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To Anne Mercogliano




Nobody ­really looks at anything; it’s too hard.


—­ANDY WARHOL
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A FEW YEARS AGO, AN ORDINARY EVENT SHOOK UP MY LIFE.


I made a trip to the eye doctor.


One wintry Thursday morning, my eyes felt gummy and sandy when I got out of bed, but I paid no attention to them until I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. I was startled to see that the whites of my eyes had turned an angry pink, and my lashes were clumped together: the distinctive signs of pink eye. I ignored my condition for as long as I could, but eventually I found myself in my eye doctor’s exam room, trying not to touch my face.


How many times had I sat in this chair and counted the certificates mounted against the light wood of the walls? To someone unfamiliar with bulky eye-­exam equipment, the complicated shapes might look menacing, but I’d been facing off with those machines since third grade. I cried when I first learned that I needed glasses, but the minute I put them on and discovered that I could make out a bird on a branch and every face on the playground, I loved them.


Finally my doctor breezed in. He checked my (very pink) eyes, confirmed my amateur diagnosis, and prescribed some drops. As we said goodbye, he added casually, “Make sure you schedule a regular checkup soon. As you know, you’re more at risk for a detached retina.”


“Wait, what?” I asked, turning around. “Actually, no, I don’t know about that.”


“You’re extremely nearsighted, which makes it more likely that your retina will pull away from its normal position. It’s a serious problem that could damage your vision, so if it starts we want to catch it right away.” He spoke as cheerfully as if he were giving me a standard reminder to drink enough water or wear sunscreen.


“I’m sorry,” I said, “can you explain that again?” I flashed back to the fact that the nurse had referred to me as a “high myope” just before the doctor came in.


He repeated himself, and I listened with mounting alarm; I had a friend who had recently lost some of his sight due to a detached retina. I became so distracted by my anxiety that as the doctor talked I could hardly hear what he was saying. (I didn’t take notes, and I always take notes.) He finished by saying, “So I’ll see you at your next checkup, okay?”


“Okay, thanks,” I said, stunned, and continued out the door.


By the time I was outside, something in me had shifted. I felt frightened. My sight! Until this conversation, I had never given much thought to my sense of sight beyond making sure my contact-­lens prescription was up-­to-­date.


As I headed home through the soft dusk, I realized that it had been a long time since I’d noticed the New York City streetscape that I loved. What if it dimmed or even vanished for me?


I turned a corner, and in an instant, all my senses seemed to sharpen. It was as if every knob in my brain had suddenly been dialed to its maximum setting of awareness. I gazed through my sticky eyes at the luminous gray sky above the buildings and at the frilly purple leaves of the ornamental kale in the tree boxes. I picked out every sound in the weekday city racket of sirens, jackhammers, horns, and shouts. I smelled a heady mixture of car exhaust, marijuana, and honey-­roasted peanuts from a Nuts4Nuts cart.


Never before had I experienced the world with such intensity—­it was extraordinary. As I continued through the streets, waves of exhilaration made me want to laugh out loud or say to a passing stranger, “Look at the trees! Aren’t they beautiful?” For too long, I realized, I’d been taking it all for granted—­the colors, the sounds, the feel of everything around me.


My walk home took only twenty minutes, but those twenty minutes were transcendent. I kept thinking, “This experience is now, it’s here; and it’s also past, never to be repeated.”


In that time, I woke to a profound truth: I had my one body and its capacities right now, and I wouldn’t have them forever. In college, I’d read a cheap edition of Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady on a top bunk with no proper reading light; now I had to enlarge my smartphone’s font to answer my emails. One day I might no longer hear my husband Jamie’s loud yawns, or see our dog, Barnaby, triumphantly race through the apartment with his beloved Abominable Snowman toy in his mouth. Already, our daughter Eliza was out of the apartment, and we had just a few years left with Eleanor under our roof.


I was a dutiful caretaker of my body—­careful to get enough sleep, to exercise, to eat healthy food, to get my checkups and vaccines, to wear sunglasses and a seatbelt. But was I appreciating my body and its powers? Was I savoring each day of my life as it was unfolding? Was I paying attention to the people I loved?


As I pressed the keypad to let myself into our apartment building, I accepted the truth that, until now, I’d ignored: I was running out of time. Shadows had begun to slant eastward, over Central Park and over my life. I didn’t want to come to the end and think, “So many things happened to me. I wish I’d been paying attention.”


I came home to an empty apartment. Before long, I heard Jamie calling me from the front hallway, and I jumped up to greet him. “Hello!” I said, with a rush of love. “How was your day?” When I gave him a kiss, I noted the rough stubble on his cheek, and as we talked, I found myself gazing into his face with an intensity that let me register the green of his eyes and the gray in his dark hair as I hadn’t for a long time.


I waited for Eliza and Eleanor to return from dinner with their grandparents. When they walked through the door, they seemed taller than I remembered, as though I’d looked at them without ­really seeing them for months.


“Hello!” I said, as I gave each of them a long hug. “Hi,” they answered, with some surprise at my enthusiasm. As I pulled Eliza close, then Eleanor, I noted the scents of their different shampoos, one honey, one plum. When they were little, I’d been so physically engaged with my daughters, constantly carrying, bathing, feeding, rocking, and cuddling them. Now that they were older, I more often kept my distance. Too much time had passed since I’d held them tight.


I resolved to make a change.


MY PINK-­EYE INFECTION CLEARED AFTER a few days, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d experienced.


For years, I’d been studying human nature and reflecting on how we can build happier lives: the science of the soul. One of my most important realizations was that we can build a happy life only on the foundation of self-­knowledge. The more my life reflected my own temperament, values, and interests, the happier I became, so I spent a lot of time trying to know myself better. Before starting this process of self-­examination, I’d assumed, “How difficult can it be to know myself? I hang out with myself all day long!” But self-­knowledge is hard.


To know myself better, I asked myself questions: “Whom do I envy?” “What do I lie about?” “What did I do for fun when I was ten years old?” “How do I put my values into action?” I also followed dozens of happiness-­boosting resolutions: “Revive a dormant friendship,” “Follow the one-­minute rule,” “Celebrate minor holidays,” and “Choose the bigger life.”


Despite all these efforts, over the past few years, I’d started to realize that I felt stuck in my head—­disconnected from the world and other people, and also from myself. I traveled all the way from New York City to Los Angeles to see my sister Elizabeth, but when I got back, I realized I hadn’t once noticed her characteristic way of gesturing with her hands, and I had no idea if she was still wearing her signature circle necklace every day. Had I ­really looked at her at all?


I’d been trying to figure out what was missing from my life, and that unforgettable walk home from the eye doctor revealed the answer: I needed to connect with my five senses. I’d been treating my body like the car my brain was driving around town, but my body wasn’t some vehicle of my soul, to be overlooked when it wasn’t breaking down. My body—­through my senses—­was my essential connection to the world and to other people.


I knew, of course, that I could have a happy, complete life even if I lost some of my body’s capabilities. My fear was that one day I’d regret all that I’d ignored. Today I might think, “I’m too busy to plan a trip to Death Valley,” but if I lost my sense of sight, I’d think, “I wish I’d seen the desert.” Some people love mountains, and others love the ocean, meadows, lakes, or forests. Maybe I loved a landscape of sand dunes, and I didn’t even know it.


If I stopped to think about it, did I know the color of the inside of a blueberry? It took me years to realize how much I disliked the work of Pablo Picasso and loved the work of Thomas Cole, or that I preferred En­glish Breakfast to Earl Grey tea. When my mother saw me wearing my favorite pair of yoga pants, she commented, “It’s nice to have something navy blue, instead of more black,” but I’d never registered that my yoga pants were blue. I lived in New York City, but I never spotted any famous people.


I wasn’t sleepwalking through my days. I spent hours reading, writing, and talking to people; I kept lists, made plans, and set goals; I tracked the number of steps I took. I existed in a constant process of self-­examination: How do I grow into the person I think I could become? But while I valued the intensity, productivity, and structure of my life, that walk home had revealed that I’d been allowing the sensations of my life to slip away unobserved. If I focused on the experiences of my senses, what could I discover?


I hadn’t noticed when I’d started craving ginger ale or dreading the “Ripples” sound of my phone alarm. When had Eliza started wearing so many rings? When had Eleanor started blasting music while she took a shower? When had Jamie started eating so much Greek yogurt? My senses held the power to tie me to the people and moments that I wanted to experience and to remember.


That pink-­eye afternoon had revealed three truths. I wanted to appreciate the moments of my life more fully; I wanted to get out of my head and into my life; I wanted to deepen my knowledge of the world, of other people—­and of myself.


During that walk, I’d felt intense vitality because I’d paid such close attention to the sensations streaming through me, and that experience showed me the way forward: I would study my five senses. I didn’t want to miss another minute.


I KNEW THAT THIS AIM—­TO revel in my senses—­wouldn’t be easy for me. Many people enjoy activities that connect them to their bodies, like running, swimming, fly-­fishing, or playing a musical instrument. I read books. Petting Barnaby was the closest thing I had to a body-­based hobby.


My tastes often seemed too small, too simple. I preferred plain food, like scrambled eggs at our local diner, and I couldn’t handle liquor, so I rarely drank even a glass of wine. I loved the odd song, but I rarely listened to music. I wanted light massage instead of deep, I wanted my meat cooked through and my salsa mild. I admired art that seemed obviously beautiful.


I didn’t make much effort to shape my experience, and I always chose convenience over pleasure. Other people went to great lengths to make the perfect cup of coffee; I used whatever system was quickest and easiest, and I swigged my coffee from a giant mug, not from a small cup that would encourage me to savor every drop. Every Christmas, we decorated artificial tabletop trees instead of a fragrant, prickly live tree. For a long time, I’d resisted my daughters’ pleas to get a dog because I didn’t want to deal with the extra work.


Over the years, I’ve had several transformative insights into happiness and human nature (I have a tendency ­­toward epiphany, which is one of my favorite things about myself). Now I realized that, over time, I’d grown serious and impatient, too eager to hurry back to my desk or my to-­do list. Although I love to work, my focus on efficiency and productivity had left me with a heaviness of spirit—­a feeling of staleness or stagnation. I wanted to stir myself up with the quick hits of exuberance that my senses could provide.


My sister Elizabeth often told me, “You would have made such a good monk,” and it’s true. I valued my good habits so much that I almost never took a break from them, even when I probably should have. Some people lead messy lives. I wasn’t messy; my faults fell in the opposite direction. I was rigid.


I could become so preoccupied with my plans and lists that I forgot to pay attention to what was actually happening around me. I’d walk on a beach but hardly see the ocean because I was rewriting a paragraph in my head. I couldn’t listen to an audiobook because my own thoughts drowned out the sound of the reader’s voice.


Recently, I’d taken Eliza, Eleanor, and Barnaby to a neighborhood photography shop to have their picture taken for our family’s annual Valentine’s Day card. I hustled the process along, trying to finish it as fast as possible so I could hurry back to my desk. Only later did I realize the irony: The whole point of taking the photograph was to capture the sight of my daughters at that moment—­and I hardly looked at them as it was happening.


Now, perhaps, I had found a way to shake myself out of my chronic fog of preoccupation: I would undertake to see, hear, smell, taste, and touch the world around me so that instead of staying in my head, I would live more fully in my body. I would relish sensations for their own sakes, and, even more than that, I would use the intensity and emotional power of those sensations to connect me to others, and also to myself.




Coming to My Senses
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I WANTED TO TAP INTO THE POWER OF MY SENSES—­BUT WHAT DID I mean by “senses”?


I headed to the library to dive into research. Of the senses, I learned, five could be called the Aristotelian Senses or the Kindergarten Senses: sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. Our sensory organs of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and skin are connected to the brain through nerves that transmit electrochemical messages. These organs and the brain work together to present the world to us: Sensation is the stimulation of a sensory organ (a tongue tasting salt) and perception is the integration of sensations in the brain, with all we’ve learned about the world (a brain perceiving “Great pretzel!” from sight, sound, smell, taste, and texture).


In recent times, however, researchers have identified many additional senses. For instance, proprioception gives us our sense of the position of parts of our body. We use it when we close our eyes and touch our finger to the tip of our nose or climb stairs without looking. Equilibrioception allows us to maintain our balance and body posture as we sit, stand, run, ride a bike, or walk a tightrope. Interoception gives us the ability to note and interpret sensations coming from within our own bodies. Is my heart racing? Do I have butterflies in my stomach? Am I hungry, thirsty, in need of a bathroom?


This list continues, and while every sense contributes to our experience, and is fascinating in its own right, these more subtle senses run in the background. As with a heartbeat or breathing, typically we notice them only when they break down. They don’t match the glamour of the Big Five.


I decided to explore the Big Five.


The brain lives a quiet life, encased in bone and floating in cerebrospinal fluid; it’s about 73 percent water and accounts for 2 percent of body weight, yet gobbles up about 20 percent of all the energy we consume. My brain allows me to accomplish extraordinary feats: Just the other day, I stood on a moving bus while reading a sign during a conversation with a friend as I ate from a bag of nuts. That’s a lot of coordination.


While my eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and skin send their distinct messages along the complex circuits of my nervous system, by the time that information reaches my consciousness, it’s integrated into a coherent whole. It is the sensorium—­my sensory faculties considered together—­that gives me my experience of the world.


Soon after my doctor’s visit, Eleanor brought home a large container of raspberries, and I helped myself to a bowlful. I ate them one by one, captivated by their beautiful jewel-­like color, their fresh flowery smell, their bumpy texture, and the explosion of sweetness when I bit into them. With effort, I could identify these separate sensations, but in the moment, my sensorium gave me pure “raspberry.”


As we move through the world, our brains make constant adjustments to what we perceive. When information is incomplete, our brains make an educated guess about what we’ve seen, heard, smelled, tasted, or touched. For instance, because of the way the optic nerve attaches to the eyeball, we all have blind spots in our vision, but the brain typically ensures that when we look around, we don’t register any gaps. When one sense doesn’t give us as much information as we want, we can recruit other senses to help. If I can’t track the flight of an invisible bug that is pestering me, I can listen to try to find it, because by listening to changes in sound—­such as the amount of sound, how sound reflects off surfaces, and the difference in time when a sound arrives at each ear—­we can learn about the location and speed of objects with our ears instead of our eyes.


Also, our five senses regularly make compromises; when one sense clamors for attention, the others fade back. When Elizabeth and I talked on the phone, my brain helped me concentrate on her words by reducing my awareness of the rain clattering against my window. When he walked into a Woolworth’s store, artist Andy Warhol recalled, “I listened and there was a buzz, probably a faulty air-­conditioning system, but for me it was completely drowned out by the smell of roasted peanuts.”


Along the same lines, when one sense shuts down, the others feel more acute; lights dim for a concert, because we hear better in the dark; we close our eyes when kissing. I’m a fearful driver, and when I do drive, I often turn off the radio so I can see where I’m going.


In general, our senses are alert for change, because change might mean danger or opportunity. A bird’s flight catches my eye, but I don’t notice a rock on the ground. As soon as a sensation becomes familiar, we ignore it, so after a few moments, my skin will no longer register my cotton T-­shirt, and the smell of sunscreen will fade.


In particular, each of the five senses is attuned to information about people. Because they’re so crucial to our survival, we have an insatiable curiosity about how other people think and behave. What are they looking at, what are they saying? By watching, listening, smelling, and touching other people, we can make shrewd guesses about their identities, desires, knowledge, beliefs, and motivations. Information about other people is so compelling that it can be difficult to concentrate in the presence of others—­something bemoaned by many workers who sit in open-­plan offices.


The five senses send in streams of reports—­yet the human world is only partly concrete. Unlike animals, we experience a universe transformed by imagination, and we exist within a cloud of thoughts, such as “What if?” and “They’re talking about me” and “This is holy.” A dog doesn’t gaze at a waterfall. When we look, we see more than our eyes show us.


And, of course, we each live in our own body, the one assigned to us by fate and shaped by our history. My senses would show me a different world if I were ten years old, pregnant, a smoker, a bird-­watcher, or in a bad mood, or if I spoke a tonal language, had a genetic variation related to the olfactory receptor gene OR6A2, or had suffered through a bad night with tequila in college. As writer Zora Neale Hurston observed, “Every man’s spice-­box seasons his own food.”


Yet most of us assume our world is the same as everyone else’s world. Remarkably, I learned, many people who have trouble differentiating red from green or who lack a sense of smell don’t realize it until young adulthood. In his memoir Songs Without Words, Gerald Shea recounts that he was thirty-­four years old before he discovered that he’d lost much of his hearing from scarlet fever, at age six. Some people with synesthesia—in which the stimulation of one sense creates an experience in a second sense so that letters or numbers have colors, music has color or movement, or words create tastes—­don’t know that others lack those types of impressions.


For people who have sensory processing differences, some sensations may feel overwhelming, while others barely register. Certain experiences, such as getting a haircut, walking through a crowded mall, smelling the laundry-­detergent aisle in the grocery store, or feeling a sudden breeze may be difficult. These challenges require thoughtful attention and care, and different tools and strategies can help people manage their individual sensory environments.


Acknowledging that people experience sensations in different ways can help us all be more understanding—­not to dismiss people’s objections to sights, sounds, smells, tastes, or touches, but instead to respect them so that we can create sensory environments in which everyone can feel comfortable.


While studying such differences was beyond the scope of my project—­to explore my own five senses—­recognizing them underscored an important truth: We each live in the brew of our own sensations.


It was strange to realize that I make the world. In darkness and silence, my brain receives countless messages as my five senses probe my surroundings. In that outer world, there’s no color, no music, no scent, until those messages return to my brain—­and then the world bursts into life inside my body. “My own eyes were needed in order that the copper-­red of the beech could be set against the blue of the cedar,” writer and philosopher Simone de Beauvoir noted. “When I went away, the landscape fell to pieces, and no longer existed for anyone; it no longer existed at all.”


When I die, certain impressions will wink out of existence forever: the prickle of dried grass underfoot in Missouri’s summer heat, the bready scent of the bakery where my daughters and I stopped for after-­school cupcakes, the way watery sunlight slants through my kitchen on winter afternoons.


Looking outside my window, when I noticed that snow had begun to fall, I told myself, “I don’t need to look, I can look next time.” No. Now, I promised myself, I would stop to experience it all. But how?


TO LIFT THE VEILS OF my self-­absorption, to re-­create the beautiful intensity I’d felt on that walk home from the doctor’s office, I needed a plan.


Because I tend to turn personal challenges into professional projects, I’d done many self-­experiments before; I’m a kind of street scientist who uses the world as my laboratory and myself as a guinea pig. I tackle questions such as “Why do we do what we do?” and “How can we become happier?” And I always start by asking these questions of myself.


I began to plan my investigations to go deeper into the senses. I couldn’t magically outgrow myself; if I wanted to change, I must make a change. Over time, I’ve learned, I gain more from taking specific actions than from making lofty but vague resolutions. I wouldn’t be able to prod myself to “be present in the moment,” but I could “take a deep sniff of saffron” and, with its earthy-­sweet scent, appreciate that moment. So how should I proceed?


Because I love habits, predictability, and familiarity, I would take a methodical approach to my experiment. I’d follow the traditional order—­see, hear, smell, taste, touch—­because that order felt natural to me. In humans, the visual system is the most highly developed, and next, the auditory system. Although crucial to our experience and sense of well-­being, the other three senses don’t dominate our awareness as much, and they occupy less real estate in the brain. It’s right that smell should come before taste, because flavors arise largely from smell. The order also reflects the senses’ range: Sight and hearing tell us what’s happening far away; smell, at a shorter distance; taste and touch require direct contact. Touch, last on the list, is the only sense that’s spread over the entire body.


For each sense, I’d begin by studying its workings. I’d been absorbing sensory reports since even before I was born, but I didn’t know much about how the senses work. The more we know, the more we notice.


To engage more fully with each sense, I’d devise a mix of playful, practical exercises: take a class, plan an adventure, or try a simple experiment. I’d find ways to immerse myself in a particular sense, deprive myself of it, indulge it, hoodwink it, or cure some irritation it caused me.


I wanted to use the five senses to deepen my relationships, so I would invite my family and friends to try different exercises with me (and with Eliza and Eleanor, I’d likely conscript them). Through my senses, I hoped to find new ways to build connections with the people I loved.


Also—­and this was particularly ambitious—­I’d choose one place and visit it every day for a year. This exercise appealed to me because I’ve always been powerfully attracted to routine and repetition, and I take great pleasure in the expected. With a daily visit, I could explore what I saw, heard, smelled, tasted, and touched over time.


Some people report feeling a new shot of life after finding themselves in a dangerous situation (getting in a car crash, trying a risky adventure) or going through a demanding experience (starting a romance, having an intense encounter with nature). But I didn’t want to risk my life or even overhaul my life; I wanted to transform my ordinary day. By paying more attention to the sensations I encountered, I could elevate the familiar experiences that were already part of my daily routines.


My study of the five senses wouldn’t be exhaustive. I’d be studying my five senses, and I’d explore whatever compelled me most. Each of us comes from our own time and place; each of us engages with the world through our own particular complement of senses, whatever those might be. I could only study myself.


Even so, from my small study, I hoped to discover larger truths. I considered the staggering variety of human lives: the people who lived across the globe, the people who lived five hundred years ago, the people who lived a block from my apartment, today. All those people existed in a unique universe. I hoped that a greater understanding of my own senses would give me a deeper appreciation of the human experience.


I considered my starting point. What did I know about myself? I realized that I had foreground senses and background senses. With our foreground senses, we pay attention, we seek new experiences, we enjoy talking and learning about those senses. With our background senses, we’re much less interested; we may be concerned more with avoiding the negative than with embracing the positive. While some people engage with each of their five senses, other people—­such as me—­appreciate some senses but neglect others.


My foreground senses were sight and smell; I tended to dismiss hearing, taste, and texture to the background. I liked looking into store windows, but I had little interest in listening to new music or trying a new food. Jamie constantly listens to new music, but he almost never comments about a smell. A friend loves to cook and try new foods, but never bothers to visit a park, store, or museum. Through this experiment, I would try to cultivate my neglected senses.


I also hoped I would discover the superpowers—­for me—­of each sense. Did it have a special power to evoke memories? To bring delight? To connect me with others?


These days, our five senses are blunted by sunglasses, deodorant, and shoes that cushion the sensation of gravel—­and they’re also glutted with high-­fructose corn syrup and elevator music. When I watch a movie, I see and hear more than I could ever see or hear in real life, but no information registers in my nose or on my skin. My environment felt oversaturated and processed, but also virtual and flattened. I wanted to make direct contact.


When I talk to people about happiness, sometimes they ask, “In the midst of so much suffering and injustice, is it selfish to focus on our own individual experience and happiness?” For instance, by exploring the five senses.


My answer is: no. Research shows that happier people are interested in the problems of others and the problems of the world. They volunteer more time, donate more money, are more likely to vote, and are more likely to help others. That’s why that airplane reminder to “put on your own oxygen mask before helping others” has become such a cliché; it’s a cliché because it’s true. When we care for ourselves, we strengthen ourselves to care for others—­and I conjectured that the five senses would provide an effective way to care for ourselves.


By immersing myself in strong sensations for this experiment, I hoped I’d sharpen my five senses for the rest of my life. The days are long, but the years are short—­and my years are getting shorter. As we grow older, time seems to speed up; as poet Robert Southey observed, “Live as long as you may, the first twenty years are the longest half of your life.” My freshman year of high school seemed to last forever, but last year passed in a flash.


I faced not just the fragility of my physical faculties, but the transience of everything around me. I’d better enjoy every experience now, because in a blink (like this, right in the middle of a sentence) it would be gone.


Despite this weighty truth, I felt a soaring feeling of excitement every time I thought about all the things I would do. Would my five senses help me to become more observant, more creative, more loving? I couldn’t wait to plunge in.




[image: Portrait of a Woman with a Man at a Casement by Fra Filippo Lippi. Circa 1440.]




Seeing
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The Voluptuousness of Looking, or 
Why No One Notices the Gorilla


The great interests of man: air and light, the joy of having a body, the voluptuousness of looking.


—­MARIO MANLIO ROSSI, “Essay on the Character of Swift”


AFTER WE BROUGHT NEWBORN ELIZA HOME FROM THE HOSPITAL, I remember lying on the bed with her between Jamie and me, and thinking that I just couldn’t open my eyes wide enough, or stare long enough, to take in the sight of her.


She’d been born early, so she spent a week in the neonatal intensive care unit before coming home. She weighed just four pounds, and I marveled at her delicate features, her perfect hands: her body so fragile, yet capable of every task of life.


I saw Jamie, too, who was fast asleep. (It had been a tough week for all three of us.) As I looked at Eliza’s carefully swaddled form against Jamie’s large and sturdy bulk, for the first time I saw him as a father.


Eliza’s face was smaller than my palm, her lashes were almost invisible, and when she opened her eyes, even though she had the inscrutable, unfocused gaze of a newborn, I felt the shock of her presence.


I’ll never forget the sight of her that afternoon.


I’D WITNESSED A SUPREME MOMENT with Eliza as a newborn, but now I almost never saw the world with that kind of intensity. Every morning, Eleanor made herself two pieces of toast and sat munching them at the kitchen table while she checked her phone. Or did she?


The revelation from my trip to the eye doctor had made me realize how much I valued and depended on my sight. Something we see can make us laugh, cry, or change our lives, but too often I used my power to see in a purely utilitarian way. When I rode the subway, I relied on sight to navigate my way through the station and onto the train, but I paid little attention to the faces or fashions of my fellow passengers. “Nobody ­really looks at anything; it’s too hard,” Andy Warhol observed. It was time to learn to see.


With sight, light passes through the cornea, the pupil, and the lens to the retina, where photoreceptive cells turn light into electrical signals. These signals travel from the retina to the optic nerve to the brain, which translates the signals into images and makes meaning out of those images. Even under rapidly changing conditions, typically functioning vision systems can detect color, shape, movement, and depth. Each of our two eyes receives slightly different information, which the brain uses to create single, three-­dimensional images.


I was surprised to learn that although we think we’re gazing clear-­eyed on the world, in fact, our brains are always tinkering with the view.


For example, color constancy means that we understand that a familiar object stays the same color, even when light conditions change; I know the field of snow in Central Park is white, whether I look at it in the bright sunlight of noon or in the blue light of dusk. Similarly, size constancy means that we understand that an object stays the same size, even when its image on our retina gets bigger or smaller; I know that tree isn’t rising up out of the ground, even when it looks bigger as I walk closer to it. When I glance around the park, I seem to scan the scene smoothly, when in fact my eyes rapidly jump from one point to the next.


The brain erases things that interfere with our view, like our nose and the blood vessels in our eyes. While it gives us the impression that we see a world of crisp, clear images, actually we can see sharp details only in a small window. I stretched out my hand to an arm’s length and looked at the width of my thumb—­which, I’d learned, was the size of the area that I could see clearly, just enough to make out seven or eight letters of normal print on a page. Sure enough, despite this sight limitation, everything around me appeared to be in sharp focus.


Our brains combine information from all our senses, but when a conflict arises, sight usually wins. For instance, in the McGurk effect, if we see a person’s mouth moving in a way that doesn’t match the actual words we hear, the brain corrects our experience so we “hear” what we see.


The sight-­biased wiring of our brains leads to some unfortunate trade-­offs. I love beautiful smells, so I’m sorry that roses are now bred for their color, shape, vase life, and resistance to insects and disease, not for the trait that matters most to me—­their fragrance. I’m not a fan of tomatoes, but I often hear tomato lovers complain that tomatoes have become colorful, tough, and bland; they’re now bred for looks, uniform size, and ease of packing rather than for flavor. Sight trumps taste.


Often we miss seeing something happening right before our eyes because our brains are focused on something else. I went online to watch the astonishing Monkey Business Illusion video that illustrates “inattentional blindness.” I watched six participants line up on a stage, with three wearing black T-­shirts, three wearing white ­T-­shirts. A voice instructed, “Count how many times the players wearing white pass the ball,” and each team started bouncing and passing a ball. I faithfully watched the white team, and was surprised when I learned that the answer was sixteen passes—­I’d caught only fifteen. Then (spoiler alert), the announcer asked, “Did you spot the gorilla?” Nope! Because I’d been tracking the ball, I’d failed to notice when someone in a gorilla costume strolled right through the action.


And this inattention doesn’t just apply to gorillas. In 2019, fans of the fantasy TV show Game of Thrones shared a big laugh when a stray to-­go coffee cup, complete with plastic lid and insulation sleeve, accidentally appeared on a castle’s banquet table amid flickering candles, animal horns, and goblets. Despite many layers of scrutiny from editors, producers, and executives, no one spotted it because they were focusing on other elements as they reviewed the dailies.


While we assume that what we see, hear, smell, taste, and touch reflects the objective truth about the world, in fact, like donors in a Renaissance painting, we insert ourselves into the action; my brain shows me what it decides that I need to see. When the heel popped off a favorite shoe, I was amazed by how many tiny shoe-­repair stores in my neighborhood suddenly sprang into view. My brain had decided that this information was useful.
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