggest cave art, maybe Zen calligraphy. No
need to categorize these marks. It is better if they remain unidentified vestiges, signatures of someone who is not
around. If these drawings are able to persist in a certain autonomy and fidelity, they may continue to awaken
possibilities, consonances; they may dimly help to alter one’s perceptions. Or they may quietly and independently
continue to invent themselves. Such is the “success” they aspire to. Doubtless there is more ambition than modesty
in such an aim. For the only dream a man seriously has when he takes a brush in his hand and dips it onto ink is to
reveal a new sign that can continue to stand by itself and to exist in its own right, transcending all logical
interpretation.

Final period: 1960
on -prints
Many are just brush and ink drawings,
“calligraphic” style, with free and unorthodox
handling of the brush. Others I first do on a
piece of scrap paper and then print off on the
good Japanese paper, which is what gets that
nice rough tone. It is very fascinating to do this,
at least I find it so.
- mid-1965 letter to Sr. Gabriel Mary, director
of the art department as a Catholic college

Thomas
Merton
and
Photography

• Merton showed little interest in photography
until the final years of his life

• In his early years in Gethsemane, he continued
to draw and even gave some art classes
• In late 50’s, he had contact with some eminent
N. American photographers beginning with
Shirley Burden which stimulated his own
interest in photography.
• Shirley provided photographs for a postulant’s
guide for the cover of Merton’s Selected
Poems.

Merton -Interest in
Photography
• In 1958, purchased on a visit to Louisville , the Family of
Man book containing Edward Steichen’s exhibition of
photographs at the Museum of Modern Art.
• Merton describes it in his journal entry as “fabulous
“writing. Even says “that this whole book is to me a
picture of Christ, and (yet) that is the Truth.”

• This entry into his journal is in the same entry as his
famous “Louisville epiphany”.
• Merton sees all images “as a picture of Christ.”

March 19, 1958
• Yesterday, in Louisville, at the corner of 4th and Walnut, suddenly
I realized that I loved all the people and that none of them were
or could be alien to me. As if waking from a dream – the dream
of my separateness… Thank God! Thank God! I am only another
member of the human race, like all the rest of them. I have the
immense joy of being a man!...
• Marvelous books for a few pennies – including The Family of Man
for 50 cents. All those fabulous pictures…How scandalized some
men would be if I said that the whole book is to me a picture of
Christ and yet that is the Truth. There, there is Christ in my own
Kind – “Kind” which means “likeness”, and which means “love”
and which means “child”…

• Sept 1959, Sibylle Akers visited Gethsemane. Merton
describes her as a “very gifted photographer”.

• Akers took a number of official photos of Merton – some of
the best photographs of Merton ever taken.
• Merton kept awake at night pondering to who he should
send copies to.
• In 1963, Merton revisits his contact with John Howard Griffin
(a photographer)
• Griffin requested permission to “begin a photographic
archive of Merton’s life and activities.”
• Griffin recalled that “Tom watched with interest, wanting an
explanation of the camera – a Leica and an Alpa”.
• Merton states , “I don’t know anything about photography,
but it fascinates me.”

• In 1967, Merton developed a friendship with another more local
photographer, Ralph Eugene Meatyard who has left us an intriguing
photographic record of Merton.
• Meatyard was a profession optician who bought his first camera to
photograph his young son in 1950.

• His photos were exhibited with those of Ansel Adams, Aaron Siskind
and other modern masters. He became interested in Zen.
• From their meeting in 1967 until Merton’s death the following year,
Merton met Meatyard numerous times and exchanged 16 letters. HE
took over one hundred photographs of Merton which Merton
described as “strange but good.”
• Merton says of him…. “The one who made the greatest impression on
me as artist was Gene Meatyard, the photographer – does marvelous
arresting visionary things, most haunting and suggestive, mythical
photography I ever saw. I felt that here was someone really going
somewhere.”

• It is unclear when Merton began taking photographs
himself at the Abbey.
• Earlies reference is Oct 10, 1961, when he records
having taken “half a roll of Kodacolor at the
hermitage.”.
• 1962, records taking photographs at Pleasant Hill, the
Shaker village close to Gethsemane.
• Merton describes it as “Cold, pure light and some
grand trees. How the blank side of a frame house can
be so beautiful I cannot imagine. A completely
miraculous achievement of forms.”
• He was very pleased with his results – uncovers “an
inner radiance of Being.”

• By Sept 1962, Merton had regular access to a
camera at the Abbey – a Kodak Instamatic.
• He photographs a fascinating old cedar root on his
porch.

• He says of his camera…. “I am not sure what this
baby can do. The lens does not look like much – but
it changes the film by itself and sets the aperture,
etc. Very nice.”
• Merton also gets access to cameras belonging to his
visitors – including Nikon and takes one of his most
famous photographs of the rolling monastery fields
toward the nearby Kentucky knobs with a hook in
the top center of the photograph which he names
as “The Sky Hook” .
• He also entitles it , “The Only Known Photograph of
God.”

• John Howard Griffin loans Merton a Canon F-X
that Merton describes as fabulous and a joy to
work with.

• Griffin sent Merton “magnificent …really
splendid” enlargements of Merton’s
photographs of roots. Merton writes, “I find
myself wondering if I took such pictures.”
• Merton describes another picture as a “lucky
accident” to which Griffin replies:
“These are not “lucky accidents.” …. It takes
an eye and takes a lot more and your
photography consistently show these
deeper things . Few pros have what you
have in the way of vision, photographic
vision, I mean; and your work has a
freshness and quality I have seldom seen
These are the real things in photography.”

MERTON’S PHOTOGRAPHIC STYLE:

• Preferred medium was black and white
• Never did his own developing or printing – done by
Griffin or Griffin’s son or by friends
• He also sent negatives to a drugstore and Griffin
instructs Merton never to let this happen again
• Merton’s knowledge of the technical aspect of
photography was certainly limited. (Leicas and Kodaks)
• After Merton’s death, Griffin and his son, Gregory were
bewildered by the pictures that Merton selected from
contact sheets to be enlarged. Griffin said that “he
ignored many superlative photographs while others”.

GRIFFIN’S VIEW OF MERTON PHOTOS POST DEATH:
• In his book, A Hidden Wholeness, written by Griffin,
published two years after Merton’s death, he was far
more circumspect than Griffin’s letters written at the
actual time that he and Gregory were working with
Merton’s contact sheets.
• Instead of “bewilderment”, they expressed their
excitement and wonder at the images they were
enlarging – images that Merton chose.
• Griffin states: “Each photo of yours seeming more
beautiful and exciting….the atmosphere in that
darkroom is electric and I wish you could have been
here to experience the extreme excitement of
Gregory and those negatives which are supremely
beautiful. These are some of the most eloquent and
beautiful statements I have ever seen in photography.
I am…trying to understand what Merton does with his
eye and his camera. “

MERTON’S ZEN PHOTOGRAPHY
• In the 60’s Merton began to refer to what he
called “Zen Photography” – one of the first, if
not the first, to coin the phrase
• Zen offered an experiential approach to
contemplation and a world affirming spirituality
that appealed to Merton, qualities that he also
discovered in the Church fathers and the great
Christian mystics
• In his photography, Merton focused on the
images of his contemplation, as they were and
not as he wanted them to be.
• His concept of aesthetic beauty differed from
most men – most would pass by dead tree roots
in search of a rose. Merton photographed the
dead tree root.
• His photographs don’t need to be studied – just
contemplated in order to receive full impact.
• The transparency, simplicity, directness of his
photos allows God to shine through – to
discover “the cosmic dance which….beats in our
very blood.”
• His photos serve as question marks…asking us to
pause and to reflect on what we are seeing.

• WHAT MERTON MEANS BY ZEN PHOTOGRAPHY:
• To learn to see the extraordinary in the ordinary,
what Thich Nhat Hanh would call “miracle of
mindfulness.”
• Learning to appreciate the present moment, to
appreciate what is right in from of us
• The art of photography demands such awareness,
such mindfulness from the photographer
• Merton said to a friend when they were out
together photographing that he needed to “stop
looking” and to “start seeing” – looking implies you
already have something in mind, whereas seeing is
“being open and receptive to what comes to the
eye, your vision total and not targeted.”
• Stop to see God in the ordinary, everyday things of
our life, to see God in the present moment
• To see, as Merton says in New Seeds of
Contemplation…”That a tree gives glory to God by
being a tree” – a root by being a root, a paint cam by
being a paint can. “The importance, the urgency of
seeing, fully aware, experiencing what is here….what
is given by God and hidden by society.

Rocks and Root
The meaning of life is found in openness to
being and “being present” in full awareness.

Monastery Window
The eye wherein I see God is the same eye wherein God sees me. .

Wooded Glade
Up here in the woods is seen the New
Testament: that is to say, the wind comes
through the trees, and you breathe it.”

Silhouetted Tree
Zen explains nothing. It just sees. Sees what? Not an Absolute Object but Absolute
Seeing.

Watering Can at Hermitage
Zen seeks not to explain but to pay
attention, to become aware, to be mindful

Reflections and Sharing
• What resonated with you from this presentation?
• How do you see art influencing Merton's Spiritual journey?
• What is the relationship between the arts and spirituality?

• Does art have a similar impact in your life (i.e. how it effects your
spiritual insights, etc.)
• How is a work of Art / Creativity an innate expression of the
Spiritual?

• What is the Spirituality of experiencing Art / Creative works?

