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Review: The Whole Earth Catalog: The Prequel, Ken Johnson, Art Review, New York Times: 1 January 2010.

Excerpts: “While the Eastern side displays many captivating works of painting, sculpture and drawing representing Hindu, Buddhist and Jainist perspectives in sensuous detail, the European ides are mostly in the form of printed illustrations in antique books, with astronomical photographs of the heavens taken by the Hubble space telescope and other high-tech machines representing current knowledge of the universe.

There is no reason the West’s picture of the universe cannot inspire great art, but it is not likely to precipitate the visual and metaphorical extravagance that the East’s does. There is no comparison between a garishly colorful digital abstraction representing the Big Bang theory and ‘Vishnu Sleeping on the Cosmic Ocean,’ an 11th century sandstone sculpture representing the Creation.

But while Eastern cosmologists envision the enchanted inner world of mental experience, Westerners map the disenchanted outer realm of material reality. Only a wedding of the two perspectives- a marriage of the yin and the yang-is ever likely to yield a complete picture of the cosmos.”

1981 UN Declaration: Considering  that religion or belief, for anyone who professes either, is one of the fundamental elements in his conception of life and that freedom of religion or belief should be fully respected and guaranteed,

For the purposes of the present Declaration, the expression ‘intolerance and discrimination based on religion or belief’ means any distinction, exclusion, restriction, or preference based on religion or belief and having as its purpose or as its effect nullification or impairment of the recognition, enjoyment or exercise of human rights and fundamental freedoms on an equal basis.

All States shall take effective measures to prevent and eliminate discrimination on the grounds of religion or belief in the recognition, exercise and enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms in all fields of civil, economic, political, social and cultural life.

January 1, 2010

Art Review
The Whole Earth Catalog: The Prequel

By KEN JOHNSON
Imagine the cosmos. What do you picture? A great void extending infinitely in all directions, sparsely dotted by stars, planets and other heavenly bodies, booby-trapped by black holes and traversed by light rays and magnetic fields? If you are a modern secularist that might be what you envision.

But what if you were a 16th-century Hindu? You might imagine a universe populated by gods, demons, monsters and other supernatural beings. You would behold great castles, paradisiacal gardens and wilderness landscapes where stories of creation, love, sex, birth, initiation, war, death and resurrection are set.

This dichotomy is the subject of “Visions of the Cosmos: From the Milky Ocean to an Evolving Universe” at the Rubin Museum of Art. The show of 75 works is too modest to do justice to its enormous theme, but its juxtaposition of Western science and Eastern religion sets up a thought-provoking compare-contrast exercise. 

One conclusion you might draw is that when it comes to inspiring visual art, Eastern cosmology has the advantage. This is misleading. While the Eastern side displays many captivating works of painting, sculpture and drawing representing Hindu, Buddhist and Jainist perspectives in sensuous detail, the European ideas are mostly in the form of printed illustrations in antique books, with astronomical photographs of the heavens taken by the Hubble space telescope and other high-tech machines representing current knowledge of the universe. 

The selection serves mainly to show how Western cosmology evolved in response to increasingly accurate empirical observation. First we thought the Earth was still the center of the universe. Then we discovered that we were actually orbiting the Sun. Then we learned that our solar system was just a tiny blip on the universal radar screen. Meanwhile astrologists and alchemists theorized about magical correspondences between the stars and events on the ground, paving the way for the more credible sciences of astronomy and chemistry.

Finally we found ourselves adrift in the infinite, godless universe of modern science represented in the exhibition by a short, digital simulation produced by the American Museum of Natural History. It starts with a satellite picture of the Himalayas and draws back for progressively more distant, expansive views: the whole Earth, the solar system, the Milky Way and so on.

There is no reason the West’s picture of the universe cannot inspire great art, but it is not likely to precipitate the visual and metaphorical extravagance that the East’s does. There is no comparison between a garishly colorful, digital abstraction representing the Big Bang theory and “Vishnu Sleeping on the Cosmic Ocean,” an 11th-century sandstone sculpture representing the Creation. It shows Vishnu, the source of all existence, stirred from dormancy to a “pouring forth” of forms by a foot massage administered by his consort Lakshmi. Secularists might envy a worldview that conceives the origin of the universe in such sweetly erotic terms.

The Eastern side includes pseudoscientific diagrams similar to those in the old Western tomes. With their gridded number charts, astrological and magical notations and concentric circles symbolizing different dimensions of being, they give off a numinous vibe. But they do not represent an evolution of understanding that the West would recognize as scientific. It is more reasonable to think of Eastern cosmology as a projection of consciousness, the various elements of which are vigorously personified. That the male principal should be stimulated to productive action by the touch of the female principal, as in the sandstone Vishnu sculpture, says more about poetic imagination than about anything empirically verifiable.

Since Eastern cosmology is not constrained by science it is freer to give fantastic answers to big questions like how the world began and where it might be going. Its mythic scenarios come from publicly shared traditions, but they can have an almost surrealistic, dreamlike effect. Three small gouaches (two from the late 1600s and one from about 1785) representing a creation story called “The Churning of the Milky Ocean” are marvels of miniaturist craft and psychologically arresting image making. In each a team of demons and a team of gods play tug of war, pulling the ends of a giant snake whose middle wraps around a phallic-shaped mountain.

As the opponents exert themselves, the mountain, supported by an underwater tortoise, rotates and churns up treasures and magic elixirs from the oceanic depths. It surely is not much of a leap to see this as a metaphor about consciousness arising from tensions between psychologically opposed energies like those of the id and the superego. 

What if anything the small, mid-18th-century painting of Krishna Vishvarupa, who has dozens of heads and scores of arms and legs, says about the nature of reality is hard to determine, but it is certainly a striking image of pluralistic consciousness and divine omniscience. And while the hierarchical architecture of a nearly 6-foot-tall, 11th-century copper stupa — a Buddhist reliquary — may offer a useful way to imagine a spiritual order, its value as a model of reality is doubtful. 

Close study and creative interpretation may reveal surprising parallels between Eastern and Western cosmologies. Both have entertained theories of multiple realities, for example. But while Eastern cosmologists envision the enchanted inner world of mental experience, Westerners map the disenchanted outer realm of material reality. Only a wedding of the two perspectives — a marriage of the yin and the yang — is ever likely to yield a complete picture of the cosmos. 

“Visions of the Cosmos: From the Milky Ocean to an Evolving Universe” is on view through May 10 at the Rubin Museum of Art, 150 West 17th Street, Chelsea;               (212) 620-5000         (212) 620-5000, rmanyc.org.
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Surely one of the best hopes for humankind is to embrace a culture in which religions and other beliefs accept one another, in which wars and violence are not tolerated in the name of an exclusive right to truth, in which children are raised to solve conflicts with mediation, compassion and understanding.   

United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, at the first Alliance of Civilizations Madrid Forum; “Never in our lifetime has there been a more desperate need for constructive and committed dialogue, among individuals, among communities, among cultures, among and between nations.” 

In 1968 the UN deferred work on an International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Religious Intolerance because of the sensitivity and complexity of reconciling a human rights treaty with dissonant worldviews and voices on religion or belief. Instead, in 1981 the United Nations adopted a non-binding Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief in support of Article 18:  http://www.tandemproject.com/program/81_dec.htm. 

Separation of Religion or Belief and State reflects the far-reaching scope of UN General Comment 22 on Article 18, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1993, UN Human Rights Committee.  

http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/9a30112c27d1167cc12563ed004d8f15?Opendocument
Inclusive and genuine dialogue on human rights and freedom of religion or belief are between people of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. It calls for open dialogue on: awareness, understanding, acceptance; cooperation, competition, conflict; respectful discourse, discussion of taboos and clarity by persons of diverse beliefs. 

 Human rights protect freedom of religion or belief; religion or belief does not always protect human rights. In this respect human rights trump religion to protect individuals against all forms of discrimination on grounds of religion or belief by the State, institutions, groups of persons and persons. After forty years suffering, violence and conflict based on belief has increased in many parts of the world.  UN options may be to try to gradually reduce such intolerance and discrimination or call for a new paradigm deferred since 1968.

It is time for the UN to draft a legally binding International Convention on Freedom of Religion or Belief: United Nations History – Freedom of Religion or Belief.

