Stream VI; Escher and the Stream of Consciousness

Prof. Jerome Liss, M.D.
J.liss@fastwebnet.it

Beginning the Flow

The mysteries of the Stream of Consciousness are fascinating. We want
to catch he flow. But, oops! It escapes from our grasp! We cannot catch
hold of this Aalmosto i nvisible wo
a hundred years ago: When we attempt to study this constant influx of
inner thoughts, itis likputtingoutone 6 s hand to captur
The snowflake will melt upon touching the hand! So how can we study its
nature?

James introduced the term Astream
metaphor. It means thabnsciousness flows continuouslyBut he then
adds another metaphor to show the parad@an we fix and hold the
flow of a river by capturing the current with a bucket? Once again, the
meansof bringing this moving, dynamic reality into a stable perception
that can then be examined, vab distort that reality that we are almost
persuaded to give up the search. And, in fact, psychology has mainly
avoided the research and renounced this goal; few works in psychology
have attempted to confront the problem, thatiglescribe and explain
this ever preent inner sequence of thoughts that becomes especially
i ntense when we are al one. Ther ef
consciousness, 0 has been foresaken
take up the banner.

What is more, the problem has not beenounced by all fields of
research. In the fictional works of James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, William
Faulkner and others, there has been an attempt to convey this almost
invisible psychological event, a mental flow that takes place in the
Monadic statethat is, when we are totally alone and thereby have noone
to explain or justify our thoughts to.

I n a series of articles, ANThe Str
have tried to give some definition regarding this elusive but almost
omnipregnt inner reality. Since it is the reality of experience that takes



placewhen we are aloneit can also be calledi monadi ¢ coms ci
In contrast, the tern)yadic consciousnesgefers to those moments

when we are in interaction with another.néBe terms were developed by
Prof. Edward Tronick of Harvard University in his study of mottieitd
interaction). Monadic and Dyadic states of consciousness are extremely
different from one another; it is during Monadic consciousness that we can
find ourselves overwhelemed by our inner thoughts that sometimes go out
of control!

And the goal of this article? To offer a series of designs, executed by
M.C. Escher, that can give us a new tool, a spacial language, for talking
about the subtle and elusievents of monadic consciousness. In this way
the study and discussion of the inner world would no longer be limited to
the verbal string, which is |ike n
growing understanding of this elusive and ineffable&tr can now be
enriched by spacial pictures, that is, by those of Escher.

Can Escher Usher in a New Consciousness?

But first, we will restate the basic challenggow in the world can we
try to mentally clarify, stabilize and communicate to othersan inner
world that by its very nature almost escapes definition?Let us
remember that in the stream of consciousness of any one person there is an
intersection of clear thoughts and vague thoughts, describable memory
episodes and indescribable memoramees, definable emotions and
indefinable quickly passing sensations, brief flashes of real figures and
| ong streaks of fAsomething insideo
we try to convey the inner self to another. (Liss, Stream |, 2007) This
repreents the whirlpool of our circling thoughts which we might
desperately try to grasp by means of a handle.

We will try to create this handle by studying several of the graphic
designs of M. C. Escher. But befor
Escer , 06 it would be useful to prese
the inner dynamics, which are invisible from the outside, are manifested
by spacial representations. The example might make us laugh, but it is
valid for the point.



Thisexample omes from the study of At hi¢
spiders. o Evidently, we cannot se
an ingenious method has been used
Inner neuronal processes. In the following two desigmsee a picture of
the spiderweb produced by a normal spider, and then the distorted web
produced by a spider after it has ingested caffeine, which changes neuronal
processes. It is most interesting, to see how caffeine has altered the
neuronal dynamicso that the web becomes simplified, with some degree
of architectural deformation (the strands become oblique rather than
perpendicular), but some strands are reinforced, making them much
thicker, and the whole geometrical design remains solid, althoagh le
adapted to capturing flies, as was its original evolutionary purpose.

The pointisthah c hange of #@Ainner o neur on.
represented, to some extent, by an
geometric form.

Normal (no chemical)

From Seeing the External World to Mapping the Internal World

To return to Escher. He presents in his carefully executed woodcuts and
lithographsawod of | mpossi ble geometry, t
think of the normal perception of outer reality. Architects and scientists
have been inspired by his original and penetrating works; they have
attempted to show how hals diefpari ncaatl
throw open new pathways for studyi
world around us.



But we wil | now do a dAflip, o0 and
reali tyo can serve as 1Iimportant i
Al nternal reality, 0o the stream of
we are alone. It is not surprising that the works of such a genius can be
used for different purposes, and our goal will be to show that these
designs, which we perceive astside of ourselves, reveal specific forces
or nNnlawso that c 0 me infder veorid. Thistmeams p e
t hat when we regard Es c haejunpsof d e s
consciousness. We jump from outer perception to inner introspection and
notice their carespondence.

To avoid misunderstandings, this is not to say that Esobantto
expose the geometry of the inner world. His own descriptions of the work
emphasize their qualities as new perspectives regarding spacial
dimensions, as if this mearstspacial dimensioragound us.
Nevertheless, the fact that he mulled over each work for hours and hours,
often not sleeping at night, means thatwas using the resources of his
inner stream of consciousnes® produce thesexternal objects of art
produced on flat, twalimensional paper. Another way to put it: Escher
exposed dynamics of his inner consciousness, that we will discover are
universal, by expressing them on an outer surface. We look alitieis
picture and we understand forces in ourer Stream. From Monadic
consciousness to Dyadic consciousness (Escher), and from Dyadic
consciousness to Monadic consciousness (ourselves).

Dragon

This is the simplist design to begin with. The dragon is eating its own
tail. Now we will make thgump into ourselves: Many of us will
immediately feel thathis outer picture reveals aninnerstate fl 6 m m
own worst enemy. 0 Al want to talk
stupid to even dream that he @&oul d

| i ke to take that examine and have
dondét even know how tnegatiangthoughts. O Al
|l ronically, even this present mome
the Stream of Ceataisthe nund hhaughts sfGelfc an ¢
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negation: @Al om reading this articl
thoughts. But is this not just another part of egycentrisn? a wishto

escape from the real world® T hattack careble inswered, of
coursepby saying to onesel f, AThe 1 nne
real , I n fact, very real, and so n

But self attacks on more important issues that flood our rifue,
betrayal, abbandonmehtmay not be so easy throw off. For this inner
reality, the thrust of the selfeating dragon corresponds to the fact that
simplistic positive answers and solutions are often powerless in front
of this ferocious creature of the inner world. For example, when we
berate ourdeves, fAHow can | Dbe so stupid
may feel like that creature eating itself and creating inner pain from its
own vital force.
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Psychotherapy is often concerned witk historical roots of this inne

force that turns against itself. The patient may say, during the Dyadic

rel ationship with the therapist, 0
worthless. o The therapist might a
youself withOsucihWkeveritiyfiozed yo
for the SelOther relationship that was then internalized. (Klein, 1975)

But this skips over an essenti al
mi nd when youodre al one arwardswhatist i c i



the Monadic experience that repeats and repeats itself like the self
devouring serpent?

Many paintings give pictures of our inner experience of negativity
when our inner world becomes nightmarish. For example, many artists
Sshowomt ent so niorefati ghhteereiveg t han Es
an inner world of terror. The paintings of James Ensor, for example, show
skeletons, horrifying masks and faces of laughing death, images that
portray the nightmarish forms of the inner \gor

Also perturbing are the deteriorating bodily forms of Francis Bacon.



Then, too, we have figures, like those of Goya, that evoke the horrors that
can happen in reality: war, torture, execution.

l s all this art? Absolutely, but
that their inner world were just filled with goodness, warmth and security,
as we can see in Botticelli and Klimt.



