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Thomas Merton is known as an American thinker, a religious poet and he is usually connected with spiritual and theological writings than with his poetic theory. We can add that Merton`s theory of poetry comes from his inner, spiritual and existential experience. What is more, in his output we observe poetics, epistemology and mysticism. Furthermore, very important is development of his poetic theory and his turning from analytic Thomism to more synthetic – intuitive Augustianism. Influence of Zen Buddhist ontology, aestetics and ascetics is also important in his poetic theory.



Merton`s interest in William Blake started in his childhood, because Blake was favourite of his father. It is supposed that through Blake Merton had come to the Church and to Christ. Crucial for Merton is fact that he found the basic direction to his philosophical, theological and literary formation in medieval scholasticism of St. Thomas Aquinas and its conemporary transposition in Jacques Maritain`s neothomism.



According to Maritain`s poetics human artistic creativity is a particular concept of cognition so in Merton`s philosophical dictionary we can find following key words: theoretical intellect, practical intellect, intellectus agens or Illuminating Intellect, habitus or virtue, connaturality, claritas or radiance, etc.



In his first book “The Ascent to Truth” and earlier, during monastic life, Merton dealt with the problem of human cognition and set his intellectual focus on the subject. In such essays as “Theology of Creativity”, “Poetry and Contemplation” and “The New Man” developed Merton`s personalism. Merton claimed that man possesses free will and consciousness which are the power of love and because of that man is capable of knowing and loving.



For Blake and Thomas beauty was the main object of art and poetry. This way of thinking allowed Merton to accept truth as an object of poetry. If poetry appeals to intellect, beauty – as the object of poetic knowing – ought to be intelligible and it must have something in common with truth.



Merton followed Maritain and Aquinas:


“ Accoding to what they claimed the practical intellect operates into two 


spheres – first, in that of action, … secondly, in the sphere of `making`.                          


(…) art as “making” is a virtue of the practical intellect. Since art is 


a virtue of the practical intellect, and virtue tends only to good, art tends


always to the good of the intellect which is truth.” (Merton, 1981:433).

In another fragment he said:


“What is real, true, beautiful, good is transcendent. This is real existence.”


(Merton, 1981:432).

He added that ugliness is contrary to existence. In this way Merton formulated a concept of being what was strictly connected with his concepts of man and cognition. According to this Merton defined mysticism as the union in the dynamism of the ultimate reality. The very concept was a crucial point to his theory of poetry.



Merton was also interested in Zen aestetics. He noticed that Zen aestetic experience proved the unity of a creating man with his object. Moreover, the Zen rejected the concepts, thus it might have shifted the focus of poetics from reasoning intellect to
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a dark and intuitive faculty.



It is necessary to mention four crucial thesis of Merton`s theory (in some of them Merton followed Maritain): 1.art (poetry) appeals to human intellect, which is a spiritual faculty of a man; 2. the object of art is beauty and truth of being in its immanence and trancendence; 3.artistic (poetic) knowing establishes a union of connaturality between Man and being; 4. there is a remarkable analogy between poetic intuition and mysticism.These claims started to break the analytical approach of poetics to more existential and synthetic one.



We have to notice that Maritain accepted intuition as an equal or even more important mode of knowing than the conceptual one and the object of poetry is a reciprocal penetration of the human interior and the outside universe. Merton was unfamiliar with these ideas, but on the other hand, he thought about possibilities of development of his poetics.



According to Merton intuition is an important part of his cognitive system, opens up a new perspective for investigation in poetic theory and is an experience of the truth of being, it is the basis and also the highest form of cognition.



We can observe that Merton by Thomist ontology and epistemology was allowed to reach into the sphere of dark cognition through unknowing. It was not a rejection but an evolution and going beyond of the ordinary meaning of notions that was able to reach to the one truth at their basis. To conclude, from then on Merton gradually forsook the national language of Thomism in favour of more poetic and figurative one. 



Since late fifties and sixties – the last two decades in his life – Merton wrote many important writings on spirituality and poetry and he was less analytical and more synthetic.What is more, he articulated his conceptof the person as a totality of cognitive and creative subjectivity (it was connected with his personalism).Merton underlined the analogy between poetry and mysticism and referred to the Fathers of the Church and St. Bonaventure, a Franciscan theologian of the Augustian school, he did not refer to Thomism.



In conclusion we can say that Merton developed a trust in his own intuitive thinking about poetry, personalism and spirituality. 
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