
The following is a response to a reading assigned in Art & Everyday. Students were asked to read a segment 
(“Seeing”) of Annie Dillard’s book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. The book covers ideas such as complexity, 
paradox, natural phenomena, and observation. The student was a freshman at the time of writing.

Annie Dillard plots her knowledge and experiences on a visual spectrum that describes a kind of seeing 

that ranges from blinding darkness to blinding light.  To what extent does knowing or the very opposite, the 

unknown, impede or enable sight?  Dillard’s observations and reflections offer insight into seeing as an 

overwhelming, discomfiting and challenging development that defines this spectral phenomenon.

 Describing an experience in which her surroundings were obscured, Dillard states, “When you see a fog 

move against a backdrop of deep pines, you don’t see the fog itself, but streaks of clearness floating across the 

air in dark shreds(21).”  In a fog that is at first thought to limit vision, Dillard begins to see in an entirely new 

way.  In such a way that challenges her ability to see and offers insight to what might lie beyond the fog, 

darkness and such obscurity.  We “blink and squint” in the unknown, straining our vision and understanding 

more than we once thought possible at first encounter of uncertainty.  And so, “Even the simple darkness of 

night whispers suggestions to the mind (21).”  Seeing has become a new way of thinking opening doors that 

lead beyond the appalling darkness.  Furthermore, those encounters with the dark that left Dillard as, “blind of a 

bat, sensing only from every direction the echo of my own thin cries(27)” demonstrate how the loss of one 

sense, such as the sense of sight, may heighten another.  This reference to species reliant on sense independent 

of vision relates to the new understanding or new way of seeing human beings might acquire exercising 

different senses in the darkness.

 While the most comforting experiences are those casted in a light as clear as day, it is this very comfort 

and commonality that may limit vision despite all that can quite vividly be seen.  On the contrary, this vision of 

surroundings casted in a light and shadowed in the dark towards the middle of the spectrum may overwhelm the 

viewer as it has in Dillard’s past experience.  She explains, “What I see sets me swaying. Size and distance and 



the sudden swelling of meanings confuse me, bowl over me…I’m dizzy. This looking business is risky (25).”  

In Maruis Von Senden’s Space and Sight, patients blinded by cataracts since birth undergo corrective operations 

only to experience this very same sense of imbalance.  Introducing the sense of sight to the patients might as 

well have been the introduction of blindness to the individual born with a healthy sense of sight.  “The mental 

effort involved in these reasonings proves overwhelming for many patients. It oppresses them to realize, if they 

ever do at all, the tremendous size of the world which they had previously conceived of as something touchably 

manageable (30)” While the once blind are discomfited by vastness, others find their discomfort in the 

confinements of the dark.

Van Gogh wrote, “If we are blinded by darkness, we are also blinded by light (24)”. This idea holds 

itself viable in the kayak sickness suffered by the Greenland Eskimo left hypnotized as, “The sun, low in the 

sky, sends a glare into his eyes, and the landscape around moves into the realm of the unreal…horror stricken he 

is completely paralyzed(24).”  This limiting state of mesmerization parallels to that of knowledge acquisition 

and its consequent narrowing of minds.  Once dazzled by the light of supposed discovery, truth and 

enlightenment, there lies comfort in basking in this light that blinds you from considering opposing perspectives 

lurking in the shadows.  In the case of both the Greenland Eskimo and the Knowledge acquirer there exists a 

level of awareness heightened to the point of fixed perception. And while focusing intensely on merely one 

thing, one misses all the others.  Dillard demonstrates this idea constantly in her observational expedients.  

While watching through binoculars the great autumn hawk migration below, she finds herself in danger of 

joining the hawks on a vertical migration of her own (26). Dillard continues, “I was used to binoculars, but not, 

apparently to balancing on humped rocks while looking through them. I staggered (26).”  Again, looking is 

risky business.  This concentration of energy detracted dangerously from all else, just as focusing on one idea or 

perspective is also a dangerously limiting state. 

On either end of the visual spectrum, seeing is proven more valuable than a mere category of five 

essential senses.  It is a method of invaluable understanding.   And in its recognition, further awareness of the 



limits and freedoms of both darkness and illumination provide new ways of seeing essential to this 

understanding.


