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Why should we concern ourselves with the past, especially the rather distant past of bygone civilizations like ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, Greece and Rome? The reason, I believe, is that our relationship to the past is at the same time a relationship to ourselves. It is a relationship to a dimension of ourselves that we have become largely unconscious of today. It nevertheless calls to us from hidden depths. By heeding this call, we come to recognize that the depths of the past lie within us, and that the voice that sounds from these depths is our own voice, which we have for too long neglected.

Were we to heed this voice, we would hear it telling us that today’s “common sense” view of the world in which what is real is equated with what has material existence, and is therefore best known and understood through the methods of contemporary materialistic science, is a narrow and sadly reduced view of the world compared to that of the ancients. We would also hear it telling us that our modern standards of what is normal, acceptable, and sane are not absolute or beyond question, because they would have been regarded by people in ancient times as quite the opposite. We might also hear this voice remonstrating with us over our cherished belief in progress, by means of which we permit ourselves to look with condescension, if not disdain, upon cultures prior to our own and thereby bolster up a dismissive attitude to an important dimension of human experience. Today this dimension of experience, for so long suppressed, seems increasingly to impinge upon our lives and to demand our attention.

There is, then, the possibility that we might learn something from the past, if we approach it with due respect. This is not to say that we should idolize the past. Ancient consciousness placed supreme value on maintaining contact with the spirit world through divination, sacrifice, worship, ritual, and visionary experience. Modern consciousness, by contrast, has replaced deference toward the world of spirit with deference to rational analysis and “evidence-based” research that excludes any notion of nonphysical aspects of reality. At the same time, however, modernity has come to place great value on the ideal of individual freedom. In retrospect, we may judge that the ancients lacked any corresponding ideal of freedom—indeed, they would have regarded it as sacrilegious. The path of the historical development of consciousness has been neither one of simple progress nor of decline, but rather a process of gains and losses. We have gained a degree of mental focus and alacrity, and we have gained freedom, but in the process we have lost the relatedness that existed in antiquity to the world of spirit.

Today there is a deep longing in our culture to reconnect to this spiritual world, for we are not whole without it. But our longing cannot be satisfied by embracing religious belief alone, no matter how emotional the embrace, for our longing is at root a hunger and thirst for the experience of interior realities. If, however, we are to forge a new relationship to the invisible world of spirit based on experience, what will distinguish it from the past is the modern necessity that it be based on our own autonomy as free individuals, able to think, decide, and act for ourselves. The ideal toward which we need to work today is that of a future reconnection with the realm of spirit in which we retain our capacity to think discriminatively and in which we retain our individual moral autonomy. Only thereby will the “ancient world” acquire an appropriate and authentic future.

This book collects together twelve essays written between 1993 and 2007. It takes a more varied approach to the cultures of antiquity than either of the two previous books that I have written on the culture and religious life of ancient Egypt. Temple of the Cosmos  (1996) gave an overview of the ancient Egyptian experience of the sacred and was intended to be a general introduction to the consciousness of the ancient Egyptians, which was so highly attuned to the spirit world. Shamanic Wisdom in the Pyramid Texts (2005) was a more narrowly focused study that offered a new interpretation of the ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts and the mystical and initiatory rituals described therein. The present book, whose twelve essays were written before, during, and after the publication of these two books, ranges beyond the culture of Egypt to the cultures of Mesopotamia, Crete, Greece, and Rome, as well as reflecting on the significance of early Christianity. More explicitly than the two previous volumes, it aims to bring the consciousness that prevailed in ancient times into relationship with our situation now. The underlying purpose of these essays is to try to shed light on the historical development of human consciousness, from antiquity to the present day, and from the present into the future. Over the years during which these essays were written, I have felt inwardly compelled to return again and again to this subject, each time approaching it freshly from a different standpoint. It has seemed to me that without understanding the historical development of consciousness, we cannot make sense of the manifold crises facing contemporary culture, nor begin effectively to answer the core philosophical and existential questions that all of us need to address: Where have we come from? Where are we going? Why are we here? What must we do?

All the essays originated as an illustrated lecture or talk. Their translation into the written word, with line drawings replacing the original color images, usually followed closely on the heels of the lecture, and so something of the original oral delivery is preserved in the text. The essays, however, were never intended to form a single unified text and I have felt that it would be a mistake to attempt to mold them into one, as the integrity of each would be compromised if it were constrained to serve an artificial whole. They naturally constitute a “unity in diversity” insofar as all the essays grapple with the overriding question of the evolution of human consciousness and seek to clarify what our stance should be today in relation to this question. For this reason, in preparing them for publication in a single volume, they have received only minimal editing, and I have left them, each to stand on its own ground. Each essay may therefore be read as an independent piece; yet each is also a mirror to the others, catching and reflecting a different aspect of the cultural and spiritual biography in which we all share.

JANUARY 2009
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The heart makes of its owner a hearer or a nonhearer.
                                                                            PTAHHOTEP



This essay traces the historical process by which the sense of sight usurped the sense of hearing as the primary metaphor of human mental functions. It argues that through the reinstatement of listening rather than looking as the basis of our model for relating to the world, it becomes possible for a more open, responsive, and participative relationship with nature to arise.

The essay is based on a talk given for the Oxford Centre for Human Relations on November 23, 1993, entitled “The Seeing and Listening Mind.”1

IN QUEST OF THE MIND’S EAR

We have become so accustomed to thinking of our mental processes under the metaphor of the sense of sight that we scarcely notice we do it—let alone reflect on its significance. Words abound in our vocabulary, which express functions of the mind in terms of visual functions: we have “views,” we “look” at things from a certain “perspective,” we “speculate,” we “focus” on some issue, are “short-sighted,” “far-sighted,” or even “visionary,” and when we have gained “insight” into someone’s “point of view” we “see” what they mean. And so on.

Why is it that the sense of sight has assumed this role of the model on which we tend to represent to ourselves the workings of our minds? What is the deeper meaning of the fact that our modern Western consciousness finds in the visual experience—rather than the experience of touch, taste, smell, or hearing—the one that most closely approximates our experience of thinking and understanding?

For it has not always been so. In the ancient civilization of Sumeria, which flourished in Iraq during the late fourth and early third millenniums BC, it would seem that the ear was felt to be the sense-organ, which corresponded in its functioning most closely to that of the mind. Enki, the Sumerian god of wisdom, who was said to know all things, was described as “he whose ears are wide open” (see fig. 1.1).2 And when the great goddess Inanna contemplated her initiatory journey into the underworld, we read that she “opened her ear to the Great Below.”3 The words for “the mind” and “the ear” were in fact identical.4

Whereas for us the sensory metaphor most often associated with wisdom is “far-sightedness,” implying a practical ability to plan effectively for the future, for the Sumerians the equivalent expression would have been “depth of ear” implying a more contemplative, more inward attunement to the spiritual forces active in the present. The image evoked by the expression “far-sightedness” is that of a commanding hilltop view of a landscape spread out before the “mind’s eye”; the image that the expression “depth of ear” gives rise to is that of the still, silent waters of a lake or well below the earth’s surface, which—appropriately—was the abode of Enki, god of wisdom.
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Fig. 1.1. The god Enki, in his watery abode, the Abzu. Akkadian cylinder seal, 2340 BC.

In ancient Egypt, too, a comparable association was made between the ear, or the act of hearing, and our mental faculties. In the Old Kingdom Instructions of Ptahhotep, we read how


The fool who does not hear can do nothing at all.
He sees knowledge in ignorance.5



And again:


He who hears is beloved of God, 
he whom God hates does not hear.6



The divine gift of hearing is the basis of perception of spiritual truth. It is the ear rather than the eye, which opens the mind toward the deepest level of reality. And the descriptions of various ancient Egyptian deities—especially the god Ptah—as being “great of hearing” or as having “hearing ears” attest not only to their responsiveness to their human petitioners, but equally to the depth of their divine understanding and compassion (see fig. 1.2).

Whereas the eye shows us the surfaces of things—their extension in space, their form and color—the ear reveals to us that which is hidden from the eye. The ear, unlike the eye, is physiologically a very internal organ; and what is expressed in sound pertains more to the inner nature of a thing or creature. The sound an animal makes gives us an experience of what is happening in its soul, which no amount of looking would communicate to us.

In listening, the mind must quieten itself to a point of stillness and attentiveness. Listening is a receptive, participative activity in which we allow certain qualities of the being to whom we are listening to resound within us. The functioning of the eye is quite different. Instead of this built-in contemplative quality, there is a kind of pragmatism entailed by the eye’s demand for distance between us and the object of our gaze. The eye asks us to engage in a practical, instrumental relationship to the world, whereas the ear seems to invite us to overcome our separation from objects that the eye locates “out there” and to involve ourselves with them in a more participative form of knowing.
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Fig. 1.2. Worship of the god Ptah, who is “great of hearing.” Note the ears above and behind the god, Nineteenth Dynasty, Egypt.

THE RISE OF THE EYE

It was the Greeks who first introduced the eye as the primary metaphor of mental functions. Already, in Homer, we begin to suspect as much when the “bright-eyed” Athena intervenes in the thought processes of various heroes. In chapter 1 of the Iliad she causes Achilles to reflect instead of following his initial violent impulse to attack Agamemnon; and it is significant that it is she who is the deity closest to the wily Odysseus, inspiring him with his clever plans. Athena’s symbolic animal was, aptly enough, the wide-eyed owl (fig. 1.3).
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Fig. 1.3. The goddess Athena, and her wide-eyed owl. From an Athenian coin, fifth century BC.

The genius of the Greek language is still more revealing than its mythology, especially as the former evolved to accommodate more abstract and philosophical concepts. By the fourth century BC, the verb idein was used equally to express seeing and knowing, the congruence of meaning being so complete that the past oida was used both in the sense of “I have seen” and “I know.” For the Greeks, when one has seen , one knows. This coalescence of meaning was retained in the derivative noun idea , which expressed both the inner nature of a thing (what kind of thing it is) and its visible form or appearance. Similarly the noun theoria denoted both contemplation and beholding or observing. Its verb theorein was employed to describe both the activity of spectators at public games and festivals, and that of the philosopher.7 Clearly, for the Greeks the activity of thinking was felt to imply a distancing of self from object, similar to that which arises between observer and observed in the exercise of the sense of sight.

At the same time the sense of sight itself became the dominant sense, the arbiter and judge of the real. It is a curious and highly significant fact that for over two thousand years before the Greek era began, the portrayal of people and objects in the great cultures of the ancient Near East was not as the eye sees them. The visual arts in pre-Greek civilization, while using the eye as a medium, were not constrained by the eye’s view of the world. A single object might be portrayed from several different viewpoints at once, to accord with symbolic principles of representation. For example, the typical way of representing a human being in Egyptian painting was with a side view of the feet, front view of the trunk, side view of the head, and front view of the eye (fig. 1.4). When we contemplate Egyptian or Mesopotamian works of art, we have the feeling that the mentality that underlies them is quite foreign to our own, for they have not yet attained a spectatorial view of the world, a view from the single standpoint of the detached observer. If we are inclined to say that the ancient Egyptian way of portraying a person is not realistic, we betray the fact that our own reality-standpoint is totally dominated by the visual sense and the spectator-consciousness that leans so heavily upon it. From our standpoint, the Greeks introduced a new “realism” in their portrayal of the human form. But the truth is rather that the Greeks inaugurated a new kind of consciousness , which we share, and which in its functioning was allied to the sense of sight. The cultural history of Europe suggests that this alliance, at first tentative, was progressively strengthened.
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Fig. 1.4. Above left: Princess Sedet, Fourth Dynasty, Egypt.
Above right: Atalanta from a fifth-century Greek cup painting.
Notice her foreshortened feet.
Below left: The nomarch Khnumhotep. Middle Kingdom, Egypt.
Below right: A hunter from a fifth-century cup painting, Greece.

Despite the initial, “spectacular” shift in perception in Greek times, neither the primacy of the visual sense nor of the visual consciousness, was clinched until the time of the scientific revolution in the early modern period. The Greeks themselves still upheld a participative view of knowledge in which an inward dimension to all phenomena was recognized. Both Plato and Aristotle maintained that true knowledge could not be gained by a detached, noninvolved attitude of mind: the spectatorial metaphor, which had insinuated itself into the language of knowledge, did not prevent the continuation of an aural epistemology among the great thinkers of Greece. Knowledge was by participation — the participation of that which is inward in the human being (i.e., the intellective faculty) with that which is inward in the phenomenon, namely its essence or spiritual core. Accordingly, careful distinctions were made to express different kinds of knowing, depending on the degree to which in each, the mind was directed toward the spiritual interior of the phenomenal world. Thus, in Plato’s Republic , four states of mind are distinguished: illusion, opinion, reason, and intelligence (or insight). These degrees of knowing correspond not only to the degree of participative knowledge attained but also to the degree of knowability that an object has, some objects being intrinsically deeper, in a spiritual sense, than others. As Plato says, You may arrange them (the four states of mind) in a scale, and assume that they have degrees of clarity corresponding to the degree of truth and reality possessed by their subject-matter.8

Platonic epistemology thus contains an implicit admonition that we turn our minds toward the depths rather than the surfaces of reality.

This view was echoed by Aristotle in the Physics (and elsewhere) where we read:


The path of investigation must lie from that which is more immediately knowable to us, to what is clearer and more intimately knowable in its own nature; for it is not the same thing to be directly accessible to our cognition and to be intrinsically intelligible.



That which is “intrinsically more luminous” in the object—i.e., its spiritual essence—is “by its nature accessible to deeper knowledge.”9

In medieval times the distinction between different faculties of knowing continued. Thomas Aquinas, for example, in asserting the priority of the intellectus (the intuitive intellect) over the ratio (the reasoning, planning intellect) pointed out that the word intellectus derives etymologically from inter and legere —“to read inwardly.”10 The contemplative intellect was capable of “reading” that which is concealed from external vision; and so it was, by rights, superior to the linear process of logical reasoning. At the same time, the functioning of the senses in medieval times was less dominated by the sense of sight than it was in ancient Greece, or came to be in the period following the Renaissance. Psychologically oriented historians like Lucien Febvre have shown that taste, smell, touch, and hearing were all better developed than they are now, and that people in the Middle Ages were motivated more often by these senses than by sight.11 Just because the nonvisual senses open us to a more emotionally and symbolically resonant world, their comparative dominance in the total perceptual experience had its effect on the visual arts. Medieval art, like pre-Greek art (but nevertheless very different from it) was essentially contemplative art. Again, it may seem to us to have failed in terms of visual realism, but in its symbolic and devotional quality it was art for the listening mind (fig. 1.5).
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Fig. 1.5. The dove of the Holy Spirit inspires St. Gregory.
Detail of a painting by the Master of the Registrum Gregorii, tenth century AD.

VISUAL TOTALITARIANISM

Only in the Renaissance did the spectatorial metaphor really come into its own. With the new feeling of distance from nature, there was a corresponding awareness of the human individual as a subject over against an objective world “out there.”12 The world was accordingly portrayed as it appeared to the single observer from his or her particular angle of vision. The discovery of perspective in the visual arts was as much an affirmation of individual selfhood as it was a discovery of the laws of portraying the third dimension. Essential to this process was the new emphasis placed on the eye’s view of the world, for the eye separates observer from observed where the ear unites them. The irony of Dürer’s portrayal of two artists producing scientifically accurate foreshortened views of a lute by means of a grid apparatus is not lost on us (fig. 1.6). That Dürer should have chosen to illustrate his textbook on perspective and proportion with a woodcut of draftsmen gaining visual mastery over a musical instrument symbolizes the triumph of the eye over the ear in the new scientific approach to the world. It also symbolizes the triumph of the detached, onlooker consciousness. The hook in the wall (with some string dangling from it) marks the position from which the lute is viewed by the artist as onlooker.
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Fig. 1.6. Albrecht Dürer’s demonstration of the perspective drawing of a lute, showing the apparatus required to produce scientifically correct foreshortening on a purely mechanical basis.

Needless to say, the sound of the lute when played could be listened to in any part of the room. And in the act of listening, there is a sense of participation in the quality of sound that the lute characteristically produces. In the medieval portrayal of the world, the symbolic and religious dimension of the visual arts beckoned a similar type of participation. The gradual freeing of art from this dimension, during and after the Renaissance, shows that a quite different kind of relationship between human beings and nature was coming about.

The changing relationship is most evident in the scientific revolution, which was a revolution in perception, and whose leading protagonists systematically denigrated all senses other than the eye. The eye alone was trusted to reveal the world as it really is. The “New Science” of Galileo, founded on the application of mathematics and geometry to the study of nature, was specifically visual in its orientation: one cannot touch, taste, smell, or hear quantities of things with the same degree of precision as one can see them. The demand of the spectatorial mentality for exactitude in the observation of natural phenomena led to the exclusion of the nonvisual senses from the new scientific epistemology. This was based on the notorious distinction between those unquantifiable aspects of an object, which are apprehended by touch, taste, smell, and hearing, which were now thought of as subjective qualities arising in the observer and hence not truly belonging to the world, and those quantifiable aspects, which we become aware of through sight, and which now were regarded as objective qualities of the world. There is a disconcerting passage in Galileo’s Il Saggiatore in which this extraordinary prejudice is stated:


I do not believe that external bodies, in order to excite in us tastes, odors, and sounds, need anything other than size, figure, number, or slow or rapid movements; and I judge that if the ears, the tongue, and the nostrils were taken away, the figure, the numbers, and the motion would indeed remain, but not the odors nor the tastes nor the sounds, which, without the living animal, I do not believe are anything else than names, just as tickling is precisely nothing but a name if the armpit and the nasal membrane be removed . . .13



It is remarkable that the question of the status of the “objective” qualities of things, were the eyes to be removed, never arose for Galileo.

In due course the unquantifiable, nonvisual aspects of our experience became known as “secondary” qualities, for they were regarded as our subjective interpretation of intrinsically nonsensory stimuli. In contrast, the “primary” qualities comprised such measurable and hence “objectively real” aspects of our experience as a body’s extension in space, position, and motion.14 Ironically, while the affect of this distinction was to give precedence to the visual world, it sadly impoverished it at the same time, for our perception of color was also considered suspect, and its status relegated to that of a secondary quality. In the new scientific worldview, real reality would reveal itself only to the single, color-blind, quantifying eye (see fig.1.7).15
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Fig. 1.7. Portrait of Anthony van Leeuwenhoek (1680), the Dutch merchant who developed the single-lens microscope.

To this day, the primary-secondary quality distinction underpins the scientific way of coming to know the world. Quantification is the key to exact, objective knowledge. The apotheosis of the color-blind eye has had its repercussions deep into our culture as a whole. We are in bondage to the visual interpretation of reality. It has become a modern need that our experience of the world, from when we wake up in the morning to when we go to sleep at night, be illumined either by natural or by artificial light. Waking consciousness has become equated in our minds with seeing, for sight is the guarantor of the nonsymbolic, surface-reality that our secular culture assumes to be all there is. If we wake in the middle of the night, disturbed by a dream or a strange noise, our first action is to turn on the light, for we know that ghosts and the creatures of the imagination cannot survive in well-lit rooms. But it is not possible in well-lit rooms for conversations to attain the depth of mood they attain by twilight, candlelight, or darkness. Stories, fantasy, drama, music, and dance all shun “good” lighting conditions. There are, indeed a vast range of human activities that flourish only when the light is positively bad! When the light is dimmed, when the surfaces of things lose their sharp definitions, then the imagination awakens.

But we have all become, in our rigorously illumined world, the victims of Descartes’ reduction of real reality to that which is “clear and distinct.” The depth-dimension has been displaced—we have come to accept that it is, after all, only subjective, only a projection, an illusion, which we conjure up but which has no objective status. It has become the privilege of the single-eyed mentality, itself “enlarged” by the various instruments, which magnify or augment the faculty of sight, to arbitrate between what is real and what is—to use the modern visual metaphor—but illusory (see fig. 1.8).
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Fig. 1.8. Not a telescope but a compound microscope developed by Descartes. The scientist is observing the object Z, which is illumined by light collected by the large parabolic mirror C.

REHABILITATING THE EAR

My intention, though, is not to challenge sight as such; it is rather to question the exclusively visual model of reality. This model of reality has its source not in the eye as a sense organ, but in the mind that— because the exercise of the sense of sight corresponds most nearly to the inner functioning of the modern spectatorial consciousness—has raised this organ into the arbiter and judge of how the world really is. As spectators, we have come to relate to the world, in the phrase of Martin Buber, as to an “it” rather than a “thou.” The world is comprised of things “out there,” and between it and us there is a fundamental alienation. The reinstatement of listening rather than looking as the primary metaphor of our mental functions is, I believe, intimate to the recovery of the “I-Thou” relationship to the world.

The listening metaphor suggests stillness and a quiet attentiveness. Whereas the eye is constantly active and mobile, at the heart of the inner ear is the still spiral of the cochlea, which takes the sound waves into itself in order to convert them into meaningful impulses (fig. 1.9). If the seeing mind is incessantly busy, the listening mind is still; it is quietly attentive. It “attunes” itself to its objects in order to receive into itself what is most inward in them.

I suggest that the cultivation of the art of listening is one of the surest ways of developing a more open, responsive, and contemplative mode of relating to the world. But I am aware that the reader may well be thinking: “What about the other neglected senses? By concentrating on listening aren’t you simply repeating the previous error of concentrating on the eye to the detriment of taste, smell, and touch?” My answer is that whereas the sense of sight tends to exclude the other senses, the sense of hearing is far more inclusive. The nonvisual encounter with the world naturally involves the faculties of touching, smelling, and tasting, even though the primary orientation is through listening. Listening welcomes the engagement of the other senses, whereas looking tends to thrust them to the periphery. The cultivation of the art of listening accordingly brings in its train a general reawakening of all the senses, including—ultimately—the eye. To the contemplative, listening mind, a new intensiveness is brought to the exercise of each of the senses, finally transforming the eye itself into the means of intensive “vision.” To look “in the mode of listening” is to look beyond the surfaces of things into that which is expressed through them. In place of merely noting the external appearances, the listening mind’s eye attunes itself to the interior dimensions of reality, “inwardly reading” that which is concealed from the viewpoint of the detached onlooker. From being a spectator of the world, even the eye is at last transformed into an organ of participation.
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Fig. 1.9. Diagram of the eardrum (left) and cochlea (right). Vibrations from the eardrum are transmitted to the fluid within the cochlea, from which they are converted into nerve impulses.
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Fig. 1.10. All the senses are engaged by the “ listening mind.” Fool and Flower by Cecil Collins, 1947.
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I question not my corporeal or vegetative eye any more
than I would question a window concerning sight. I
look through it and not with it.
     WILLIAM BLAKE, “A VISION OF THE LAST JUDGMENT”



This, and the next, essay arose out of a lecture given for the Friends of the Centre, at the London Ecology Centre on February 17, 1993.1 Both trace critical changes in the perception of the natural world from the cultures of antiquity to the present time. “The Heart of the Lily” focuses on our changing perception of the plant world, contrasting the ancient awareness of the lily as bearer of symbolic meaning with the modern scientific awareness of the lily as no more than the physical organism whose structure is determined by its specific DNA. It asks the question: Which of these two modes of perception reaches the lily’s true nature?

THE DEPICTION OF PLANTS

IN THE MIDDLE AGES

This essay is concerned with our perceptions: with our modern perceptions, as compared with the perceptions of people who lived in medieval and ancient times. And as much with what we don’t perceive that they did perceive, as it is with what we do perceive that they did not perceive.

Human perceptions have shifted over the ages, and it is virtually inevitable that any discussion of the subject will involve the consideration of nonperceptions as much as perceptions. For what is not perceived is not necessarily imperceptible. One mode of perceiving may simply fail to notice a certain type of reality, which is perceptible to another, different mode of perceiving. I have chosen to focus on the perception of the lily in cultures separated from each other by long intervals of time, in order to clarify the questions and challenges that the whole subject of human perception raises. There are many other examples of plants, animals, or landscape features, which could be focused on in a similar way.

I will begin by making some preliminary observations about the portrayal of plants in herbals from the late medieval period, when botanical illustration became more common. They show, I think, something of the relationship to nature that existed at that time—both how plants were represented and, by implication, how the perceiving mind saw them.

One of the interesting things about medieval herbals is that where one finds illustrations, usually augmenting a verbal description, they are for the most part rather vague and not very accurate. In fig. 2.1, for instance, we see a late fifteenth-century woodcut of some ivy. It consists of the simplest outline of the leaves, whose size is much too small when compared with the thick squat stems, which in turn bear little resemblance to actual ivy stems. Nevertheless, owing to the characteristic leaf-shape, we can just about recognize the plant depicted as being an ivy.
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Fig. 2.1. Late fifteenth-century woodcut of ivy.

Fig. 2.2 shows a double page from an early sixteenth-century herbal. On the left Eruca sativa (rocket) is shown, and on the right an opium poppy. While the opium poppy is recognizable, mostly from its seed-pod, the Eruca sativa does not look faintly like an Eruca sativa. It is hard to avoid the impression that the artist had never seen an Eruca sativa before and was simply creating a plant form from his imagination. In these medieval herbals, it seems it was not a priority to make accurate representations.

Often one finds in herbals of this period, depictions of plants that are half-fanciful. The mandrake shown in fig. 2.3 is, through force of convention and mental habit, always portrayed in a manner similar to this one, with anthropomorphic roots. So strong was this “perception” of the anthropomorphic roots of the mandrake that it continued through to the eighteenth century as the standard way of portraying the mandrake. It is as if people simply had come to see the mandrake in this way—so much so that it would have been unrecognizable in an herbal if its roots were depicted as normal roots. The other plants in this illustration consist of a vine to the right of the mandrake, a clover beneath the vine, and to the left of the clover an as yet unidentified plant that, we may presume, was the creation of the artist.
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Fig. 2.2. Early sixteenth-century herbal showing rocket (left) and opium poppy (right).
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Fig. 2.3. Mandrake (top left) and other plants. From a sixteenth-century herbal.

The early sixteenth-century woodcut of a lime tree (fig. 2.4) comes from a botanical work entitled De Stirpium (“Of Plants”), which includes descriptions of plants and where to find them. Here the artist evidently feels that in order to really show the lime tree, one has to show what goes on underneath it and around it. A lime tree on its own, isolated from its social context, would only be half the tree it really is, for its reality extends beyond its physical form into the social sphere.

Throughout this period of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, a quite different intention from that of a modern botanical illustrator lies behind these portrayals of plants. The intention is not to show the plant in all its physical details. It is as if its actual physical form was not the most important thing about it. In each case one senses that the depiction of the physical form was but a secondary consideration, and everyone concerned was content with an approximation, which in many cases bore virtually no resemblance to the actual plant. Or else its portrayal was overwhelmed by human associations—the mandrake’s roots remolded into a human guise, or the lime tree set firmly into a human context.

If we ask why it is that botanical illustrators of this period paid so little attention to accuracy, the answer must be that not only they, but also those who wrote and those who used the books, regarded other aspects of the plant as more important than its precise physical details. Indeed, in medieval writings on plants, what was invariably the focus of attention was a plant’s specific “virtue”—its healing power, which derived from, or was an expression of, its spiritual essence. At this period in time, before the scientific mentality had taken root, the outward form of the plant served only to direct one’s gaze toward its inner virtue. The whole focus of the medieval mind was less on precise observation of the physical form as such, than on what the physical form signified—namely a realm of inner qualities, essences, and spiritual principles, which often linked a plant with a certain heavenly body and also a specific human organ or bodily function, through a system of qualitative correspondences.
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Fig. 2.4. Early sixteenth century woodcut of a lime tree.

The degree of importance placed on these suprasensible qualities meant that, paradoxically, by far the most accurate depictions of plants are to be found not in the herbals or botanical textbooks, but in religious pictures, whose main subject was not actually the plant at all. In The Garden Of Paradise (fig. 2.5)—an early fifteenth-century work by an anonymous Master of the Middle Rhine—one finds accurate representations of plants, but the reason why they are portrayed is to illustrate the spiritual qualities or virtues of the Virgin, who dominates the paradisiacal garden. The plants, that is, are not shown for themselves but as metaphors carrying a transcendent meaning. The red rose on the left symbolizes divine love; the cherry tree near to it evokes the joys of heaven, for which the Virgin is the intercessor. The tripartite leaves of the strawberries in the center of the picture were thought of in the Middle Ages as echoing the Holy Trinity, and its fruits were the reward of the righteous. The blue iris and, above all, the white Madonna lily, were plants deeply associated with the Virgin Mary.2 Precisely where we find plants accurately depicted, we encounter the paradox that they are only depicted with such care because they were seen as pointing beyond themselves to specific spiritual qualities. The environment in which they grow is thus one frequented by angels and saints (fig. 2.6).
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Fig. 2.5. The Garden of Paradise by an unknown Master of the Middle Rhine, ca. 1420.
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Fig. 2.6. The Garden of Paradise (detail).

THE SCIENTIFIC PERCEPTION OF THE LILY

It is only in the Renaissance that it becomes legitimate to make accurate studies of plants completely separated from their religious and symbolic context. The ideal of representing a plant simply as it is, stripped of all human and symbolic associations and, as it were, laid bare before the objective eye of the detached observer, is essentially that of the scientific spirit introduced into art. With it comes a new intensity of vision that injects the plant with life, as never before. One can see this in the work of Dürer, and one can experience it especially vividly in Leonardo’s study of a lily (fig. 2.7). Here the lily speaks out at last with its own voice. It is neither merely a sketch gesturing toward the actual form the lily has, nor is the relative full-bodiedness with which it is represented overlaid with symbolic connotations. The artist has succeeded in simply revealing the plant as it is, in all its resplendent natural beauty.
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Fig. 2.7. Leonardo da Vinci’s study of a lily.

Leonardo’s lily was executed in about 1505, at the turn of the century. The scientific and artistic revolution soon began to affect the herbals and medical and botanical works. By the mid-sixteenth-century, artists were employed specifically to depict plants for purposes of identification. For the rising medical establishment, increasingly brought up and trained in the city, accurate representations of plants, freed from the mesh of associated imagery, were essential.3 The new scientific spirit coincided with the new spirit of Renaissance art. The artists of the time were as eager to portray the natural world according to the ideal of objectivity as the scientists were to investigate it.4

Fig. 2.8 shows Renaissance artist’s drawing flowers in a vase. As much as the plants have been pulled out of the physical soil, they have also been pulled out of the psychological and conceptual soil of the Middle Ages. The artists are in fact illustrating Fuch’s De Historia Stirpium (1542). Here the artist is essentially a scientific observer. The work has been commissioned by the medical establishment, desirous of accurate representations for the new herbals. It is just one of a whole spate of botanical works and herbals that appeared toward the middle of the sixteenth century, employing artists trained in the “scientific” style of drawing.
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Fig. 2.8. Artists prepare an illustration for a medical textbook, mid-sixteenth century.

This coincidence of the artistic and scientific projects was, however, to prove short lived. The scientific spirit was soon to grow dissatisfied with the limitations of the unaided human senses. In order to see what is really there, it was felt that one must supplement the senses—especially the eye—with special instruments. One must look more closely; one must perceive details, which are too fine for the unaided eye to pick up. In the early seventeenth century Descartes was to develop the rather cumbersome compound microscope (chapter one, fig. 1.8), which was later succeeded by the much more compact single-lens microscope shown in fig. 2.9. This was able to magnify up to 300 times and was used to great effect by van Leeuwenhoek in Holland toward the end of the seventeenth century.

The portrait of van Leeuwenhoek in fig. 2.10 shows him reclining in his chair, facing a window, and peering through the microscope that he holds to his eye. The object, placed on top of a screw in front of the lens, is now not even in a vase, but is totally displaced from any supportive environment. It has been torn out of its natural context—save, of course, for the sunlight necessary to illumine it for the benefit of the eye of the scientific observer.
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Fig. 2.9. The compact singlelens microscope. Replica of van Leeuwenhoek’s single-lens microscope.
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Fig. 2.10. Van Leeuwenhoek looks through a single-lens microscope.

Through the use of this new instrument, it was not only the senses that were augmented—especially the sense of sight—but human thought processes also took a new turn. Scientific thinking had already been turning in this new direction for some time, but here there was— or at least there seemed to be—confirmation that the new direction was right. The development of the microscope gave real weight to the idea that the more minutely one looks at things, the closer one gets to their real nature. Is it not evident that the magnified section through a plant stem, shown in fig. 2.11, reveals more of its true nature than simple, unaided observation could ever discover? Francis Bacon had given expression to this thought a century earlier when he wrote: “Without dissecting and anatomizing the world, we cannot find a real model of the world in our understanding.”5

The emphasis of this sentence is on the word “real.” In the medieval worldview, the real model of any object or creature was thought of as a spiritual archetype, which existed within the physical form as the latter’s indwelling essence. No amount of dissecting and anatomizing, let alone magnifying, would reveal it, for the essence was apprehended by a spiritual faculty in the human soul, which the philosophers and theologians referred to as the higher intellect (intellectus). The intellectus was able to see into the inner nature of things, whereas the pragmatic, analyzing mind (ratio) remained tied to externalities.6 But now the suprasensible world of spiritual essences was overshadowed by the discovery of a hitherto subsensible world of microscopic structures, cells, and organisms suddenly brought within the range of sense-perception. Was not this the underlying reality that determines the structure of the forms that we meet in daily life? Could one not see that the basis of life was cellular, not spiritual? It was as if the idea of “intellectual insight” was rendered obsolete by the microscope. The vision of the intellectus was superseded by the vision of the instrument-aided eye.
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Fig. 2.11. Magnified longitudinal section through a plant stem.

As much as Leeuwenhoek’s microscope revolutionized the perception of objects near at hand, so the telescope revolutionized the perception of distant objects. More than one hundred years before Leeuwenhoek, Galileo, in directing his telescope toward the heavens, had similarly introduced a different model of the real into human thinking about the planets and stars. The argument that this instrument was not appropriate for perceiving the real nature of the heavenly bodies— which in the old conception were thought of primarily in terms of their spiritual rather than their physical qualities—could not maintain itself in the face of what was being revealed to the “improved” vision of the telescope-wielding astronomer.7 Because of its relationship to the light, the eye had been regarded by Greek philosophers as the sense organ most akin to the interior spiritual faculty of “intellectual” insight. But now it became inextricably linked to the analytical mind investigating the material substrata of the world.

This investigative pursuit led to the development of ever more refined and powerful instruments. It would be unjust to suggest that this development was not still intimately connected with a desire to see into the “real nature” of things. The driving force behind it was that such a vision was thought to be literally possible with the instrument-aided eye, because the real nature of things had been metaphysically relocated from the suprasensible to the sub—or potentially—sensible realm.

Interestingly, the more this realm was penetrated, the further one actually traveled from the realm of light. Hence, by the twentieth century, the electron microscope (fig. 2.12) would use an electron beam where an ordinary microscope used light to illumine an object, with electromagnets in place of glass lenses. The result was an ability to magnify things (necessarily colorless) to the order of nearly half a million times their actual size. The electron microscope, however, requires its material to be examined in a vacuum, and hence has the singular drawback of only being able to magnify organisms whose life is extinguished in the very process of their magnification.
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Fig. 2.12. Electron microscope and its operator, ca. 1970.

THE FALLACY OF
MISPLACED CONCRETENESS

Let us return now to the lily of which, as we have seen, Leonardo produced such a vivid study. I have suggested that Leonardo’s intention was to allow the lily to reveal itself in such a way that its essence would speak in and through his portrait of it. If we try to express the thought that was guiding Leonardo, we might put it like this: it is possible for the artist, through an accurate and loving observation of the physical form of the plant, to represent its unique quality, to portray not only what it is but also that which makes it what it is. Leonardo was still medieval enough to want to focus on spiritual qualities, but he was sufficiently modern to want to locate these nowhere other than in the physical plant in front of his eyes.

Now according to the modern scientific way of thinking, what makes a plant have the qualities that it does have is not some inwardly abiding spiritual essence, but a physically isolable substance within the cell: namely its DNA. In fig. 2.13, we see the chromosomes that contain the DNA of a lily. The lily’s DNA carries the genetic information that underpins its cellular structure. The illustration shows lily chromosomes magnified one thousand times.

From the modern scientific viewpoint, we are here looking in the direction of the “physical essence” of the lily—toward the genes that make it have the recognizable form that it has. Were the genetic information contained in these chromosomes to be altered, the observable characteristics of the lily would also be altered.

We are looking, then, at a lily—and from the scientific viewpoint we are looking toward that which determines the outwardly visible form, which the artist portrays. And yet the lily has vanished before our eyes. Nevertheless, were we to magnify yet further—beyond even the range of electron microscopes into the atomic structure of the DNA molecules—we would then reach the genetic code, which, according to the scientific view, determines whether the lily be a tiger lily or a Madonna lily: or even a different species of plant altogether.

But what we see is colorless and scentless. It does not resemble a plant, let alone any specific type of plant. How can we regard this as a perception that brings us closer to the essential nature of the lily than Leonardo’s drawing? Indeed, isn’t to do so but to fall into the trap, which the British philosopher A. N. Whitehead termed “the fallacy of misplaced concreteness”? Namely, to describe an abstracted fragment of the whole organism as if it were more concrete, more real, more “ultimate” than the whole of which it is a part?8
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Fig. 2.13. Lily chromosomes in the first stage of mitosis, magnified approximately one thousand times.

If it was a weakness of the medieval mentality to pay too little attention to the world of physical forms, projecting their minds beyond them toward the transcendent world of spiritual archetypes, then has it not been a weakness of the scientific mentality to place so much importance on the physical that it completely misses any perception of the spiritual? What can be perceived through a microscope is—though it be ever so minute—but an exterior aspect of an object, for the very means by which it is approached ensures that perceiver and perceived are mutually external to each other. For such a mentality, to speak of the “inner qualities” of a lily would be meaningless, unless this “inner” were conceived only in terms of the very small, which is accessible to microscopic examination. But evidently certain nonmicroscopic “inner” qualities radiate out from Leonardo’s lily. Did he not perceive something imperceptible to the microscopic observer? And do we not catch a glimpse of this again as we look at his picture?
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