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Objects are concealed from our view, not so much because they are out of the course of 

our visual ray as because we do not bring our minds and eyes to bear on them; for there is 

no power to see in the eye itself, any more than in any other jelly. We do not realize how 

far and widely, or how near and narrowly, we are to look.         – Thoreau, “Autumnal Hints” 

 

We only see what we look at. To look is an act of choice. As a result of this act, what we 

see is brought within our reach – though not necessarily within arm’s reach. . . . We never 

look at just one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves. 

Our vision is continually active, continually moving, continually holding things in a circle 

around itself, constituting what is present to us as we are.     – John Berger, Ways of Seeing 

 

There are lots of things to see, unwrapped gifts and free surprises. The world is fairly 

studded and strewn with pennies cast broadside from a generous hand. But – and this is 

the point – who gets excited by a mere penny?          – Annie Dillard, “Seeing” 

 

Another example of seeing what isn’t there occurs in optical illusions. Some people can’t 

see the the alternative view in the optical illusion. Alternatively, sometimes people don’t 

see what is there. Back up two sentences and reread the sentence that begins with “some 

people.” Did you notice the word the was repeated twice? Most people don’t notice. (38) 

--- Janet Nay Zadina, Multiple Pathways to the Student Brain 

 



We can taste what’s in our mouths, touch what’s within our reach, smell within hundreds 

of meters and hear within tens of miles. But it’s only through our vision that we are in 

communication with the sun and stars. 

 – Gavin Francis, Adventures in Human Being (qtd. in Apkon, The Age of the Image) 

 

And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all 

flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see 

visions, and your old men shall dream dreams.           – Acts, 2.17 

 

The Prophets describe what they saw in Vision as real and existing men, whom they saw 

with their imaginative and immortal organs; the Apostles the same; the clearer the organ 

the more distinct the object. A Spirit and a Vision are not, as the modern philosophy 

supposes, a cloudy vapour, or a nothing; they are organized and minutely articulated 

beyond all that the mortal and perishing nature can produce.  He who does not imagine 

in stronger and better lineaments, and in stronger and better light than his perishing and 

mortal eye can see, does not imagine at all.    – William Blake, “Descriptive Catalogue” 

 

I do not say . . . that there are no such things as mystical poets. But they are very rare 

birds, and most of the poets generally called mystics might better be called visionaries, 

which is not quite the same thing. This is a word that Blake uses, and uses constantly. A 

visionary creates, or dwells in, a higher spiritual world in which the objects of perception 

in this one have become transfigured and charged with a new intensity of symbolism. . . . 

Blake was so completely a visionary and an artist that I am inclined to think that most 

true mystics would reject his attitude as vulgar and insensitive. Porphyry speaks of his 

master Plotinus as having four times in his life, with great effort and relentless discipline, 

achieved a direct apprehension of God. Blake says: 

  I am in God’s presence night & day, 

  And he never turns his face away.            – Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry 

 



The aim of criticism is the re-education of the perception of the work of art. 

-- John Dewey, Art as Experience 

 

On the surface description appears an unromantic occupation. Rhapsody (for example, 

the rhapsodic passages in “Tintern Abbey”) seems to preclude descriptive precision. 

Nevertheless, there is still a strange way in which descriptions may arouse what we might 

call a paradoxical nostalgia for the present, and this provides a way of sensing the 

romantic in nature. 

--Angus Fletcher, A New Theory of American Poetry 

“We find certain things about seeing puzzling, because we do not find the whole business 

of seeing puzzling enough.”      —Ludwig Wittgenstein 

The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something . . . To see 

clearly is poetry, prophecy, and religion, all in one.       – John Ruskin, Modern Painters 

 

God appears, and God is Light 

To those poor souls who dwell in night; 

But does a Human Form display 

To those who dwell in realms of Day.          – Blake, Auguries of Innocence 

 

Once we have already decided what the world is going to reveal, we are unlikely to get 

beyond it.      

In order truly to see the thing as it is, attention needs to do something quite different. It 

needs both to rest on the object and pass through the plane of focus. Seeing the thing as it 

is depends on also seeing through it, to something beyond, the context, the “roundness” 

or depth, in which it exists. . . . A painting is not a thing in the world: nor is it just a 

representation of the world. In a marvelous phrase of Merleau-Ponty’s, we do not see 

paintings, as much as see according to them. 

– Iain McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissary  



Don’t think of words when you stop but to see picture better. 

– Jack Kerouac, “Belief and Technique in Modern Prose” 

 

[a description of elephants] Their great breaths, rushing in and out, resonant in the halls 

of their lungs. The skin as they moved, wrinkled with time and wear, batiked with the 

walk of ages, as if they lived within the creased maps of the lives they’d traveled. –Beyond 

Words: What Animals Think and Feel by Carl Safina (qtd. in Flannery, NYRB 10-8-15) 

 

The basic premise of sorcery for a sorcerer is that the world of everyday life is not real, or 

out there, as we believe it is. For a sorcerer, reality, or the world we all know, is only a 

description. . . . Thus, as a teacher of sorcery, my endeavor is to describe the world to you. 

Your difficulty in grasping my concepts and methods will stem from the fact that the 

units of my description are alien and incompatible with those of your own. 

I am teaching you how to see as opposed to merely looking, and stopping the world is the 

first step to seeing. . . . Stopping the world is indeed an appropriate rendition of certain 

states of awareness in which the reality of everyday life is altered because the flow of 

interpretation, which ordinarily runs uninterruptedly, has been stopped by a set of 

circumstances alien to that flow. In this case the set of circumstances alien to our normal 

flow of interpretations is the sorcery description of the world. The precondition for 

stopping the world is that one has to be convinced; in other words, one has to learn the 

new description in a total sense, for the purpose of pitting it against the old one, and in 

that way break the dogmatic certainty, which we all share, that the validity of our 

perceptions, or our reality of the world, is not to be questioned. 

After stopping the world the next step is seeing. By that I mean what could be categorized 

as responding to the perceptual solicitations of a world outside the description we have 

learned to call reality.       – Carlos Castenada, The Teachings of Don Juan 

 

polis 

     is eyes              – Charles Olson, The Maximus Poems 



don Juan thinks that what he calls seeing is apprehending the world without any 

interpretation; it is pure wondering perception. Sorcery is a means to this end. To break 

the certainty that the world is the way you have always been taught you must learn a new 

description of the world – sorcery – and then hold the old and the new together. Then 

you will see that neither description is final. At that moment you slip between the 

descriptions; you stop the world and see. You are left with wonder; the true wonder of 

seeing the world without interpretation.      – Carlos Castenada, “Interview with Sam Keen” 

 

My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word to make you 

hear, to make you feel – it is, before all, to make you see. That – and no more, and it is 

everything.           – Joseph Conrad, “Preface to The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’” 

 

"What," it will be Question'd, "When the sun rises, do you not see a round disk of fire 

somewhat like a Guinea?" O no, no, I see an innumerable company of the Heavenly 

host crying, "Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty." 

Passages like that have made people question Blake’s sanity. But as Northrop Frye writes: 

The Hallelujah-Chorus perception of the sun makes it a far more real sun than the 

guinea-sun, because more imagination has gone into perceiving it. Why, then, should 

intelligent men [sic] reject its reality? Because they hope that in the guinea-sun they 

will find their least common denominator and arrive at a common agreement which 

will point the way to a reality about the sun independent of their perception of it. The 

guinea-sun is a sensation assimilated to a general, impersonal, abstract idea. Blake 

can see it if he wants to, but when he sees the angels, he is not seeing more "in" the 

sun but more of it. . . . He sees all that he can see of all that he wants to see: the 

perceivers of the guinea-sun see all they want to see of all that they can see. 

 – Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry 

 

  

 



While I am looking at an object I cannot imagine it. 

 Difference between the language-games: “Look at this figure!” and “Imagine this 

figure!” 

 Images are subject to the will. 

 Images are not pictures. I do not tell what object I am imagining by the 

resemblance between it and the image. 

 Asked “What image have you?” one can answer with a picture. 

  – Wittgenstein, Zettle, sec. 621 

 

An “Image” is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of 

time. . . . It is the presentation of such a “complex” instantaneously which gives that sense 

of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits; that sense 

of sudden growth, which we experience in the presence of the greatest works of art. 

It is better to present one Image in a lifetime than to produce voluminous works. 

 – Ezra Pound, “A Few Don'ts by an Imagiste” 

 

To look: 

at everything which overflows the outline, the contour, the category, the name of 

what it is. 

All appearances are continually changing one another: visually, everything is 

interdependent. Looking is submitting the sense of sight to the experience of that 

interdependence. To look for something (a pin that has dropped) is the opposite of this 

looking. Visibility is a quality of light. Colors are the faces of light. This is why looking is 

to recognize, enter a whole. Identity of an object or color or form is what visibility reveals: 

it is a conclusion of visibility, but it has nothing to do with the process of visibility, which 

is as uncontainable, which is as much a form of energy as light itself. Light, which is the 

source of all life. The visible is a feature of that life; it cannot exist without it. In a dead 

universe nothing is visible. Visibility is a form of growth. 



Aim: to see the appearance of a thing (even an inanimate thing) as a stage in its growth – 

or as a stage in a growth of which it is part. To see its visibility as a kind of flowering. 

Clouds gather visibility, and then disperse into invisibility. All appearances are of the 

nature of clouds. 

The hyacinth grows into visibility. But so does the garnet or sapphire. 

Not to say that behind appearances is the truth, the Platonic way. It is very possible that 

visibility is the truth and that what lies outside visibility are only the “traces” of what has 

been or will become visible.                – John Berger, “On Visibility” 

 

It is probably impossible to describe fully any given object – a simple diagram or sketch 

may communicate its appearance more efficiently. But the creation of descriptions is an 

unavoidable element of scholarship on the visual and material worlds. While there are 

limits to verbal description, it is the task of some fields – poetry, drama, fiction, for 

example – to keep finding new ways of approaching it. Perhaps this is also a task for the 

discipline of history, and if so, it is helpful if its practitioners develop skills for describing 

what they see and mobilizing the results as evidence. 

 – Ludmilla Jordanova, The Look of the Past 

 

 A post-graduate student equipped with honors and diplomas went to Agassiz to 

receive the final and finishing touches. The great man offered him a small fish and told 

him to describe it. 

 Post-Graduate Student: “That’s only a sunfish.” 

 Aggasiz: “I know that. Write a description of it.” 

 After a few minutes the student returned with the description of the Ichthus 

Heliodiplodokus, or whatever term is used to conceal the common sunfish from vulgar 

knowledge, family of Heliichtherinkus, etc. as found in textbooks of the subject. 

 Aggasiz again told the student to describe the fish. 



 The student produced a four-page essay. Aggasiz then told him to look at the fish. 

At the end of three weeks the fish was in an advanced state of decomposition, but the 

student knew something about it.             – Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading 

 

Though most of us don’t hunt, our eyes are still the great monopolists of our senses. To 

taste or touch your enemy or your food, you have to be unnervingly close to it. To smell 

or hear it, you can risk being farther off. But vision can rush through the fields and up the 

mountains, travel across time, country, and parsecs of outer space, and collect bushel 

baskets of information as it goes. Animals that hear high frequencies better than we do – 

bats and dolphins, for instance – seem to see richly with their ears, hearing geographically, 

but for us the world becomes most densely informative, most luscious, when we take it in 

through our eyes.            – Diane Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses 

 

If we extend our eyes by attaching artificial lenses and other accessories to our real ones 

(glasses, telescopes, cameras, binoculars, scanning electron microscopes, CAT scans, X-

rays, magnetic resonance imaging, ultrasound, radioisotope tracers, lasers, DNA 

sequences, and so on), we trust the result a little more. But Missouri is still called the 

Show Me! state, which, as a kind of visual pun, I guess, it displays on its license plates for 

motorists to see. “The writing is on the wall,” a politician says sagely, forgetting 

temporarily that it could be a forgery nonetheless. . . . “I see where you’re coming from,” 

one woman says to another in a café, “but you’d better watch out; he’s bound to see what 

you’re up to.” See for yourself! the impatient exclaim to disbelievers. After the Bible’s first 

imperative – “Let there be light” – God viewed each day’s toil and “saw that it was good.” 

Presumably, He, too, had to see it to believe it. 

 – Diane Ackerman, A Natural History of the Senses 

 

Olson’s practice, proceeding through multiple strategies, multiple maps and tours of 

space, is always in quest of polis. Seeking the traces of an originary, unfallen island city, 

Olson follows threads of history and lines on maps into the territory represented and 



named there. As he assumes the imagined view of an ancient Tyrian, of Pausanias, La 

Cosa, the eyes of Maximus also take up the perspective of Olson personally: his own home, 

the view from his window, the hill to the west of his home, these idiosyncrasies are 

intermingled with the historical data retrieved and disposed in new patterns of 

juxtaposition, and of parallax. The acts of location effected by the poems become 

increasingly personal as Olson continues his historical explorations of polis in space until 

his death in 1970. Maximus’ antidote to the Heraclitean estrangement from the familiar is 

the “primary” view: space not deadened by familiarity, but fresh to the eye, demanding 

movement, action, participation. Moving in modern-day Gloucester, Olson recovers these 

views, gleaning them from what he finds out was said and done. 

– Jason Vernon Starnes, “I am making a mappemunde” 

–  

We know that gentians grow on the Alps, and olives on the Apennines; but we do not 

enough conceive for ourselves that variegated mosaic of the world’s surface which a bird 

sees in its migration, that difference between the district of the gentian and of the olive 

which the stork and the swallow see far off, as they lean upon the sirocco wind. Let us, for 

a moment, try to raise ourselves even above the level of their flight, and imagine the 

Mediterranean lying beneath us like an irregular lake, and all its ancient promontories 

sleeping in the sun: here and there an angry spot of thunder, a gray stain of storm, 

moving upon the burning field; and here and there a fixed wreath of white volcano smoke, 

surrounded by its circle of ashes; but for the most part a great peacefulness of light, Syria 

and Greece, Italy and Spain, laid like pieces of a golden pavement into the sea-blue, 

chased, as we stoop nearer to them, with bossy beaten work of mountain chains, and 

glowing softly with terraced gardens, and flowers heavy with frankincense, mixed among 

masses of laurel, and orange, and plumy palm, that abate with their gray-green shadows 

the burning of the marble rocks, and of the ledges of porphyry sloping under lucent sand. 

Then let us pass farther towards the north, until we see the orient colors change gradually 

into a vast belt of rainy green, where the pastures of Switzerland, and poplar valleys of 

France, and dark forests of the Danube and Carpathians stretch from the mouths of the 



Loire to those of the Volga, seen through clefts in gray swirls of rain cloud and flaky veils 

of the mist of the brooks, spreading low along the pasture lands; and then, farther north 

still, to see the earth heave into mighty masses of leaden rock and heathy moor, 

bordering with a broad waste of gloomy purpose that belt of field and wood, and 

splintering into irregular and grisly islands amidst the northern seas, beaten by storm, 

and chilled by ice drift, and tormented by furious pulses of contending tide, until the 

roots of the last forests fail from among the hill ravines, and the hunger of the north wind 

bites their peaks into barrenness; and, at last, the wall of ice, durable like iron, sets, 

deathlike, its white teeth against us out of the polar twilight. 

 – from “The Stones of Venice,” John Ruskin 

 

The camera sees but doesn’t think, makes no meaningful distinction between a bubble 

bath in Santa Monica staffed by pretty girls and a bloodbath on a beach in Libya staffed 

by headless corpses. The return on investment in both instances is the flow of bankable 

emotion, in unlimited and anonymous amounts, drawn from the dark and bottomless 

pools of human wish and dream. The cameras following Trump’s political campaign 

aren’t covering a set or a play of ideas; they are attracted, like flies to death and honey, to 

the sweet, decaying smell of big-name celebrity. It doesn’t matter what Trump says or 

doesn’t say, whether he is cute and pink or headless; what matters is that Trump is a 

profitable return on investment in idols of the marketplace, up there onstage with 

Princess Di, Silvio Berlusconi, and Ronald Reagan. 

The camera doesn’t do democracy because democracy is the holding of one’s fellow 

citizens in respectful regard, not because they are beautiful or rich or famous but because 

they are one’s fellow citizens, and it is therefore worth knowing what they do and say. A 

camera addresses a valued customer, not a valuable citizen, substitutes for the rule of law 

the rule of men, men as images so graven in gold that, like the Phrygian king Midas, they 

lose the freedom of movement and thought. 



Politics as spectacle meets the plutocratic temper of the times. . . . The camera doesn’t 

lend itself to democracy, but if it’s blind to muddy boots on common ground, it gazes 

adoringly at polished boots mounted on horseback. 

– from “Bombast Bursting in Air: The story, so far, of the 2016 election,” by Lewis Lapham 

 

A map of the “great poem,” the United States themselves, shows us shapes formed by 

natural contours – seacoasts and lake shores, demarcating rivers and so forth – and by 

surveyed boundary lines, geometric, unyielding, and ignorant of what the eye of the 

airborne might perceive. Whitman’s poem of America purported to have dispensed with 

all surveyors, with arbitrary strokes of a mental knife that score out legal fictions like state 

boundaries or city limits. It declared that all its component lines, stanzas and structures 

would be shaped only by the natural forms they exuded. – John Hollander, Work of Poetry 

 

My eye for me is a certain power of making contact with things, and not a screen on 

which they are projected. . . . The other’s gaze transforms me into an object, and mine 

him, only if both of us withdraw into the core of our thinking nature, if we both make 

ourselves into an inhuman gaze, if each of us feels his actions to be not taken up as 

understood, but observed as if they were an insect’s. This is what happens, for instance, 

when I fall under the eyes of a stranger. But even then the objectification of each by the 

other’s gaze is felt as unbearable only because it takes the place of a possible 

communication.                 – from Phenomenology of Perception by Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

 

A man of polite imagination is let into a great many pleasures, that the vulgar are not 

capable of receiving. He can converse with a picture, and find an agreeable companion in 

a statue. He meets with a secret refreshment in a description, and often feels a greater 

satisfaction in the prospect of fields and meadows, than another does in their possession. 

-- Joseph Addison, “Pleasures of the Imagination” 

 



Stare. It is the way to educate your eye, and more. Stare, pry, listen, eavesdrop. Die 

knowing something. You are not here long.              – Walker Evans 

 

Our attention is responsive to the world. There are certain modes of attention which are 

naturally called forth by certain kinds of object. We pay a different sort of attention to a 

dying man from the sort of attention we’d pay to a sunset, or a carburetor. However, the 

process is reciprocal. It is not just that what we find determines the nature of the 

attention we accord to it, but that the attention we pay to anything also determines what 

it is we find. In special circumstances, the dying man may become for a pathologist a 

textbook of disease, or for a photojournalist a “shot,” both in the sense of a perceived 

frozen visual moment and a round of ammunition in a campaign. Attention is a moral 

act: it creates, brings aspects of things into being, but in doing so makes other recede. 

What a thing is depends on who is attending to it, and in what way. The fact that a place 

is special to some because of its great peace and beauty may, by that very fact, make it for 

another a resource to exploit, in such a way that its peace and beauty are destroyed. 

Attention has consequences. 

One way of putting this is to say that we neither discover an objective reality nor invent a 

subjective reality, but that there is a process of responsive evocation, the world “calling 

forth” something in me that in turn “calls forth” something in the world. That is true of 

perceptual qualities, not just of values. If there is no “real” mountain, for example, 

separate from one created by the hopes, aspirations, reverence or greed of those who 

approach it, it is equally true that its greenness, or greyness, or stoniness lies not in the 

mountain or in my mind, but comes from between us, called forth from each and equally 

dependent on both; as music arises from neither the piano nor the pianist’s hands, the 

sculpture neither from hand nor stone, but from their coming together. And then the 

hands are part of the lived body – or, put more conventionally, are the vehicle of the mind, 

which is in turn the product of all the other minds that have interacted with it, from 

Beethoven and Michelangelo down to every encounter of our daily lives. We are 

transmitters, not originators. 



Our attention is responsive to the world, but the world is responsive to our attention. The 

situation presents a paradox for linear analysis, like M. C. Escher’s hand that draws the 

hand that draws the hand . . . 

 
Drrrrrr Hrrrr, rr M. C. Errrrr 

 

Seeing the World 

Probably the most important metaphor of our relationship to the world is that of sight. 

“Knowing as seeing” is one of the most consistent of all metaphors, and exists in all Indo-

European languages, suggesting that it is developed early in the Indo-European Ursprache 

(or “primal” language). It is deeply ingrained in the way we apprehend the word. “I see,” 

we say, meaning “I understand.” 

In the era of universal CCTV surveillance, mobile phones that “capture” video, and so on, 

many people imagine their eyes to be something like the lens of a camera on a moving 

swivel, perhaps a bit like a film-maker’s camera – just as our model of thinking and 

remembering is that of the computer, with its inert memory banks. The image suggests 

that we choose where we point our attention; in that respect we see ourselves as 

supremely active, and self-determining. As to the “impressions” we receive, we are like a 

photographic plate, taking a faithful record of the world “out there”; and in that we pride 

ourselves on objectivity, being supremely passive. The process is linear, unidirectional, 

acquisitive, and is the left hemisphere’s vision of vision. 



But the camera model is just as misleading and restrictive as the computer model. We 

know that we are neither as active in choosing where we direct our attention, nor as 

passive in the process of seeing, as this account suggests. There is another story to be told 

about seeing, and it is one that is better supported by neuroscience. It is also more in 

keeping with the right hemisphere’s view of the world. According to this view, we are 

already in a relationship with the world, which helps us to direct our attention; and which 

also means that we bring something of ourselves to the process of creating a “vision” of 

the world. 

Are we active choosers? 

Take first the idea that we are active choosers of where we look. On its own the left 

hemisphere is remarkably entrapped by its vision. Once it sees something, it locks onto it, 

in a way that has little to do with choice. The world that it would be choosing from is, in 

any case, provided by the broader attention of the right hemisphere, and often what 

engages the focus of our attention comes to us pre-consciously, and bypasses any willed 

action. For example, the eye is “caught,” as we say, by salient words or names that leap 

out of the page (words which are probably undiscoverable again once we try to find them, 

and the narrow attentional beam of the left hemisphere comes into play). In practice so-

called “pre-attentional” processing means that before we can have had a chance to read 

what is there, we notice pre-consciously whatever has a particular affective charge or 

demand on our attention.  So it is clearly not true that we have to attend to something 

consciously before we can know it: we can only select what to attend to when we know 

what it is we are dealing with. We know it first, then are drawn to attend, so as to know 

more – Escher’s hands again. The world comes to meet us and acts to attract our gaze. 

Vitality, life and movement themselves draw the eye. The figure of someone walking by 

distracts us; it is hard not to succumb even to the television if a set is switched on 

anywhere in the room, because it portrays life and movement. In a room with a fire, we 

are drawn to looking at it; in the pre-TV era it was the focus of attention for a social 

gathering (focus is simply the Latin word for “hearth”), and it functioned as the TV now 



does gto allow closeness without having to “focus” too explicitly on one another. In this it 

fulfilled another, social, end. 

In a now-famous experiment by Simons and Chabris, subjects were asked to watch a short 

video clip showing a basketball game in a relatively confined indoor setting. They were 

asked to count how many times one team took possession of the ball. When asked 

afterwards, most observers were completely oblivious of the fact that a figure in a 

grotesque gorilla suit walks into the middle of the mêlée, turns to face the camera, beats 

his chest with his fists, dances a jig, and strolls nonchalantly out the other side of the 

picture – something so comically blatant on second viewing, once one knows what to 

expect, that it is hard to believe one could really have missed it. As they and others have 

neatly and dramatically demonstrated, we see, at least consciously, only what we are 

attending to in a focused way (with the conscious left hemisphere). Since what we select 

to attend to is guided by our expectations of what it is we are going to see, there is a 

circularity involved which means we experience more and more only what we already 

know. Our incapacity to see the most apparently obvious features of the world around us, 

if they do not fit the template we are currently working with (part of what Noë and 

O’Regan have dubbed “the grand illusion”), is so entrenched that it is hard to know how 

we can ever come to experience anything truly new. 

Neurocognitivists say that we can re-cognize, and therefore know, something only if we 

have already got the model of it in our brain. That does perfectly describe left-hemisphere 

processes: but it would mean that we were forever trapped in the re-presented, no longer 

alive, world of the left hemisphere’s knowledge, forever re-experiencing the familiar, the 

world forever going stale. We’d be back to the hall of mirrors. It doesn’t explain, either, 

how we could get to know something in the first place – for the model to get into our 

brain at all. It’s Escher’s hands again. 

The left hemisphere will never help us here. As one researcher has put it, the left 

hemisphere on its own, for example after a right-hemisphere stroke, just “sees what it 

expected to see.” We need, as Heraclitus pointed out, to expect the unexpected: “he who 

does not expect will not find out the unexpected, for it is trackless and unexplored.” In 



other words we must learn to use a different kind of seeing: to be vigilant, not to allow 

the right hemisphere’s options to be too quickly foreclosed by the narrower focusing of 

the left hemisphere. 

It is the task of the right hemisphere to carry the left beyond, to something new, 

something “Other” than itself. The left hemisphere’s grasp of the world is essentially 

theoretical, and is self-referring. In that respect it gives validity to the post-modern claim 

that language is a self-enclosed system of signs – but if, and only if, it is a product of the 

left hemisphere alone. By contrast, for the right hemisphere there is, as Johnson said of 

theories about literature, always an appeal open to nature: it is open to whatever is new 

that comes from experience, from the world at large. 

Are we passive receivers? 

The second part of the camera image is passive reciprocity. But we never just “see” 

something in the sense that a photographic plate receives rays of light. In the real world 

we bring a lot of ourselves to the party. And that means gaze alters what it finds. 

This used to be expressed in the idea, prevalent in the Ancient World, and again in the 

Renaissance, of the rays that come from the eye, from a deep source of life and energy 

within. Homer describes the beams, “penetrating as the sun,” which came from the eye of 

the eagle. Of the human eye Empedocles wrote that, when it had been created, “the 

primeval fire hid itself in the round pupil,” protected by delicate membranes from the 

waters flowing round it. And Plato, in the Timaeus, for once seems almost to anticipate 

the phenomenologists when he writes that a smooth, dense stream of gentle light from 

the purest fire within us merges with the light from what it sees, so that “one body” is 

formed between ourselves and the object of our vision, conveying the “motions” of what 

is seen into every part of our own body and soul. 

The phrase “gazing into someone’s eyes” goes further, and suggests that something 

actually emanates from our eyes and enters into the object of our attention, as in the 

Elizabethan conceit of the dart that comes from the lover’s eye, or even more the lovers of 



Donne’s “The Ecstasy,” for whom “Our eye-beames twisted, and did thred / Our eyes, 

upon one double string.” 

In those beams from the lover’s eye, one can also sense the profound, reciprocating 

communication that the eye offers. In looking, in other words, we enter into a reciprocal 

relationship: the seeing and the seen take part in one another’s being. The camera model 

is merely that of the left hemisphere, whose sequential analytic grasp of things does not 

reach out to reverberative, reciprocal movement, the betweenness of sight. Some famous 

passages of Husserl were succinctly anticipated by Blake in “The Marriage of Heaven and 

Hell,” when he wrote “A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.” 

– from The Master and His Emissary by Iain McGilchrist 

 


	Politics as spectacle meets the plutocratic temper of the times. . . . The camera doesn’t lend itself to democracy, but if it’s blind to muddy boots on common ground, it gazes adoringly at polished boots mounted on horseback.

