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FROM EDEN TO 0O0Z
Ronald R. Bernier, Ph.D.

In Utopia . . . everyone is rich—for what greater wealth
can there be than cheerfulness, peace of mind, and
freedom from anxiety? . . . The Utopian way of life
provides not only the happiest basis for a civilized
community, but also one which, in all human probability,

will last forever.

Thomas More, Utopia (1516)"

MALL APERTURES PENETRATE white walls, opening onto public

and private spaces. Framed in gold, they depict the intimate and

sensuous enclosure of a deep forest interior, while from dizzying
heights, framed in black, are footless views of a glistening metropolis—
cach tiny as precious object yet immense as content. The miniature
scale and exacting detail prompt us closer, inviting us to peer, as if
illicitly, into these distant spaces. We advance, and in that closeness,
other bodies disappear, falling away at the edges of our awareness;
vision is cut off, isolated from the presentness of the body. In this way
Michael De Jong’s images perform an operation of individuation,
defining the viewer—the self—as isolated, withdrawn from the world,
yet spying upon it. What is beyond, what is on the ‘other’ side, is the
infinitely remote, the visionary ideal—Utopia. In the early watercolors,
it 15 rendered as the full baroque spectacle of rugged mountain terrain
and luminous vista, the romantic drama of nineteenth-century

American landscape painting that told the heroic story of a New

World, here borrowed and reformatted to miniature scale. For those
artists, painted vistas of uncultivated nature symbolized a desire for
dominance and possession, confident expressions of a privileged
national identity tinged with the romantic myths of paradise, innocence
and Manifest Destiny.” America as the Great Experiment, the discovery
of an unspoiled continent where man could escape the contamination
of the Old World. Reduced in size and crushing in detail, De Jong’s
fetishes speak ironically to this theme of America as the new Golden
Age. In its postmodern version, this paradise of abundance is recast as
the sylvan retreat of a Pennsylvania garden and the towering pageantry
of uptown Manhattan.’

The Garden/City—Nature/Culture—dialectic is ideologically
loaded with paired associations of private and public, individual and
society, self and world, solitude and community. Nature, as the subject
of landscape painting, has long been invested with the physical, moral,
and spiritual qualities of peace and equilibrium. It is the space of
health, the sanctuary of remoteness and restorative wholeness in
schizophrenic modernity. To experience nature is to step inside the
subjectivity of private sensation and the good life. The city, by contrast,
is nature’s antithesis, the space of moral malaise, numbing spectacle,
choking density, and alienating sameness. And within the present
exhibition, the artist holds out the possibility of being simultaneously
in two seemingly incompatible spaces, able to dip into that other,
restful and refreshing asylum of rural virtue, while holding fast to the
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heady exhilaration, opulence, and breathless excitement of its oppo-
site—the boundary between the two worlds momentarily breached.

As presented here—in the suffused golden warmth of the wooded
interior and the cool, flickering and hallucinatory collage of urban
surface—they are both Utopia. On the one hand, the prelapsarian
perfection of the Garden of Eden, and on the other, the City of Oz,
end of the journey, “a place where there isn't any trouble”*—the city as
final fulfillment of the original promise of America as Utopia. And Oz,
like Eden, is precisely that: a fabled, fantastic, self-contained world—
paradise regained.

It is fitting, then, that utopia takes the form of the geometric figure
that symbolizes harmony, unity, coherence—the circle. And here we
return to the procedure of painting itself—the miniature. In these
manipulations of scale, place, and proportion, the normal equations
between picture and observer are altered. The beholder’s experience is
simultaneously intimate and distant, the body bereft of spatial
coordinates. In drawing closer—which in the conventional viewing of
painting allows us to engage in detail, dissolving distance through the
privacy of individual focus—the viewer is presented with the pan-
oramic view of a perfectly miniaturized world, paradoxically dwarfing
the observer through its own kind of immensity.

This dislocating experience is what aesthetic theory has defined as
the Sublime, wherein our ordinary perceptual faculties, rendered
incapable of taking in the sheer immensity of the world’s manifold, are
overwhelmed, awed, resulting in a kind of stupetying power which
forces us into an awareness of our own puny position in the universe, a
kind of “existential vertigo.”® Our glimpse into Utopia—ijust beyond

—

reach—seems an utterly unreal and unfathomable ideal; as such, the

imagination is launched into a vain attempt to comprehend its

magnitude in a way that ultimately leads to the consolation that
something ‘beyond’ transcends the limitations and imperfections of o
ordinary phenomenal being—infinity, perfection, the ideal. That 15, i1
fact, the literal translation of Sir Thomas More’s punning word to
describe his visionary state, Utopia—io plac—while maintaining the
hopeful belief in the possibility, the necessity, of discovering Utopia,
Beyond subject itself—beyond the wistful desire for Eden and
what invokes the sublime here is the overwhelmingly infinitesimal,
De Jong assigns the sublime to the immeasurably tiny, to the near
dismissible, through the procedure of painting itself, where the
indescribable—perfection, the ideal, Utopia—is lodged in the
imperceptible.

NOTES

I. Trans. Paul Turner, 1965: 128—131.

2. See exhibition and catalogue, Borrowed Paradise, Krannert Art Museum,
College of Fine and Applied Arts, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,
1998.

3. Both of which the artist claims as home. The peacefulness of his
northeastern Pennsylvania retreat is easily traveled from New York City by a
70-mile stretch of roadway.

4. Spoken by the central character, Dorothy, as she dreams of her as yet
unrealized utopia from the drabness of the American heartland in the 1939
technicolor fantasia of L. Frank Baum's 1900 story The Wonderful Wizard of O

5. Paul Crowther, The Kantian Sublime: From Morality to Art, 1989: 170,
























EXHIBITION CHECKLIST
(2) Untitled, 1992-1998

Watercolor on paper

22%" x 30" (paper size)

(12) Untitled, 2001

oil on panel

gold leaf frame

2V4" diameter (landscape image size)

(14) Untitled, 2002
oil on panel
ebonized frame

3Y4" diameter (cityscape image size)
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