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‘The llower represents one ol the

first stages ol evolution and the
eye the last’. Lithograph by
QOdilon Redon, 1883.

Opposite:
EYE TO EYE

‘When a man speaks,” said
Mencius, ‘watch the pupils ol his
eyes, lor there what can be
concealed? Here Judas knows
that his eyes betray him even as
he offers Jesus the lalse kiss, and
Achilles lalls in love with
Penthesileia the Amazon as he
kills her. The Bull ol Heaven is
shown eye to eye with the water
bird.

It is not so long ago that a man could remark in all seriousness that the ostrich and
the spider hatched their eggs by looking at them, that the glance of the basilisk could
kill, and that the snake could draw the nightingale to her death by the magnetism of
its gaze. Leonardo da Vinci certainly thought as much, being well-read in the beliefs
of antiquity; he was besides a consummate painter who well knew the spell that his
own art could cast upon the beholder. A century later Sir Thomas Browne, doctor,
humanist and exposer of Vulgar Errors, remained faithful to the notion that looks
could kill while doubting that the basilisk, for instance, was much more than the
Uraeus serpent, token of sovereignty which the Egyptian Pharaohs once bound
upon their foreheads. '

Sir Thomas was undoubtedly correct in his views about the basilisk, and many
another superstition can likewise be traced back to some symbolic usage. Nor was
he entirely off the mark in claiming that eyes can ‘receive offensive impressions from
their objects’, as he put it. Students of behaviour have observed that an exchange of
looks between animals is the usual prelude to all manner of social interactions, from
casual acquaintance to fighting and sexual intercourse; animals are as well aware as
we are of the difference between an indifferent look and the basilisk glance that is all
power and intention.

Such a glance has all the makings of a symbol, in which an instinctual reaction is
put into the service of social meaning as to the manner born. The very form of the
eye lends itself to being the natural image of its own function and intentionality.
Nature herseif has made play with this fact, for animals such as dogs may sport a pair
of spots upon their foreheads which intensify their gaze and the expression of their
faces. The effect of this can be quite mythological: is not folk-lore full of ogres who
are said to be awake when their eyes are closed, being safe to approach only when
their eyes open and they must therefore be sound asleep?

Eye and eye-spot

The power of eye-spots to draw the attention is used by the big cats as well as by
dogs, by fish, birds, insects and even flowers. That a daisy is the day’s eye is as much a
tribute to the unfolding of its flower every dawn to greet the sun, as to the little yellow
sun gleaming at the heart of its white petals; and if this be taken to be no more than a
poetical turn of phrase, we must judge that the insects drawn to visit it are as much
poets as we are. It seems, indeed, that the attention of the eye is drawn automatically
to anything that looks like an eye, whether it be a spot of a single colour or one with a
contrasting ring about it. Several kinds of coral fish have such an eye-spot, usually
near their tails, no doubt as a ruse to attract a predator to the wrong end while the
fish darts off in the opposite direction. Many butterflies likewise have one or more
eye-spots on the edge of their wings, which must also be devices to misdirect
attention from their bodies: for many specimens show beak-marks around these
spots, and yet escaped with their lives.

But eye-spots can also be used to threaten with. The caterpillar of the Troilus
butterfly has a pair of ringed spots on each of its segments, growing larger towards
the head: there they blossom into regular eye spots, which are brought into
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Top: the Betrayal, by Giotto. Arena Chapel, Padua.

Right: the slaying of Penthesileia. Greek red-figure cup, about
460 BC.

Above: Minoan krater from Heraklion, Crete.



EYES FOR OTHERS

Nature is full of eyes, including
some that are for appearance

only. Some of these eyes reflect

what must be a universal fear of
bug-eyed monsters, as in the two
caterpillars who hunch their
painted eyes forward when
alarmed; others deceive by being
placed at the tail rather than the
head or, even more effectively,
on the back of the head.

Top row: eye spots on the back
of the head of Glaucidium
perlatum, an African owl;
defensive posture of the
caterpiflar Dicranura vinula;
marks on the Burmese turtle,
Trionyx hurum.

Lower row: head of alligator bug,
Laternaria; eye spot on
Chaetodon sp., a fish of coral
reefs.

prominence by the grub suddenly hunching itself up when molested. The effect is as

startling as that of a mantid which opens its wings with a flourish when disturbed,
displaying eye-spots to enhance the effect; the sight certainly gives pause to the
unwary, whether it be bird or human being, and must often succeed in making them
decamp.

One of the strangest manifestations of this power to disturb by mere appearance
is the South American lantern-bug Laternaria phosphorea. This is one of several with
the same characteristic, namely a hollow carapace protrudingin front of its head like
a mask. The local Indians, who imagine that its bite is poisonous, call it the alligator-
bug, and indeed the carapace is just like an alligator’s head, complete with eyes, jaws
and a row of teeth, and one must suppose that, though it is only two inches long, this
disguise is sufficient to stop it being eaten by — birds? monkeys? tree-frogs¢ Whether it
may correctly be said to mimic an alligator is, of course, a moot point: it might be
better, as Roger Caillois made out, to suppose that it is doing its best to look like a
quite imaginary monster, a dragon out of Nature’s own mythology. The early French
naturalists certainly treated it as such, for they described a small but brilliant light
shining within its Hallowe’en lantern of a mask, which few observers have seen since;
hence their names for it, ‘fulgore’ and ‘porte-lanterne’ — the flashing one, the
lantern-bearer.

Such are the tricks that the imagination can play when faced by a mask complete
with eyes and teeth. The human imagination is doubtless more active than the
animal one, yet the lantern-bug, and the various creatures with eye-spots, must have
assumed their present shapes long before human beings were around to have a say
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inthe matter. As far as eye-spots go, indeed, we may properly assume that they were

manifested in response to an inbuilt function of seeing. We can make this function
visible to ourselves easily enough, by pressing the shut eyes with a finger on each side
of the nose: and what does one see then but a luminous eye-spot. Sufferers from
migraine experience another form of such a function, a circular pattern of zigzags
that goes by the name of castellation; while those whose heads have been knocked
see stars. These patterns are called either phosphenes (from the Creek phos, light) or
entoptics (from en—, within, and opos, eye), and their number can be increased to
about twenty with the help of mild electrical stimulation. The similarity between
these and children’s drawings is quite plain, and it has been suggested that children —
and adults —are actually drawing their phosphenes when they doodle. This may well
be, but it is quite as likely that, just as vision is instrumented by certain patterns of
neural function, so are the spontaneous motor habits that guide the pencil over the
paper. Equally, there is no doubt that phosphenes themselves are often the subjects
of art, as Reichel-Dolmatoff has shown for the Tukano Indians. Like many other
peoples of South America, they compound a sacred medicine, called yagé, out of a
variety of plants, and this brings them intense visions which they commemorate by
painting them on their houses. Many of these designs are undoubtedly phosphene
patterns for they are just the same as those which Western inquirers have witnessed,
when taking a small dose of mescalin either by itself or together with electrical
stimulation of the eyes. Lacking such mechanical aids, they can also be seen as a
result of fasting, by meditating in the dark, in hypnogogic states, and during intense
periods of stress and fatigue.

Caterpillar of Papilio troilus i
alarm.



THE CENTRE OF ORIGINATION

The world is full of eyes. There is the eye of water, which is a spring, and the eye
of land, which is an island. The wind’s eye in a house is the window, and the bull’s
eye is the centre of a target. Potatoes have eyes, and so can flowers; bacon has
eyes of lean in its fat, bread has eyes of air in its crumb. Needles and ropes have
eyes, and so do ships; kneecaps also, together with the private parts of the
anatomy. Peacocks have eyes upon their tails, and the owl moth on its wings.

The sight of a looking eye will always attract the gaze, from earliest childhood on;
and it is by looking into each other’s eyes that the bonds of love are tied, whether
between mother and child or lover and lover. John Donne described this
reciprocal joy in ‘The Ecstasy”:

Our hands were firmly cimented

By a fast balm, which thence did spring—
Our eye-beams twisted, and did thread
Our eyes upon one double string . . .

Gazing thus, one sees in the black of the other’s eye its pupil, a tiny doll that is the
reflection of oneself. Rightly speaking, then, | see my pupil in your eye, and you see
yours in mine. It is this simple fact which gives force to Meister Eckhart’s
pronouncement: ‘The eye wherewith | see God, that is the same eye wherewith
God sees in me; my eye and God'’s eye, that is one eye and one vision
and one knowing and one love.’

An eye of this kind is, to quote another mystic, Boehme, a centre of nature and the

similitude of the first principle. On earth, such a centre can be finely imagined as a

spring or fountain of life, such a spring as is placed in every Garden of Life to water
the four corners of the world from its single eye. To return to this Garden is to
return to one’s origins, as in the rapture that, according to Revelations, will bring

this world to an end. For the divine eye will then look down upon its creation and

burn it up in its seven-fold splendour of stars, spirits, angels and vials, while
drawing the elect up through the eye in the dome of heaven where there appears
a great wonder in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun and with the
moon under her feet.

There are certain families of insects, made him feel sick. The eye on the
fish and birds that have learnt the owl moth’s wing is equally disturbing
trick of painting themselves with eyes  to those who must defend

to mislead or alarm their enemies. themselves from its look by reflecting
They were a pain to Charles Darwin,  on the activity of blind chance in its
when he tried to explain their production. (Detail of the wing of an
evolution — indeed, he wrote to a ow!l moth)

friend that the eye on a peacock’s tail







It was obvious to the ancients that love

was an infection transmitted through the
eyes. ‘The birth of love by the eyes
alone’, said Heliodorus, ‘finds a passage
to the soul; for as, of all inlets to our
senses, the sight is the most lively, and
most various in its motions, this
animated quality most easily receives the
influences which surround it, and
attracts to itself the emanations of love.’
(Krishna dancing with the Gopis; Indian
cloth painting)

This is especially true when the
animation of the soul is expressed in a
dance as well as through the eyes. But
these may share, in all stiliness, the
secret of an animation of a different
kind, as when Mary, pregnant with the
Christ Child, greets Elisabeth, pregnant
with John the Baptist. (The Meeting of
Mary and Etlisabeth; Catalan painting
from Lluga, 13th c.)










The fountain of life, which sees the
creation of Eve as it has seen that of
Adam, stands upright and single-eyed in
a basin. In the pupil of this eye there
dances a little child, the proper issue of
this generative moment. The fountain
rises from the centre of a cave in a
curious hill, the pillar below ground
marked with three roundels, as befits a
chthonian deity, that above ground in
pairs of spouts generating the world of
order and of choice.

The eye of this fountain may be
termed its fontanelle. Anatomically, this
is at the top of the head, and can be
seen in children where the bones have

not yet joined up; it is the spirit’s true
passage-way to the other world.
Architecturally, it is figured as the eye of
a dome, and in mythology it is called
the Door of the Sun. (The Garden of
Paradise; painting by imitator of
Hieronymus Bosch)

The Lamb of God stands within such an
eye, and as representative of the Light of
Lights is shown with seven eyes, which
go with the seven spirits of God, the
seven churches, seven vials and seven
seals, seven candlesticks, seven stars of
fire. The Vedas speak from the same
tradition when they speak of the seven
rays of the sun, as we still do when
making out the seven colours of the iris
or rainbow. (Painting in the cupola of S.
Clemente, Tahull, 13th c.)




According to tradition, the passage
through the sun-door ensplendours all

the powers of the Self, In the Buddhist
,‘f,-.'

]
rendition,
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n of the head flowers

into a tower of heads, an epiphany
prepared for with praying hands and

greeted with uplifted arms. At the same

time the radiance of this moment is

refracted through the body a thousand-
fold, with a myriad of eyes set in a
myriad hands. (Figure of the Buddha,
Vietnam, 15th c.)




The sun-door is wonderfully figured in superabundance of celestial light French, le chemin, in English, the

the eye of the dome at Kashan, whose appears in the material world. Through chimney — which takes the aspiring soul

many facets give an idea of how the it goes the path — in Italian, il camino, in on its journey sunwards. (Kashan, Persia)







Entoptics

Yagé is taken at night, and its effects are much the same whether or not one is
Tukano. A flashing of many lights is soon seen, phosphenes emerge in blue and
orange, the field of vision is shaken by sideways vibrations, large felines and serpents
make their appearance together with staring eyes, often with double or triple
outlines. These are the guardians of the yagé universe, and the Tukano having long
familiarity with these experiences assign definite meanings to the elements they are
made of. Circles are yagé flowers or suns, and when concentric with a central spot
are signs of impregnation or, combined with arcs, of women; zigzag lines are also
flowers, besides being songs and the fertile power of the Sun Father, while patterns of
lozenges signify snakes. There is in all quite a dictionary of patterns they know of, out
of which a world of meaning is formed leading to further visionary experiences of
more individual significance.

The reason that everyone sees staring eyes, large felines and serpents when
taking yagé must be another organizational function of the imagination, that it
makes images out of its own sensations. We can follow the logic of this by means of

an old riddle:

Thirty white horses on a red hill,
Now they champ, now they stamp, now they stand still.
What are they?

The same conundrum was presented in a dream reported by the German
psychologist Scherner, in which two rows of boys entirely dressed in white advanced
towards each other over a bridge and then retreated, the dreamer then awakening
to find that he was grinding his teeth. In like manner, yagé takers are made aware of
powerful stimulation of their eyes, their jaws and their bodily musculature, both
voluntary and involuntary, which form themselves into images of large cats and
snakes. This happens even amongst those who have no first hand experience of
either, which makes us suspect that the imagination is organized through yet more
complicated entoptics, those that Jung named archetypes, which yagé can
sometimes activate with miraculous quiet precision.

The Tukano are not alone in using entoptic forms in their art. Amongst the
wonderful paintings of animals in Paleolithic caves we find many lozenges and
almond shapes, which archeologists regularly interpret as vulvas; grids, some small
and others covering great stretches of cave floors; fronds, circles, arrays of dots and,
from the earliest times, writhing lines drawn by the fingers on clay-covered walls
which now go by the name of ‘spaghetti’. Since entoptics can appear during
meditation in complete darkness, it is more than likely that these diagrams record a
sojourn in the caves undertaken to gain visions. We have large support for this idea
from the Bushmen, whose masterly paintings of animals are also accompanied by
entoptic forms. These paintings are records made by shamans of visions seen during
their entranced journeys to the land of the Master of Animals responsible for the
spiritual order and the abundance of Nature. Paleolithic art resembles these
paintings in so many ways that a similar shamanic impulse behind them is very
likely.

17

We know this Virgin and Child to be
that wonder of heaven, the Woman
clothed with the Sun, for her feet are
upon the moon and she is crowned
with twelve stars. The sun looks from
behind her, its radiance forming an
iris of colour; and she is thus in the
way of being the sun’s pupil, besides
reflecting those who look into it.
(Virgin and Child, by the Maitre des
Moulins, end of 15th c.)



PATTERNS OF THE INNER EY!

Sacred symbols look much the
same the world over, no doubt
because they have an intimate
connection with phosphene

patterns

Below: rock painting from Eritrea
third millennium BC.

Right: kerb-stone at New Grange,
Ireland, about 2,500 BC.

Bottom: Barasana Indian drawing
visionary patterns, Vaupés
Territory, Colombia.
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What any of these entoptic forms may actually mean must always be in doubt,
since they are capable of many interpretations. The Australian aborigines, for
instance, make much play with concentric circles and rows of dots on those sacred
boards named churingas: these designs refer to places of origin, camping grounds,
nests, watering places and so on, the dots representing individuals of different
species or clans. But all churingas look very much the same, and without their
owners it is impossible to tell just what story is being told.

The circle, single or concentric, is found again in Megalithic art together with its
cousin the spiral, and itis possible to read these, aborigine-wise, as places of origin, as
signs of the Great Mother and of coming into existence and returning to the source,
whether it be for individual souls, for the moon, the sun, or the year itself. This primal
design loses such large meanings in Iron Age times, when it rather designates the sun,
as we may also discern in American Indian pictographs from both continents. The
entoptic form is universal, its interpretation according to context.

The sun-like eye

The way that visionary images and entoptics cohere with meaning and become
symbolic forms is of the highest interest. Consider, for instance, those circles, single

Below left: painting of a yagé
vision, Tukano, Brazil. Above are
suns, and below them two
snakes, the lower one with its
castellations — also a phosphene
pattern — being the Snake-Canoe
that brings life to the earth. The
scrolls and triangles at bottom
signify sexual union.

Below: phosphene patterns.
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or concentric, that are interpreted as yagé flowers, suns, or signs of impregnation —
that is, as centres of origination. If we were to see these on the wings of butterflies or
the plumage of birds, we would call them ocelli or eye-spots, and their presence in
the organization of vision would account for their success in attracting the attention.
As itis, the yagé taker sees these entoptic ocelli together with visions of staring eyes,
those images of his own enlarged seeing, in such a way that eye and eye-spot reflect
upon each other. The consequence of this is that the eye as well as the entoptic eye-
spot must be thought of as a yagé flower, a sun, a sign of impregnation.

I the eye were not sun-like,” said Goethe — he was paraphrasing Plotinus — ‘how
could we ever see light? And if God’s own power did not dwell within us, how could
we delight in things divine?” The Tukano would be in full agreement with this great
aphorism, as we may see from their account of the origin of yagé. The story is set in
the House of Waters on the lower Vaupés river. There men were drinking cashiri, a
beer made from palm fruit, waiting for the Sun Father to give them that supreme
drink he had promised would link heaven and earth. Sun Father meanwhile had
impregnated his daughter with his brilliance, and she gave birth to the child in a flash
of light. Bearing this blood-red child, yagé itself, she entered the House of Waters,
which caused all the men to become dizzy. ‘Who is the father of this child? she then
called out. 1 am,’ said one of the men, and taking the child he cut off its umbilical
cord with half a copper ear-ring. The others then tore off the child’s limbs, and all
these pieces then grew into different kinds of narcotic vine.

Copper is the metal of the Sun, and the man who claimed to be the father of the
yagé child is also the shaman officiating at the yagé ceremony. As the child of the
Sun, yagé bursts into consciousness with such powerful visions — of staring eyes,
signs of impregnation, jaguars and snakes —as to suffocate the taker. This suffocation
is likened to drowning, which in turn is a Tukano metaphor for orgasm.

We shall find that the traditions of the Old World make the same connections
between the eye and the sun, water, sexual union, visionary experience and
intoxicants. These indicate the general process that makes the eye sunlike, and point
to the manner in which God's power — that is, the power of the Sun Father — dwells
within. As far as the Tukano are concerned, however, we can enlarge upon this
process by looking at what the jaguar means to them.

The eye-juggler

The jaguar is a mythological figure of great importance throughout South and
Central America. It is, like man himself, a hunter, and is regarded as man'’s rival in the
jungle where it has dominion. In the mountains of Colombia the Kogi Indians give it a
special place in their cosmology, as being the eldest born of the Universal Mother
from whom descend the Jaguar people and the Kogi themselves. Nearby, in San
Agustin, similarly-minded peoples once carved large monoliths bearing the features
of the Jaguar people, or of men with jaguar monsters couched on their backs.
Amongst the Tukanoan and Witotoan peoples the same word, ye’e, is used to name
both jaguars, regarded as progenitors and as the guardians of the womb and of the
clan house, and shamans, one of whose talismans is a quartz cylinder called the sun’s
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THE SOLAR EYE

The Aztec sun is a many-eyed being who
carries a human thigh bone in token of his
victories over death. The Eskimo mask
represents the sun-door that aspirants to
immortality must go through rather than the
sun itself, which for Redon is an eye, Jesus
being its pupil. A fitting text would be
Matthew, ii 22: “If thine eye be single, thy
whole body shall be full of light'.

Right: Christ in the sun disk, by Odilon Redon.

Above: Eskimo mask, Alaska.
Right: The god of the sun, Aztec, Codex
Borgia.
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penis. Elsewhere shamans have a reputation of being able to turn into jaguars, and a
novice amongst the Paez is initiated near a lagoon where he receives his office from
the Thunder beings. These Thunder children, who are born from the union of Jaguar
and a human woman, always appear with erect phalluses and are reputed to steal
women and take them to the Water-House in the depths of the lagoon, where they
feed on their blood and on their milk.

Elsewhere in South America the Jaguar is the original owner of fire, and as such
refused to share it with others. The Kayua recount that one day, when he was
hunting, he was told by Grasshopper that Toad and Rabbit had stolen his fire and
taken it to the other side of the river. Tears came into Jaguar’s eye at the news, and he
was further humiliated by Anteater who then came by. Anteater claimed that it was
he who ate raw flesh while Jaguar was the eater of ants, as he would prove if they
both defecated with closed eyes. It was thus a simple matter for him to swap the piles
of their dung without being seen, and having proved his point they agreed to a
further test to see who could take out their eyes and juggle with them. Anteater
managed the trick very well, for his eyes fell right back into their orbits when he had
done, but Jaguar’s eyes caught on a branch above him. Anteater then completed
Jaguar’s humiliation by asking the macuco bird, a myopic ground-dweller, to make
Jaguar new eyes out of water. With them Jaguar could see in the dark, which is why
he now only hunts at night and eats his meat raw, for he has lost his fire. Some say
that you can still see its reflection shining in his eyes when he prowls about your
camp after sundown, and others that this is no reflection but an inner fire: which is
why the Kayapo have given the name of ‘jaguar eyes’ to electric flashlights.
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JAGUAR SHAMAN

The jaguar is the shaman’s
familiar spirit or alter ego, into
which he can turn at will. As the
genius of procreative and
destructive power, the jaguar is a
solar being and has its coat
marked with eye spots, and
stands opposite to the lunar
rabbit, who is striped.

Far left: the Moon Rabbit, Aztec,
Codex Borgia.

Left: the Jaguar Sun, Aztec,
Codex Borgia.

Right: Jaguar man, Aztec, Codex
Borgia

Far right: Jaguar hero, San
Agustin, Colombia.

It is as well that Jaguar lost his fire, say the Kayua, because if he had got his fire
back he would certainly have burnt up the earth. Indeed, the Cuarani further to the
south say that the Blue Celestial Jaguar will do just this at the end of time, when he
will regain his fire and stalk the land by day as well as by night. But in Amazonas,
Jaguar’s acquisition of eyes made of water (together with his roar) allows him to
become a thunder being, flashing his fire as lightning amidst the torrential rains.

‘Just as the Sun, with his power, procreated the earth, so the jaguar is procreating,
clad in his yellow coat,” say the Tukano. ‘Like a man dominating a woman.” Or,
indeed, like the shaman dominating what Reichel-Dolmatoff calls ‘that wild
untrammelled energy, all-devouring in its impulses’, which the Indians hold to be the
fiery part of man’s essence, his inner sun. It is therefore no accident that the Ge
Indians speak of Moon playing the same trick on Sun as Anteater does on Jaguar. For
that matter, these two mythological animals also have their place in the sky: they are
the two dark patches in the stream of the Milky Way just south of Scorpio and Lupus.
In the evening, Jaguar is lying above Anteater, as though winning the contest: but by
dawn the stars have wheeled round and now Anteater is above Jaguar, as Day is
about to have it over Night.

This is one aspect of the eye-juggling act, and another may be seen every month
as Moon goes from ruling the night with full eye to being blinded when he rises
together with his brother Sun. Why it should be Anteater who is set against Jaguar is
a long story that would also have to deal with the nature of ants, with Toad and
Rabbit, with the turn of the seasons and the fires of sexuality, hunger, cooking and
digestion, all of which reflect upon each other; indeed with the nature of mythology
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itself which, as Levi-Strauss has shown in his great works on American myth, juggles
with the elements of the cosmos so that they fall into their proper order. Amongst
these elements is the human body, whose various parts learn their proper relation to
each other in terms of the natural world, a double concern well seen in Trickster
stories from North America.

The Trickster
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‘ The Trickster is variously called Coyote, Hare and Raven, and he gets up to all

The fight between the jaguar and ~ manner of pranks which range from the grotesque to the sublime. Like Jaguar in

the ant-eater as seen in the night — South America, he also gets involved with a fellow who can take out his eyes and
sky, where they appear as two

dark patches in the Milky Way. juggle with them. The Sahaptin tell how Coyote eagerly exchanged these for his own

eyes, threw them up in the air only to have Turkey Buzzard swoop down and carry
them off. So Coyote had to find himself new ones —first making a pair out of flowers,
which were good enough until they faded, and then by exchanging them again,
either with a snail or with a ground-living bird.

The bird in question is short-sighted, like the macuco who made new eyes fof
Jaguar, and so is the snail: but other stories tell that they both once upon a time had
the keenest of vision. Turkey Buzzard has excellent vision also, and he comes in as a
carrion eater, which Coyote is also in part. We are thus dealing with a game of
General Post, a set of exchanges between the myopic and the far-sighted, between
the carrion-eater and the hunter, after which Coyote comes off very well. Such
behaviour is to be expected of tricksters, who are continually exchanging things —

that is, taking or mistaking one thing for another until they fall into their proper place.

Tears’, photomontage by Man
Ray




But Coyote has more obvious things he must learn, such as the difference
between top and bottom. The story goes that he caught some ducks and set about
grilling them on afire. Feeling sleepy, he then set his anus to warn him if anyone came
around. Some foxes duly came, and though Coyote’s anus spoke as loudly as it
could, Coyote went on sleeping and the foxes managed to eat every morsel. Coyote
was very angry with his anus when he woke, and punished it with a burning stick; and
after further grotesqueries, he came to appreciate the difference between the two
ends of his body, and to learn the proper use of his anatomy.

The connection between seeing and defecation is not something that Freud ever
suspected, and while Levi-Strauss gives a detailed structuralist account of it in his
great work, we need not follow it here. It is enough to say that these two activities
reflect each other via a common internal experience, just as the eye itself is the
mirror of external fire. Itis, after all, a truism that whatever the eye sees is reflected in
it, a state of affairs brought about by Raven, the Tlingit trickster, who one day thought
to invite the tribes of the Little People to a feast. He welcomed them properly, and
had mats ready for them to sit down on. Then he took hold of the mats and shook
them hard, so that all the Little People flew off into the air and fell into people’s eyes.
This is why, when you look into someone’s eyes, you see a Little Person in their pupils.

The pupil

The pupil gets its name from the Latin pupilla, a little girl, a doll, a puppet. The figure of
speech is widespread: in Spanish the pupil is called el nina del ojo, the young girl of
the eye, in German des Mannlein, the little man, and in Greek kore, the maiden.
Lovers know it well:
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THE EYE AS FACE

The face that is put as the pupil
of an eye tells one that an eye is
short-hand for a face. Eye or face,
both animate whatever they are
part of, and the various faces on
the Marquesan club are those of
the war spirit and of the many
heads it has cracked open.

Above left: detail of carved box,
Haida, British Colombia.

Above: head of war-club from
the Marquesas Islands.




| fix mine eye on thine, and there
Pity my picture burning in thine eye:

My picture drowned in a transparent tear,
When [ look lower | espy;

Hadst thou the wicked skill

By pictures made and marr'd, to kill,

How many ways mightst thou perform thy will?

These lines come from the poem Donne aptly titled ‘Witchcraft in a Picture’, for this
picturing of one self in the eyes of another is the demonstration of what
bewitchment comes down to, whether for good or ill.

There is little that one can say about this bewitchment that is not a cliché or has
not been better said by the poets — by Shakespeare, for example. His Berowne cries,
‘Behold the window of my heart, my eye’, while Romeo is advised to ‘Take some new
infection to thine eye’ when his beloved is unkind. Pandarus tells Cressida that he
could live and die in the eyes of Troilus, hoping that she too will do so; Oberon has
Puck squeeze the juice of a magic flower into Titania’s eyes to make her enamoured
of Bottom, and Prospero remarks approvingly that Ferdinand and Miranda have
changed eyes when they first meet. This manner of falling in love, which the French
call ‘le coup de foudre’, the thunder-bolt, is summed up in that exquisitely double
edged song from The Merchant of Venice:

Tell me where is fancy bred,

Or in the heart or in the head,

How begot, how nourished?
Reply, reply.

It is engendered in the eyes,

With gazing fed, and fancy dies

In the cradle where it lies. . . .

Considering the temptations the eye constantly faces, it is no wonder that true love
is accounted a miracle. This word comes from the Latin for a prodigy, something that
you wonder at and admire, and its root also appears in ‘mirror” and ‘smile’. Indeed,
the reflective power of the eye is by no means confined to the pupil, for an eye
without a face can hardly be thought of as having any particular expression. The fact
is enshrined in such words as our ‘visage’, which comes from the Latin videre, to see,
as well as in the Greek ops and the Mende ngame, both of which mean at once ‘eye’
and ‘face’.

S.A. Boone reports that the Mende, who live in Liberia, find their principal
relaxation in looking. So when a man visits his brother they sit quietly without
speaking, just looking at each other, and then ‘their eyes walk around’, as they say. In
public, the favourite sport is to watch others, with all manner of dodges to do so
without staring. They like best to see a beautiful eye, which should be large and
round; to them it is more enticing than any other part of the body. Women must be
especially careful to appear modest and innocent, as though ‘not being able to read
what is going on” around them. To look directly into a man’s eyes is thought to be
either cheeky or belligerent, and so they half-shut their eyes in that dreamy look
which is at once the mark of a chaste woman and of an alluring siren.
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THE FACE AS EYE

The sun is an eye by whose light we
see, while a woman’s beauty may be
such an eyeful that all the senses are
drawn into one when looking at her.
Magritte’s personage is a well-buttoned
comment on such a theme.

Above: Sun figure, Algonquian rock
carving, Ontario.

Above right: Magritte, The difficult
crossing, 1963.

Right: engraving by Grandville from Un
Autre Monde, 1835.

I E
I
ks

i




LE COUP DE FOUDRE

Left: First Class — The Meeting. “And at first
meeting loved’. Painting by Abraham Solomon
(1824-1862).

Below left: I saw her with a bizarre plumage
on her head, having a supernatural colour and
eyes more flaming than | can tell of, from
which came a flame from Hell." Engraving by
Gustave Doré for ‘The Succubus’, in Balzac’s
Les Contes Drolatiques.
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MODESTIES AND INVITATIONS

Modesty and flirtatiousness are siamese twins,
and the one can invite the other as easily as
stop it in its tracks. Modesty is alluring in itself,
as the Mende well know; their ideal of the
perfect woman is sketched out in the figure
opposite, whose closed mouth and nearly
closed eyes give promise to her lover of
sumptuous joys to come. The Wodaabe of
West Africa are more open about such
matters, and youths court their girls by making
themselves delightful to look at, especially
when they roll the right eye in and out, and in
and out again.

Opposite above: Desire and Fulfilment
(detail), by J. Toorop, 1893.

Right: Woman of Lima, anonymous
photograph, 19th century.

Centre right: Wodaabe youth in the throes of
courtship.

Far right: Sowo figure, Mende, Liberia.







EYES OF WATER

Thoreau’s lake at Walden is
enclosed by trees to its very rim,
and looking into this secluded
mirror he sounded the depths of
his own nature. The moving
spirit in the depths of such an
eve of water is half woman and
half fish, who retlects a man'’s
dreams back to himself; and
should he do violence to her
image in this mirror she blinds
herseli in protest, as the legend
of St Lucy recounts.

Right: Walden Pond, Concord,
Massachusetts.

Opposite

Left: Saint Lucy, by Francesco del
Cossa.

Right: Mermaid, capital of a
column from the cloisters of
Gerona 13th century.

The mermaid’s mirror

Of all women, say the Mende, there is none more beautiful than Tingoi the mermaid.
She lives in the sea, in rivers and ponds, and has long black shining hair, a fair
complexion, a pointed nose, small sharply outlined lips, large, round and glistening
eyes, a glowing forehead and succulent breasts; her body is that of a fish or large
snake. She likes to play with a child or with snakes and, as is the way with mermaids,
she has a mirror and a comb. If she sees a man look at her she at once drops her
comb, and he should ask for a large ransom as the price of giving it back. If he is wise
he should never give it back at all, for she will then continue to shower gifts upon
him, and play with him in his dreams.

Every Mende woman lives like a mermaid from time to time, for as a girl she is
inducted into the initiation grove, and as a woman she visits this simulacrum of
heaven continually. This grove is held to be under the water, the element which not
only washes away moral and physiological impurities but is a living image of fertility.
During their ceremonies masks are worn, the most powerful of which have come up
from below the waters and have been found floating in streams or ponds; they are
the epitome of women'’s beauty, with eyes carved as slits in honour of those modest
seductions which women cultivate as part of their mystery.

The place of the eye in this mystery is plain enough: the mermaid’s mirror is a
woman’s eye into which a man may look only as a prelude to making love, and
perhaps also as an accompaniment. As the phrase goes, lovers will then drown in
each other’s eyes, a moment which the Tukano would understand as orgasmic and
illustrate with a dot within concentric circles, symbolizing the liquid drop of
conception.

Mermaids have long had an ambiguous reputation for, surpassingly lovely as they
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are, they find it as easy to drown a man literally as metaphorically. It is not always safe
to see the freshwater nymphs, either, especially when they are bathing: in ancient
Creece, Hylas took his death when he surprised them at their pool, and so did
Acteon, turned into a stag by the angry Artemis and torn to pieces by his own
hounds. Compared to them, Tiresias was fortunate in that, while he lost his eye-sight
on seeing the naked Athena, she gave him the power of inner sight in recompense.

The Greeks still have their mermaids, once called the Nereids, though in fresh
water these are known as naiads; and the idea still is that before a girl goes to her
nuptials, she has the status of a nymph. All these words beginning with n- come from
the same root, *neu, variant sneu, which also produces such Latin words as natare, to
swim, and nutrire, to suckle or nourish, hence our ‘nurse’; which all add up to the fact
that nubile women embody the liquid flow of life. As Zorba the Greek said, ‘Woman
is a fresh spring. You lean over her, you see your reflection and you drink; you drink
until your bones crack ... A fresh spring, that’s what she is, and she’sawomantoo. .

The eye of water

A fresh spring is an eye of water. ‘A lake is the first and most expressive feature of a
landscape,” said Thoreau. ‘It is the eye of the earth, where the spectator, looking at it
with his own, sounds the depths of his own nature.’ The figure of speech is enshrined
in language — in Welsh, for instance, where llygad means both eye and spring; also in
the Irish faochog, which can mean an eye, a small whirlpool and the periwinkle with
its whorled shell. And so well do springs mirror the depths of our own nature that
many of them are holy places, to be visited both out of reverence, and in the hope of
being healed.
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THE WATCHFUL EYE

In Plato’s Alcibiades, Socrates is pondering the meaning of the Delphic inscription
‘Know thyself.” It is, he says, as though someone were to say to the eye, ‘See
thyself,” which it should do in a mirror, especially in the mirror of another eye. ‘If
the eye is to see itself, therefore, it must look at the eye, and at that part of the eye
— the pupil — where sight which is the virtue of the eye resides.” It is then a small step
to be talking about the soul, which should look at that part of the soul in which
wisdom resides, and looking at wisdom we may arrive at God, and thus
come to know ourselves.

This is sound doctrine, supported by similar reflections the world over, as in the
Vedas, which give the name of Brahma to the Person in the Eye, and say of him:
‘The eyes opened, from them a luminous ray, from it the sun was made — the sun,
becoming seen, penetrated the eyes . ..’

The exposition of symbols was once an art whose basic principles were known as
much in tribal Brazil and Africa as in scholastic Europe. The spoken symbol, for
instance, is no more to begin with than what everyone knows. It is possible,
however, to interpret it in three successive stages; first in its metaphorical
application, then in its moral one, finally in its anagogic sense by which one
experiences the truth of what one knows.

There are many devices to help this process: the use of masks, for example, which
are themselves but metaphors for the mystery rites in which they are employed.
Such rites are acted out in an amphitheatre, a double theatre in which, as Donne

put it, ‘all men may sit and see themselves acted’. The eyes of the Pantocrator
watch over this act of self-recollection in Byzantine religious painting, as do those of
the Buddha that adorn the outside walls of temples in Tibet and northern India.

The sun-disk as emblem of the eye is an ancient device, and it is from Egypt that
we receive that of the eye at the apex of the solar pyramid. This was taken up at
the beginning of the Enlightenment by freemasonry as well as the Church to signify
the all-seeing nature of the Trinity, while the eye itself came at the time of the
French Revolution to signify the morality of Reason and the power of authority.

The unwinking Eye of God looks at
the spectator, itself the pupil of an
eye whose lids are the clouds.

Below, His enormous hand holds the

cosmos, showing sun, moon and
earth; and below that, the eye of the
human soul gazes upwards to its
prototype, the thumbs of its spread
hands enclosing a yoni-shaped

space. On either side are the Lamb of
the Apocalypse and the book of
Revelation, the risen Christ with the
two-edged sword of the Word and
his spouse, who bears the lily of
mercy and frees the dove of the Holy
Ghost. (Sacred Allegory, by /.
Provost)







Dzonokwa is a half-blind ogress or Fate
who appears during the Winter
Ceremonies when inlaws exchange
goods in settlement of a marriage
contract. She eats children, and causes
nightmares, but can be forced to
disburse wealth. (Kwakiutl mask,
American Indian)

The minatory eyes of the Pantocrator are
painted so as to follow the spectator
about wherever he goes. The same
effect in Buddhist art persuades the
onlooker that ‘The Teacher is looking at
me alone, is preaching the Way to me
alone.” (Wall painting from the apse of S.
Clemente, Tahull, 13th c.)
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This scheme has an astronomical sense
based on the solar cycle, a tradition
going back beyond the dawn of
ailization in Egypt. There the Eye of
Divinity is also that of the rising sun, of
the winged wedjat serpent and of Horus
in his hawk form, when it is called ‘a
word heard by God and the dead,
which they take in’. (Vignette from The
Jook of the Dead, funerary papyrus,
300 BC)

‘Buddha’ means ‘awake’, to be on the
watch. In recognition of this, the
Awakened One is commemorated in
the form of a stupa, from which he
looks out at the four directions as both
seer and overseer. (Stupa in Bodnath,
Kathmandu Valley)
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Among the many triumphs of the
Enlightenment was Newton'’s study of
Optics and, somewhat later, Young’s
Theory of Colour. Light could now be
anatomized and its vicissitudes
mathematically described, though what
was gained by seeing it as subject to
reason and natural law was
counterbalanced by the loss of
participation and of poetic feeling.

At the same time, Baroque art made
its own use of the effects of light, as
when it took up the emblem of the eye

within the triune sunburst to designate
the authority of the creative Logos.
(Detail from the pulpit decoration of the
Servitenkirche, Vienna, 18th c.)

With the French Revolution, the eye
became the emblem of reason, control
and order, and could be fitly depicted
shining out of the breast of Reason, now
suitably decorated with a collar of
numbers, standing for mathematics, an
exercise in pure reasoning. (‘La Raison’,
engraving by Darcis)






The wells in Britain are reputed to cure some seventy-five disorders, of which the
commonest ones affect the eyes. These are called Eye Wells, and a good story about
such a one was told by Lady Gregory: ‘There was Leary’s son in Gort had bad eyes
and no doctor could cure him. And one night his mother had a dream that she got up
and took a half-blanket with her to a blessed well a little outside Gort, and there she
saw a woman dressed all in white, and she gave her some of the water, and when she
brought it to her son he got well. So the next day she went there and got the water,
and after putting it three times on his eyes, he was as well as ever.” Some of these
wells had fish in them, which visitors made a point of feeding, for the water would not
effect a cure unless the fish came out of hiding into full view. The well at Tubbernault
in Sligo was one such, and a blind man who regained his sight there cried out: ‘O look
on me; | was blind from my birth, and saw no light till | came to the blessed well; now |
see the water and the speckled trout down at the bottom, with the white cross on his
back.

Also in Ireland is the eye well in Kilkeeren parish, Roscommon. At this place St
Caolainn was surprised by an ardent and unwanted suitor, and to discourage him
she pulled out her eyes and threw them at his feet. That done, she plucked two
rushes from the ground, which caused a spring to flow in which she bathed her eye
sockets and so regained her vision. The same story is told of St Brigit in several places
and, without the well, of St Lucy of Syracuse. From the date of St Lucy’s feast we may
guess part of its meaning: now held on December 13th, it used to fall on the winter
solstice, whence the old rhyme, ‘Lucy-light, the shortest day and the longest night'.
For ‘Lucy’ comes from the Latin for light, and on the day when the sun is to lose its
eye she is, as it were, juggling with her own eyes. It is left to St Caolinn to have new
ones made of water.

Much the same story is told of St Frideswide at Binsey, just outside Oxford. Her
well was immortalized by Lewis Carroll when, rowing past Binsey with Alice Liddell
and her two sisters on a famous afternoon, he had the Dormouse tell how three little
girls lived in a treacle-well. Despite Alice’s cry, ‘There’s no such thing!" the well of St
Frideswide is indeed a treacle-well, that is, a well of healing: for treacle is the old word
for a particular kind of medicine. It derives from the Latin ‘therion’, a wild beast, and
meant an antidote <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>