Stuart Klipper retakes the land, and makes it our own through his putting it under the tensions of earth and sky, and desert and city. These are philosophical investigations pursued photographically, as well as voyages of discovery and reclamation. It is from emptiness that we thrive, from that noplace that we find a place in which we might dwell.

For modern urban dwellers, the desert is a place you visit, watch on television, or fantasize about. The desert is romantic or awful, but not someplace you'd actually live in. It is frightening and dangerous and wondrous. As described in Scripture it is the place without civilization and law—unlike the city, which is the place of justice.

But of course the desert is the setting for Exodus, and more generally for aboriginal and nomadic people. Rather than being a place of emptiness it is the place you do dwell in, filled with plants and animals and complexity. It is home.

What does it mean, as Klipper says, to "look for what cannot be seen, see what cannot be known, know what cannot be"? That we have the idea that there is an unseeable unknowable nonexistence. Now if you actually live in the desert you are always looking for what cannot be seen, seeing what cannot be known, knowing what cannot be. It's an everyday phenomenon. The world is fully present to you—nothing highfalutin' or philosophical or skeptical about it. The separation between looking and seeing, seeing and knowing, knowing and being, is an artifact of that wonderful city culture called philosophy. For us, it is as well a legacy of the philosopher Immanuel Kant, resident of Koenigsberg in the late eighteenth century. Natural philosophy becomes epistemological, about what we can know, for Kant. And that philosophy becomes American in the New England Transcendentalists. KIipper inherits this tradition of an ontological epistemology—what is being what and how we know it. He's also continuing that tradition of visual art' exemplified in Constable, in which individual works are experiments in natural philosophy.

In the tradition of Christian painting, a vertical picture is likely to be populated by angels and the like, filling up the sky, with perhaps even an ascension. But here the sky is empty of such figures. What is crucial is the Genesis-defined difference of Earth and Heavens, pushing up and wafting above each other. The ground is a small place on which you stand, so you can look up to God. And it is through a rift that the light appears—a crevasse, a fissure, an opening that defines the whole world.

But these are photographs, and they show the signs of their having been made with film and lenses. This is what the desert would have looked like if only God had had the right chemists and the resources of Eastman Kodak, and had the desire to create perceptual mysteries as a sign of providence.

Stuart Klipper has been concerned with what city people take to be the abandoned and frightening parts of the Earth, the too cold and the too hot, the barren and the frozen, the becalmed and the turbulent. Yet thev are places that are alive with Nature and aboriginal peoples, mixed in with flora and fauna that has arrived willy-nilly from other regions, and materials that are a consequence of trade with other cultures. In short these places have a history, a history rife with impurity and civilization.

In the end the theme is redemption. If we are in the desert, then how can it become home for us? If we are in the city, how can we be respectful of that wilderness, and not merely convert it into a fantasy of our fears. And if we are to make pictures, how is that desert to be seen as a place from emptiness.
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