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PREFACE 

Our eyes are far too good for us. They show us so much that we can't take it all 

in, so we shut out most of the world, and try to look at things as briskly and 

efficiently as possible. 

What happens if we stop and take the time to look more carefully? Then the 

world unfolds like a flower, full of colors and shapes that we had never suspected. 

Some things can't really be seen without reams of special information. I cannot 

hope to understand the monitors I see in pictures of NASA's command center, or 

the strange implements in my doctor's office. I don't pretend to be able to guess the 

insides of my digital watch and I can't decipher the scary-looking devices in the 

electric relay station that is a few blocks from where I live. There are books that can 

help you learn to understand such things, but this is not one of them. This book 

won't tell you how to repair your refrigerator or read bar codes. It's not a museum 

guide, either-you won't learn how to understand fine art. And you won't learn 

how to predict the weather by looking at clouds, or how to wire a house, or how to 

track animals in the snow. 

In short, this is not a reference tool. It's a book about learning to see anything, 

learning to use your eyes more concertedly and with more patience than you might 

ordinarily do. It's about stopping and taking the time simply to look, and keep 

looking, until the details of the world slowly reveal themselves. I especially love the 

strange feeling I get when I am looking at something and suddenly I understand-

the object has structure; it speaks to me. What was once a shimmer on the horizon 

becomes a specific kind of mirage, and it tells me about the shape of the air I am 

walking through. What was once a meaningless pattern on a butterfly's wing be-

comes a code, and it tells me how that butterfly looks to other butterflies. Even a 
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postage stamp suddenly begins to speak about its time and place, and the thoughts 

of the person who designed it. 

I have tried to avoid writing about things that are already widely appreciated. 

(People do write about stamps, but only to list their value.) There is a chapter on oil 

paintings, but it is about the cracks on the surfaces of the pictures, not the paintings 

themselves. There is a chapter on bridges, but it doesn't mention the famous ones. 

Instead it is about culverts: a kind of bridge so ordinary and lowly that it doesn't 

seem like a bridge at all. A culvert is any waterway that goes under a road, and it can 

be nothing more than a buried pipe. Yet there is a great deal to be seen in culverts: 

they can tell you whether the land is eroding, if it ever floods, and how the popula-

tion in the area is affecting the landscape. 

The most common things, like culverts, tend to be the most overlooked. Many 

people know how to tell an elm from a maple or an oak, but fewer can do that in 

the wintertime, so I have included a chapter on twigs. Fingerprints are with us all 

the time, and they are a stock-in-trade of murder mysteries, but how many people 

have learned how to identifY them? (The chapter on fingerprints will tell you how, 

following the official FBI manual.) Faces are among the most familiar things of all, 

but they are very different when you can look at them and know the names of the 

folds and wrinkles, and see what is underneath, and how the face will change with 

age. A muscular shoulder can be a lovely sight, and it is all the more interesting 

when you can also see how the muscles work together, compressing and pulling in 

complicated, evanescent patterns. 

Shoulders, faces, twigs, sand, grass-they are the ordinary stuff of life. We see 

them, and ignore them, every day. It struck me when writing the chapter on grass 

that if it hadn't been for this book, I might very well have gone on ignoring grass 

my whole life. I have sat on grass, and mowed it, and have picked it absentmind-

edly; and I have noticed it in passing when it grows too high on a neighbor's lawn. 

But before I sat down to write the chapter on grass, I had never really paid attention 

to it. I guess I thought I could always do that sometime in the future, when I am re-

tired and have time to spare. But a little cold-blooded calculation makes me wonder 
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about that. A normal lifetime, for a person who lives in a developed nation, is about 

30,000 days. Grass is in bloom for about IO,OOO of those days, and certainly I could 

take one of them to sit down and get to know grass. But it is frightening how 

quickly life passes. I am a little over forty years old, and that means I have used up 

more than half of those IO,OOO days that I have been given for viewing grass. If I'm 

lucky, I have about 30 summers left. Each summer has about 60 days of good 

weather, and maybe 20 days when I actually get outside and have time to spare. 

That adds up to a little over 600 chances to see grass. They can easily slip away. 

(The mathematician Clifford Pickover has a clever, but depressing way of re-

minding himself how long he has to live. He calculated that he has IO,OOO days left 

to live, based on his age and life expectancy; then he drew a square grid with IO,OOO 

squares-IOO squares on each side. The grid hangs over his desk. Every morning 

when he comes in to the office, he crosses out one square. I don't think I could 

stand to have Pickover's calendar, but he is exactly right to remind himself how 

quickly time passes.) 
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Many chapters in this book are about common things like grass that can be seen 

just about anywhere. But that is not all there is to the visible world: there are also 

wonderful objects that are uncommon or rare. To see an example of the ancient 

Mediterranean script called "Linear B" you might have to go to London or Athens. I 

have written about it to show how much there is to be seen even in small, "uninter-

esting" archaeological artifacts. To see an alchemical emblem or a Renaissance rebus, 

the subjects of two other chapters, you would have to visit a large library. Still, it is 

important to know that such things are out there: they are richer in meanings than 

the ordinary images you can see in museums, and often more beautiful. 

Linear B, Renaissance rebuses, and alchemical emblems are the rarest things in 

this book. Everything else can be seen with only a little effort. All that's required to 

see culverts is to stop the car when you cross a gully, get out, and walk down the 

slope to the streambed. To see your fingerprints, all you need is a little ink (from a 

stamp pad, for instance), and a photocopy machine to enlarge the prints so they can 

be studied. It helps to have a good magnitying glass if you're going to be looking at 

sand, but it isn't absolutely necessary. Hieroglyphs and Egyptian scarab beetles are 

in many museums, and you can find Chinese and Japanese calligraphy everywhere 

from magazines to movies. X rays, perspective pictures, engineering drawings, and 

maps (the subjects of four other chapters) are all part of modern life. Ice halos-the 

subject of a section toward the end of the book-are uncommon, but since J first 

learned about them I have seen several each winter. A great deal depends on know-

ing when and where to look. An especially spectacular halo, called the no solar 

halo, fills a large part of the sky (see the picture, p. 191); you might think that if 

one appeared over a city it would cause a sensation. But the last one I saw, in the sky 

over Baltimore, went entirely unnoticed. There it was, like a huge eye with the sun 

at its center, bearing down on the whole city-and no one saw it. People didn't ex-

peetto see anything, so they didn't look up. And the n° halo is so large that even if 

someone happened to glance up into the sky-which was, at any rate, a blinding 

white-they would have seen only a small portion of the enormous perfect circle 

hovering overhead. 
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So what does this all add up to? is the common thread that binds sunsets 

to fingerprints, or culverts to Chinese script? They are all hypnotic. Each has the 

power to hold my attention utterly captive simply by the fact that it exists. For me, 

looking is a kind of pure pleasure-it takes me out of myself and lets me think only 

of what I am seeing. Also, there is pleasure in discovering these things. It is good to 

know that the visual world is more than television, movies, and art museums, and it 

is especially good to know that the world is full of fascinating things that can be 

seen at leisure, when you are by yourself and there is nothing to distract you. 5ee-

ing, after all, is a soundless activity. It isn't talking, or listening, or smelling, or 

touching. It happens best in solitude, when there is nothing in the world but you 

and the object of your attention. 

My favorite chapters of this book are the ones on the sunset and the night. It's a 

little-known fact that if there are no clouds in the sky, the colors of the sunset fol-

Iowa certain specific sequence. When I discovered that, I spent some wonderful 

evenings sitting outside, with my notes in hand, watching for the oranges, purples, 

and reds to appear, and discovering the various sunset phenomena: the amazing 

"purple light" that appears about twenty minutes after sunset, and the "Earth's 

shadow" that rises up in the east. Afterward, when the sunset is over, night begins 

and there are other lights to be seen: stars, of course, but also lovely faint lights that 

come from the air itself (called the "airglow") and lights from the dust that circles 

the planets (called the "zodiacal light"). These are very precious things to know, be-

cause the world looks different when you know them. 

I hope this book will inspire every reader to stop and consider things that are ab-

solutely ordinary, things so clearly meaningless that they never seemed worth a sec-

ond thought. Once you start seeing them, the world-which can look so dull, so 

empty of interest-will gather before your eyes and become thick with meaning. 

James Elkins 

Chicago, spring 2000 
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