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           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 the flow.  But, oops!  It escapes from our grasp!  We cannot catch 

hold of this ñalmostò invisible world.   Itôs just as William James said over 

a hundred years ago:  When we attempt to study this constant influx of 
inner thoughts, it is like putting out oneôs hand to capture a snowflake. 

The snowflake will melt upon touching the hand!  So how can we study its 

nature? 
  

  James introduced the term ñstreamò of consciousness.  This is a 

metaphor.  It means that consciousness flows continuously.  But he then 
adds another metaphor to show the paradox:  Can we fix and hold the 

flow of a river by capturing the current with a bucket?  Once again, the 

means of bringing this moving, dynamic reality into a stable perception 
that can then be examined, will so 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, that is, to describe and explain 

this ever present inner sequence of thoughts that becomes especially 
intense when we are alone.  Therefore, to study ñthe stream of 

consciousness,ò has been foresaken by psychology.  In this article, we will 

take up the banner. 
 

   What is more, the problem has not been renounced 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 state, that is, when we are totally alone and thereby have noone 
to explain or justify our thoughts to. 

 

   In a series of articles, ñThe Stream of Consciousness,ò (articles I to IV), I 
have tried to give some definition regarding this elusive but almost 

omnipresent inner reality.  Since it is the reality of experience that takes 
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place when we are alone, it can also be called, ñmonadic consciousness.ò  

In contrast, the term, Dyadic consciousness, refers to those moments 

when we are in interaction with another.  (These terms were developed by 
Prof. Edward Tronick of Harvard University in his study of mother-child 

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 elusive events 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 like ña string of pearls,ò (Steven Pinker).  Our 
growing understanding of this elusive and ineffable Stream can now be 

enriched by spacial pictures, that is, by those of Escher.   

 

Can Escher Usher in a New Consciousness?  
 

   But first, we will re-state the basic challenge: How in the world can we 

try to mentally clarify, stabilize and communicate to others an 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 memory nuances, definable emotions and 

indefinable quickly passing sensations, brief flashes of real figures and 
long streaks of ñsomething insideò that are expressed by our hands when 

we try to convey the inner self to another.  (Liss, Stream I, 2007)  This 

represents 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 before entering directly into ñthe world of 

Escher,ò it would be useful to present a totally different example in which 

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. 
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   This example comes from the study of ñthe effects of caffeine upon 

spiders.ò  Evidently, we cannot see the spiderôs inner world dynamics.  But 

an ingenious method has been used to study one aspect of the spiderôs 
inner neuronal processes.  In the following two designs we see 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 dynamics so 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, although less 
adapted to capturing flies, as was its original evolutionary purpose. 

 

   The point is that a change of ñinnerò neuronal dynamics can be 

represented, to some extent, by an ñexternalò representation in 

geometric form.  

                    

                              
                  Normal (no chemical)                                  Caffeine 

 

 

From Seeing the External World to Mapping the Internal World 
 
   To return to Escher.  He presents in his carefully executed woodcuts and 

lithographs a world of impossible geometry, that is, ñimpossibleò when we 

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 his ñoptical illusionsò and ñspacial deformationsò 

throw open new pathways for studying ñrealityò, by which they mean the 
world around us.   
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   But we will now do a ñflip,ò and suggest that such designs of ñexternal 

realityò can serve as important indicators, or even maps, if you will, of 
ñinternal reality,ò the stream of consciousness which we experience when 

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 as outside of ourselves, reveal specific forces 

or ñlawsò that come from introspection of our inner world.  This means 
that when we regard Escherôs designs we must make a jump of 

consciousness.  We jump from outer perception to inner introspection and 

notice their correspondence.   
 

   To avoid misunderstandings, this is not to say that Escher meant to 

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 means the spacial dimensions around us.  

Nevertheless, the fact that he mulled over each work for hours and hours, 
often not sleeping at night, means that he was using the resources of his 

inner stream of consciousness to produce these external objects of art 

produced on flat, two-dimensional 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 at this outer 

picture and we understand forces in our inner 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 the jump into ourselves: Many of us will 

immediately feel that this outer picture reveals an inner state: ñIôm my 
own worst enemy.ò  ñI want to talk to that nice looking man, but Iôm so 

stupid to even dream that he would like to talk to someone like me!ò  ñIôd 

like to take that examine and have a Diploma, but Iôm such a failure and I 
donôt even know how to study.ò  All these are self-negating thoughts.  

Ironically, even this present moment of reading an article on ñEscher and 

the Stream of Consciousnessò can create in the mind thoughts of self-
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negation: ñIôm reading this article in order to understand my own inner 

thoughts.  But is this not just another part of my egocentrism?  a wish to 

escape from the real world?ò  This self-attack can be answered, of 
course, by saying to oneself, ñThe inner Stream of Consciousness is also 

real, in fact, very real, and so merits some moments of attention,ò  

 
   But self attacks on more important issues that flood our mind  ï love, 

betrayal, abbandonment ï may not be so easy to throw off.  For this inner 
reality, the thrust of the self-eating 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 ourselves, ñHow can I be so stupid!ò, or ñIôm really a loser!ò, we 

may feel like that creature eating itself and creating inner pain from its 

own vital force. 
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  Psychotherapy is often concerned with the historical roots of this inner 

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

relationship with the therapist, ñIôm always putting myself down, as if Iôm 
worthless.ò  The therapist might ask, ñWhen did you first start criticizing 

youself with such severity?ò  Or, ñWho criticized you like that?ò, looking 

for the Self-Other relationship that was then internalized. (Klein, 1975)  
 

   But this skips over an essential question: ñWhat actually happens in your 

mind when youôre alone and criticizing yourself?ò  In other words, what is 
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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 

show ñcontentsò that are even more frightening than Escherôs and reveal 
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 world. 

 

 

             
 

 

 
    

 
Also perturbing are the deteriorating bodily forms of Francis Bacon. 
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  Then, too, we have figures, like those of Goya, that evoke the horrors that 

can happen in reality: war, torture, execution. 
 

                     
 Is all this art?  Absolutely, but not to everyoneôs taste.  Some people wish 

that their inner world were just filled with goodness, warmth and security, 
as we can see in Botticelli and Klimt.  

 


