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‘A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers’.
Word count: 2014

This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are Daniela Bertol, “Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.” Leonardo, vol. 39, no. 2, 2006, pp. 125–33, and Christopher Key Chapple, “Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 18, 1998, pp. 147–54. This essay will begin by offering information about the subject matter of the two papers, the context, the authors and their background. Next, the essay will summarize the papers, give their main arguments and examine their structure. Finally, considering their sources and philosophical thinking, the essay will compare the two papers and discuss their differences and similarities.

First of all, the purpose, context and authors of the two papers appear to be quite different, but are they that much different? Daniela Bertol gives us the key to her aim from the first sentences of her introduction. Her interest is in the places which “create a link between sky and earth”[footnoteRef:1]. She considers art as “a means to reconnect us to the universe, bringing to us an awareness of our presence in space and time”[footnoteRef:2]. After general considerations, she introduces her main project, called Sunset Farm. On the other hand, Christopher Key Chapple laments the “erosion of cosmological theory”, seeking a way to revitalize “our relationship with the earth process”[footnoteRef:3], a goal not so different from that of Daniela Bertol. However, his choice is to emphasize “the insights of science to heighten our spiritual sensitivity rather than to deaden it”[footnoteRef:4]. He refers mainly to Thomas Berry’s interpretation of Buddhism and not to his own work, which constitutes a crucial difference between the two authors. [1:  Daniela Bertol, “Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.” Leonardo, vol. 39, no. 2, 2006, p. 125.]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Christopher Key Chapple, “Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 18, 1998, p. 147.]  [4:  Christopher Key Chapple, “Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 18, 1998, pp. 147-48.] 

Daniela Bertol’s paper was written in 2006, in the Leonardo journal. “Leonardo is the leading international peer-reviewed journal on the use of contemporary science and technology in the arts and music and the application and influence of the arts and humanities on science and technology. Leonardo is interested in work that crosses the artificial boundaries separating contemporary arts and sciences. Featuring illustrated articles written by artists about their own work as well as articles by historians, theoreticians, philosophers and other researchers, the journal is particularly concerned with issues related to the interaction of the arts, sciences and technology.”[footnoteRef:5] Christopher Key Chapple’s paper was written in 1998, in Buddhist-Christian Studies. According to the University of Hawai’i Press, which publishes it annually, it is “a scholarly journal devoted to Buddhism and Christianity and their historical and contemporary interrelationships. Buddhist-Christian Studies presents thoughtful articles, conference reports, and book reviews. It also includes sections on comparative methodology and historical comparisons, as well as ongoing discussions from two dialogue conferences: the Theological Encounter with Buddhism, and the Japan Society for Buddhist-Christian Studies.”[footnoteRef:6] Thus, on the one hand - Daniela Bertol’s paper -, the emphasis is placed on the individual work of the artist, and on the other - Christopher Key Chapple’s paper -, a much greater place is given to historical and theoretical tools, which must be linked to contemporary experience. [5:  Source: the MIT Press Direct platform (https://direct.mit.edu).]  [6:  Source: University of Hawai’i Press (https://uhpress.hawaii.edu).] 

Daniela Bertol’s paper specifies that she has worked for almost two decades on projects integrating science, art and architecture. On Instagram, she presents herself as an artist, designer, author, yoga teacher and creator of healing geometries. Since geometry can be considered a formal science, her work lies at the intersection between art and science, which gives it something in common with Christopher Key Chapple. The biography[footnoteRef:7] of the latter mentions that he is Doshi Professor of Indic and Comparative Theology and founding Director of the Master of Arts in Yoga Studies at Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles. A specialist in the religions of India, he has published more than twenty books. He teaches online through the Center for Religion and Spirituality (LMU) and YogaGlo.  [7:  Source: Loyola Marymount University (https://bellarmine.lmu.edu).] 


Daniela’s Bertol’s paper is clearly structured. In support of her statement, she introduces from the outset a general argument according to which “humans have always expressed the desire to communicate beyond their local space, establishing built places that reach out to the sky above”[footnoteRef:8]. Then, she gives both historical precedents and contemporary examples which are supposed to support this statement, using no less than eleven secondary sources. The most recent movement – the Land Art movement – she referees to begun in the 1960s. Indeed, “land art, also known as earth art, was part of the wider conceptual art movement in the 1960s and 1970s. It was established by a group of pioneering artists who investigated natural sites, alternative modes of artistic production, and ways to circumvent the commercial art system”[footnoteRef:9]. The author then moves on to an explanation of her own theory and practice and many of her secondary sources actually come from herself. She gives a key explanation when she writes that her “transition from virtual environments to art in the landscape also followed a spiritual search and personal life experiences in which nature became a source of healing”[footnoteRef:10]. Giving extensive details about Sky Spirals, which has been the focus of her work since the early 1990s, she explains that the first Sky Spirals concept site, called Sunset Farm, became a lifelong project for her, giving long technical explanations and a description of this project. Finally, she explains the main intention of Sunset Farm, which is also “a means for healing and finding peace”[footnoteRef:11]. Generally speaking, her goal seems to help people rediscover the direct connection, both with cosmological events and with nature itself. As she considers the spiral as “a metaphor for the cyclic and linear extension of time”[footnoteRef:12], it seems that by looking into what inspires her as an artist, it would be easy to find “a number of aspects that both contemporary realist and environmental artists hold in common, including their perception or feelings about time and place”[footnoteRef:13]. [8:  Daniela Bertol, “Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.” Leonardo, vol. 39, no. 2, 2006, p. 125.]  [9:  Source: UMFA – Utah Museum of Fine Arts (https://umfa.utah.edu).]  [10:  Daniela Bertol, “Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.” Leonardo, vol. 39, no. 2, 2006, p. 126.]  [11:  Daniela Bertol, “Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.” Leonardo, vol. 39, no. 2, 2006, p. 130.]  [12:  Daniela Bertol, “Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.” Leonardo, vol. 39, no. 2, 2006, p. 127.]  [13:  Tilley, Christopher, and Kate Cameron-Daum. “Art in and from the Landscape.” Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, UCL Press, 2017, p. 238.] 

The structure of Christopher Key Chapple’s paper is less obvious to distinguish. Like Daniela Bertol, he begins with a general argument, which is not radically different from her own. “Cosmology orients us, it provides us a place within the universe”[footnoteRef:14]. For millennia, humans of various cultures have found meaning in it. “The study of the cosmos begins and ends with an exploration of self”[footnoteRef:15]. But, a notable difference, the author immediately makes the observation that “for the past 300 years there has been a slow and steady erosion of cosmological theory”[footnoteRef:16] and gives the reasons. Very quickly, in an attempt to resolve this problem, he introduces Thomas Berry’s and his work, proposing to build on it, particularly with regard to Buddhist influences. He then delivers Thomas Berry’s interpretation of Buddhism, considered as “a path of redemption and release”, where self-effort would be “the key to the process of transcendence”[footnoteRef:17]. He notices the importance of the notion of compassion in Buddhist tradition. He next suggests that people should make appropriate changes to solve environmental problems. Highlighting again the harmful effects of our way of life on the environment, the author considers that the interconnection of all life forms could lead to awareness of an environmental ethics and the preservation of natural spaces. Finally, Christopher Key Chapple recalls once again that Berry “suggests that the spiritual goals of human life have been replaced with a sweeping materialism that threatens the integrity of the planet’s life systems”, while Buddhism offers a solution and the opportunity to listen to the Earth. Although he comments on Thomas Berry in his conclusion, it is not in a critical way. Of course, most of his secondary sources come from Thomas Berry. There are no primary sources, unlike in Daniela Bertol’s paper, where several primary sources of her are exhibited in the form of photographs. [14:  Christopher Key Chapple, “Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 18, 1998, p. 147.]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Christopher Key Chapple, “Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.” Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 18, 1998, p. 148.] 


Are the authors connected with a philosophical movement? Aside from her own work, the most quoted reference in Daniela Bertol’s paper is E.C. Krupp, “Echoes of the Ancient Skies: The Astronomy of Lost Civilizations” (New York: Harper & Row, 1983). This text is “infused with poetic style, enthusiasm, and what emerges as a thesis that the author deeply believes and tries to persuade the reader to believe”[footnoteRef:18]. E.C. Krupp remarks that “cosmology is an assessment of the grandest proportions by which we measure our lives”[footnoteRef:19], and that “astronomical observations – when ritualized – inject cosmic order into the sacred spaces designed to received them, that cosmic order is a myth we still hold on today, and that the sky, both in ancient times and now, is one of the things that imposes order on human perception”[footnoteRef:20]. Her philosophical thought seems to be close to this vision of things, while Christopher Key Chapple defends unsurprisingly the thinking of Thomas Berry, notably his interpretation of Buddhism and how it can increase environmental awareness. In his biography, “the reader grows with Berry in the awakening of consciousness to a wider role of world religions in the story of the universe.”[footnoteRef:21] In his approach, Christopher Key Chapple is close to this point of view, but it is difficult to know whether he became, like Berry himself, “fascinated with how religions are cosmological systems that orient humans to their place in the universe and on the Earth”[footnoteRef:22]. [18:  Davis, M. S. (1984). [Review of Echoes of the Ancient Skies: The Astronomy of Lost Civilizations, by E. C. Krupp]. American Scientist, 72(5), 528–528.]  [19:  E.C. Krupp, “Echoes of the Ancient Skies: The Astronomy of Lost Civilizations” (New York: Harper & Row, 1983) cited in Davis, M. S. (1984). [Review of Echoes of the Ancient Skies: The Astronomy of Lost Civilizations, by E. C. Krupp]. American Scientist, 72(5), 528–528.]  [20:  Davis, M. S. (1984). [Review of Echoes of the Ancient Skies: The Astronomy of Lost Civilizations, by E. C. Krupp]. American Scientist, 72(5), 528–528.]  [21:  DELIO, I. (2019). [Review of Thomas Berry: A Biography, by M. E. Tucker, J. Grim, & A. Angyal]. American Catholic Studies, 130(4), P. 79. ]  [22:  Thomas Berry: A Biography, by M. E. Tucker, J. Grim, & A. Angyal, cited in DELIO, I. (2019). [Review of Thomas Berry: A Biography, by M. E. Tucker, J. Grim, & A. Angyal]. American Catholic Studies, 130(4), P. 79.] 

Moreover, those two text’s writing styles are quite different, although neither is particularly judgmental nor has a real and effective conclusion. Daniela Bertol’s is logically structured, but it is more of a presentation than a convincing demonstration, as it above all intends to promote the author’s work. Regarding Christopher Key Chapple’s one, it is almost the opposite, in so far as the demonstration is less clear, involving repetitions. Yet it objectively relies on someone else's work to find a solution to the problem previously defined, without falling into the inevitable subjectivity that promoting one's own work entails. Thus, Daniela Bertol’s paper typically focuses on what characterizes the subjectivity of the artist. In this sense, although she refers to Plato as a secondary source[footnoteRef:23], “in Plato’s Timaeus, where the world is made by a demiurge, an artificer working in imitation of a model, whatever is wrong with our world is presumably part of the great failure of all imitations to reproduce their models accurately that, for Plato, recurs in human art”[footnoteRef:24]. On the contrary, wishing to apply general and timeless principles, Christopher Key Chapple is closer to Plato’s cosmogony: “the cosmos emanates out of a single creator, envisaged as a supreme consciousness”[footnoteRef:25]. “Matter is dependent on consciousness”[footnoteRef:26], and not the other way around.  [23:  Footnote 14: Plato, Plato’s Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato, Francis Macdonald Cornford, trans. (London: K. Paul; New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1937).]  [24:  FRYE, NORTHROP. “2.” Creation and Recreation, University of Toronto Press, 1980, p. 33.]  [25:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. R. G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931, pp. 28-40, cited in Campion, Nicholas, “Classical Greece: Ascent to the Stars.” Astrology and Cosmology in the Worlds Religions, NYU Press, 2012, p. 152.]  [26:  Campion, Nicholas. “Classical Greece: Ascent to the Stars.” Astrology and Cosmology in the Worlds Religions, NYU Press, 2012, p. 152.] 

Ultimately, the two authors both pursue the same objective, even if it is expressed differently, that of reconnecting with the universe and preserving environment. Daniela Bertol refers to the best-known artists of the Land Art movement. Among them is Robert Smithson, whose one of the most famous artwork - Spiral Jetty - is the subject of fierce criticism, to the extent that “little environmental consciousness seems involved in it. Its deliberate unnatural contrast with the land and algae-reddened water is what stands out: It resonates with nothing”[footnoteRef:27]. On the other side, Thomas Berry, the author on whom Christopher Key Chapple relies, points out “the limits of artistic activity with the limitless tools of the artistic imagination”. According to him, “the theorical opposition between nature and culture is embodied in the works of those artists who have chosen to work with, and indeed in many examples for, nature”[footnoteRef:28]. In the end, despite the fact that both authors are motivated by the same laudable intentions, the methodology of the second seems to bring him closer to his objective. [27:  Chianese, Robert Louis. “How Green Is Earth Art?: Spiral Jetty.” American Scientist, vol. 101, no. 1, 2013, pp. 20–21.]  [28:  Tilley, Christopher, and Kate Cameron-Daum. “Art in and from the Landscape.” Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, UCL Press, 2017, p. 235.] 


In conclusion, the aim of the two authors seems to be but is not so different: it could, to simplify, be roughly summed up as reconnecting with the universe and nature, in a same movement. Yet their methodology and the way they use – or not – primary or secondary sources, their writing styles and the clarity of the structuring of their papers are clearly different. Finally, on the one hand, Daniela Bertol has the merit of assuming her subjectivity, while Christopher Key Chapple takes refuge behind the work of Thomas Berry. On the other hand, Christopher Key Chapple’s demonstration is stronger, precisely because it attempts to apply timeless principles and strives to reduce subjective thinking as much as possible. 
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