





sovereignty both in his creation itself and sees all life-forms as God-given and thus
in his explicit verbal revelations. worthy of (and requiring) our reverence. For
The idea of revelation usually referencesme, “religion” can be described well as most
a supreme divinity as its source, but it isfundamentally the conviction that there is
also the case that a perceptive scientist maymore to the world than meets the eye—a
reject God yet still marvel at what nature “more” that transcends both humanityand
‘reveals” to the careful investigator. Withess nature. Susan Swartz's art portrays naturel. Journals of Ralph
the almost reverent words of the renowned as the realm par excellence where humamaldo Emerson,
biologist, E. O. Wilson, who would hardly ity encounters that transcendence. In na 1820-1872 (Houghton
describe himself as religious: ture she nds God'’s visible—indeed, his Mifin, 1910), 3:227.
brilliantly visible—hand. The spiritual lens
We took a wrong turn when we  she turns on the natural world and her joy 2. Ernst Robert
launched the Neolithic revolution. We o5 expansive response to the glories o€urtius, European
have been trying ever since to asceinom creation speak quite differently, but no Literature and the Latin
rather thanto Nature. It 'S not to‘_) late less evocatively, than other great nature artMiddle Ages [German
for us to come around, without losing the . _ . .
quality of life already gained, in order to from an Altamira _cave painting or Chinese original, 1948],. trans.
receive the deeply ful lling bene cence landscape to a Bierstadt pgnorama or or]eN R. Trask (Princeton,
of humanity’s natural heritage.y of Cezanne’s landscape vistas. Her paintl973), 319-26, quote
ings recall us positively to what is good, truepn 308.
Wilson’s “deeply ful lling bene cence” beautiful, and, yes, sacred, in the natural
is what the religiously sensitive perceive asvorld we inhabit but too often fail to ap 3. E. O. Wilson, The
more than nature’s gift alone. For me it recalls preciate. Creation: An Appeal
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furcht vor dem Lebemnyeligious ethic that as they intuit and reveal things the rest of (Norton, 2006), 13.
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5. Estwick Evans, 4
Pedestrious Tour of Four
Thousand Miles through
the Western States and
Territories during the
Winter and Spring of
1818 (1819), 102.

us cannot otherwise see or fail to inter-
pret adequately. When we contemplate
Swartz’s abstract visions in “Afterglow” and
“Heaven,” or her more naturalistic “Amaz-
ing Grace” and the “Autumn’s Bounty” trip-
tych, “revelatory” does not seem an out-
of-place attribute—whether you find the
revelation to be of God’s hand or simply,
with E. O. Wilson, nature’s “deeply fulfill-
ing beneficence.” Swartz’s very titles ref-
erence her own faith, just as her signing of
each work with “Glory to God” reminds us
that she intends her visions of nature to be,
in William Wordsworth’s phrase, “intima-
tions of immortality.” Even the nonbeliever
has to see in a work such as her “Purple
Majesty” a stunning revelation of the tran-
sitory world of natural change over against
the eternal backdrop of sun, sky, and finally
the wider universe.

Swartz reads nature’s book most acutely
through uncanny renderings of aspens,
wildflowers, fall colors, and blue waters.
However, her work also pushes us beyond
purely naturalistic images of tree trunks,
pastel flowers, autumn leaves, and windy
seas. In it we find natural objects transfig-
ured through the play of light and shade
by a reverent eye into something more, re-
flecting something beyond nature. There is
little of traditional “naturalism” in her of-
ten abstract work, but much that is at once

natural and more-than-natural. Swartz sees
in nature’s displays truly “more than meets
the eye”—and she pushes us to share her
visions of divine gifts, to see the “more” of-
fered all about us, to hear nature telling
us that, as the poet Mary Oliver puts it in
“Wild Geese™

the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese...

over and over announcing your place

in the family of things.

Swartz’s paintings startle us with their
intensity and brilliance, serving as lenses
on nature’s breathtaking beauty. In doing so,
they call us back to our own remembered
encounters with nature and, for many of us,
nature’s source.

Susan Swartz’s paintings enable us to
stand with her apart from nature while
simultaneously seeing it anew; in the light
of her deep awareness of its creator and
sustainer. Whatever our personal faith or
philosophy, her work reminds us, as the
American nature traveler Estwick Evans
noted in 1818, that “there is something in
the very name of wilderness which charms
the ear, and soothes the spirit....There
is religion in it.”s When we step into the
kaleidoscopic world of Susan Swartz’s
paintings, it is hard not to feel that she
shares this view. ®

This article was first published in Harvard Divinity Bulletin Summer/Autumn 2011, Volume 39,

Numbers 3&4."
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