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A Critical Comparison of two Secondary Sources 
INTRODUCTION
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers. The papers chosen are Bertol, Daniela. 'Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.' Leonardo 39, no. 2 (2006): 125-130,[footnoteRef:1] and of Chapple, Christopher Key. 'Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.' Buddhist-Christian Studies 18 (1998): 147-154.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Bertol, Daniela. 'Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment.' Leonardo 39, no. 2 (2006): 125-130.]  [2:  Chapple, Christopher Key. 'Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology.' Buddhist-Christian Studies 18 (1998): 147-154.] 


Both papers suggest that we have lost our sense of connection to the cosmos, and that a rediscovery of that connection would help us to live in harmony with it. Bertol argues that the cause of this loss of connection is that in our ‘contemporary world of space and radio telescopes, astronomical explorations are no longer founded on naked-eye observations, and astronomical research is often achieved by integrating indirect, remote observations with advanced mathematical methods.’[footnoteRef:3] Chapple puts forward the idea that the rise of science and consumerism has led to a ‘depersonalised sense of self rooted in acquisitiveness’ resulting in an ‘unparalleled disruption to cosmological integrity.’[footnoteRef:4] While Bertol uses landscape art as a means by which we might rediscover our connection to the cosmos, Chapple looks at the exploration of self using Buddhist principles. The aim of this essay is to critically compare the methodologies employed and conclusions drawn by the authors in identifying potential solutions to a seemingly similar issue. [3:  Bertol, Framing the Land and Sky, p.125.]  [4:  Chapple, Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology, p.147] 


Daniela Bertol is an artist, architect and author based in New York in the USA. Born in 1958 in Rome where she earned a master’s degree in architecture before moving to the US in 1985. Her work integrates art and science to help inspire healing and connection within those who experience it. Her article is published in Leonardo, a journal from Massachusetts Institute of Technology ‘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.’[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  MIT Press Direct website <https://direct.mit.edu/leon> [accessed 16 October 2024]] 


Christopher Key Chapple is a Doshi Professor of Indic and Comparative Theology, based at Bellarmine College of Liberal Arts in Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, USA. Born in 1954 he received a degree in Comparative Literature and Religious Studies in 1976, a masters in Buddhism in 1978, a Ph.D. in the History of Religions in 1980 and has authored over 20 books. His article was published in Buddhist-Christian Studies, a journal produced annually by the University of Hawai’i Press which is ‘devoted to Buddhism and Christianity and their historical and contemporary interrelationships.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  University of Hawai’i Press website <https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/title/bcs/> [accessed 16 October 2024]] 







METHODOLOGY

Bertol’s approach is to first layout the context for the construction of interventions in the landscape which can be used to observe and interpret celestial events. She draws attention to several historical examples such as the stones at Carnac, the passage tomb at Newgrange in Ireland, and Stonehenge in England as well as a number of sites in the Americas. The astrological nature of these sites is evidenced by several secondary sources referenced by the author. It is interesting to note that while Bertol puts the date of human made astronomical monuments back to 4,500BC, a more recent paper by Giulio Magli identifies possible celestial alignments in the megalithic enclosures at Gobekli Tepe which date back to approximately 10,000BC.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Magli, Giulio. ‘Sirius and the project of the megalithic enclosures at Gobekli Tepe.’ Nexus Network Journal, Vol. 18, Iss. 2, (Jul 2016): 337-346] 


Bertol goes on to look at contemporary examples of structures that connect land and sky starting with the land art movement in the 1960s, before homing in on the area she seems to draw most inspiration from, that of spirals. These she says, speak of endless expansion and growth, can be understood as a ‘metaphor for the cyclic and linear extension of time,’[footnoteRef:8] and that in spirals ‘the relation of each part and the whole is always the same.’[footnoteRef:9] This last point seems to speak of a fractal nature, something which Benoit Mandelbrot puts forward as a way to describe the universe mathematically[footnoteRef:10] and which is also being employed in the study of the cosmos in modern physics.[footnoteRef:11] Bertol gives historical and contemporary examples of the use of spirals, and describes her Sky Spirals project which seeks to build a series of intersecting spirals in the landscape which would act as a representation of astronomical phenomena. Through the purchase of a 68 acre site in New York State called Sunset Farm Bertol is able to start to realise the project.  [8:  Bertol, Framing the Land and Sky, p.127.]  [9:  Bertol, Framing the Land and Sky, p.127.]  [10:  Mandelbrot, B.B. The Fractal Geometry of Nature, 3rd edn. (W. H. Freeman and Company, New York, 1983)]  [11:  Calcagni, G. ‘Quantum field theory, gravity and cosmology in a fractal universe.’ J. High Energy Phys. 03, 120 (2010).] 


The bulk of the paper is then taken up with a detailed description of the installation at Sunset Farm. This is made up of two spirals connected along a 4,000ft axis aligned east/west, a wooden structure to frame the sunrise at the equinoxes, a series of columns that can used as sundials, a square aligned to the cardinal points and an observatory. The scale of the project, the ability to use it to observe celestial events, the use of the landscape, natural materials and renewable energy are all impressive. While dimensions of the structures are stated, these seem to communicate size rather than any harmony or proportion contained therein, which are key principles of platonic cosmology.[footnoteRef:12] Keith Critchlow proposes that patterns incorporating significant numbers were also used by the megalithic temple builders seemingly following similar principles.[footnoteRef:13] Given that Bertol cites megalithic sites as context for her own installation it would follow that she would continue in the same vein, but this is not clear from the dimensions given. [12:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. R. G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), 36]  [13:  Critchlow, K. Time Stands Still. (London: Floris Books, 2007), p.99.] 


Bertol’s intent at Sunset Farm is to ‘create an awareness of our place in space and time,’[footnoteRef:14] and concludes with an explanation of how best to experience it. She suggests a full day to understand how the sky interacts with it at different times. The site should evoke ancient cosmologies, provide a space for contemplative meditation and help ‘remind us of a harmonious relationship between ourselves, our land and the sky.’[footnoteRef:15] This cosmology seems to align with that of Aristotle who saw the stars as inseparable from God, that the divine was ‘threaded throughout its entire fabric.’[footnoteRef:16] The implication being that a contemplation of the sky would bring an understanding of and harmony with the divine cosmos. [14:  Bertol, Framing the Land and Sky, p130.]  [15:  Bertol, Framing the Land and Sky, p130.]  [16:  Campion N. A History Of Western Astrology, Vol. 1. (London: Bloomsbury, 2008) p.169] 


Chapple’s paper is an analysis of the writings of Thomas Berry on Buddhism and how it can cultivate an environmental ethic. Based the USA, Berry was a Catholic priest, cultural historian, and scholar of world religions, who ‘sought a broader perspective on humanity’s relationship to the earth in order to respond to the ecological and social challenges of our times.’[footnoteRef:17] He unfortunately passed away in 2009 aged 94.  [17:  Thomas Berry website < https://thomasberry.org> [accessed 23 October 2024]] 


Chapple begins by giving a cosmological context to his argument. With his statement ‘the study of the cosmos begins and ends with an exploration of self,’[footnoteRef:18] he makes it clear that he considers the path to reconnection as being an internal one. He then gives a summary of Berry’s interpretation of Buddhism which seems to align with platonic thought on the nature of the cosmos. The first Buddhist truth he draws attention to is that of suffering (dukha) being ‘foundational to human existence,’ and that there is ‘no abiding reality here.’ These ideas seem similar to those put forward by Plato in his allegory of the cave in which he describes an imperfect reality that must be escaped.[footnoteRef:19] Additionally Chapple’s statement that in Buddhist thought ‘all is caught in an endless cycle of change,’ finds it’s parallel in Plato’s idea of the cosmos being in a constant state of becoming.[footnoteRef:20] He goes on to identify three aspects of Buddhism that would help develop an environmental ethic. Firstly, to understand the suffering caused by ‘environmental ravage,’ secondly to ‘adopt the resolve to... make appropriate changes,’ and thirdly to cultivate compassion for all life and for the Earth.[footnoteRef:21] These all come from an awareness of ‘the interconnection of all life forms,’[footnoteRef:22] and a recognition our ability to impact the whole both positively and negatively. [18:  Chapple, Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology, p.147.]  [19:  Plato, Republic, Vol 2, trans. C. Emlyn-Jones and W. Preddy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), 514-520]  [20:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. R. G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), 28]  [21:  Chapple, Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology, p.149.]  [22:  Chapple, Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology, p.151.] 


This paper is much more explicit in its environmental concern than that of Bertol, communicating a sense of urgency about the crisis echoing the thoughts of former White House advisor Gus Speth who states:

‘I used to think the top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystems collapse and climate change. I thought that with 30 years of good science we could address those problems. But I was wrong. The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed and apathy… and to deal with those we need a spiritual and cultural transformation and we scientists, don´t know how to do that.’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Speth, G. Quote taken from Yale University Website < https://reflections.yale.edu/article/crucified-creation-green-faith-rising/dean-s-desk> [Accessed 25 October 2024]] 


Chapple mentions several other scholars, traditions, and philosophies in his paper, but only really references Berry. The inclusion of references to these other sources could help strengthen his argument. He also suggests that the greatest challenge to Buddhist environmentalism is the growing consumerism within Asian countries, and that those countries most need to adopt this philosophy. This could potentially be seen as patronising by the peoples of those countries, especially given the colonial history of the west. 


CONCLUSION

On the surface these papers seem to have opposing philosophies resulting in the proposition of differing paths as to how one might reconnect to the cosmos. Bertol’s being an external, consideration of the sky suggestive of an Aristotelian cosmology and Chapple’s being an internal exploration of self suggestive of Platonic thought. However, Nicholas Campion states that ‘for pre-modern cultures, the cosmos was interior as much as exterior,’[footnoteRef:24] which seems to align with the hermetic adage ‘as above, so below.’[footnoteRef:25] This speaks of a correspondence between the macrocosm and microcosm, or the external and internal, suggesting that both paths go hand in hand towards establishing that reconnection. Indeed, Zeno of Citium understood that ‘no single part... is independent of any other part, but all blend together,’[footnoteRef:26] that is nature and soul, body and psyche, matter and mind are all the same.  [24:  Campion N. Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions. (NYU Press, 2012) p.6.]  [25:  Hermes Trismegistus. The Emerald Tablet of Hermes & The Kybalion. (Quicktime Press, 2020) p.11.]  [26:  Diogenes Laertius’ biography of ‘Zeno’ in Lives of Eminent Philosophers, trans R.D. (Hicks, London: William Heinemann, 1925) vol. 2, p.151 (VII.40) ] 


There seems to be the implication within each paper that the authors do recognise this interconnection between the internal and external. Bertol’s Sunset Farm is created partly to provide a space for ‘contemplative meditation,’[footnoteRef:27] so that while observing the sky the participant can travel that inner path. Equally Chapple’s reference to ‘the ideas of macrocosm and microcosm that arise from Purusa Sukta,’[footnoteRef:28] suggests that he too is conscious of this correspondence. [27:  Bertol, Framing the Land and Sky, p130.]  [28:  Chapple, Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology, p.153.] 
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