The All-Seeing Eye
Symbol of the Great Architect, Part One
Shawn Eyer on the cultural background and history of one
of the most mysterious and ancient symbols of Craft Freemasonry

W

hen we think of the symbolism

is evoked, remembered, and tested at crucial points

of Freemasonry, the first examples that

during the initiatic experience.

come to mind are usually the symbols

The All-Seeing Eye is the most striking of

that we handle: the Plumb, Square, Level, Compass,

Freemasonry’s divine symbols. Yet, for all of its

Gavel, and Rule. The Working Tools are symbols of

ubiquity, neither its cultural origins nor its histo-

the moral and philosophical teachings of Masonry

ry within Freemasonry are well understood. The

put into practice. But our Craft contains images

All-Seeing Eye has ancient roots that antedate its

that are more abstract as well.

inclusion in our Craft by millennia, and that is a

Each Masonic degree includes a symbol of De-

context that must be explored in order to learn

ity. In the first degree, the Blazing Star is presented

what our brethren of centuries past understood

as an emblem of the Providence of God, and the

when they contemplated this beautiful emblem

Theological Ladder is described as a means for the

and included it among the symbols of the Craft.

initiate to ascend from the material world to the
spiritual realm. In the second degree, the initiate

A Theme from the Great Light

is taught about the Letter G, a representation of

As pointed out by Bro∴ Alex Horne, FPS, in Sourc-

the Name of God. And in the third degree, among

es of Masonic Symbolism, the Bible is one of the

a special class of symbols known as the “hiero-

most extensive wellsprings of our symbolism.1

glyphical emblems,” the All-Seeing Eye represents

On consideration of this point, it is advantageous

an all-aware, all-present, moral God.

to stipulate that in certain cases biblical symbol-

In our degrees, the Great Architect—the source

ism presents specific elements already formed

of all blessings, wisdom and Light—is the loftiest

as distinct examples of “a symbol” (the compass,

theme. This is demonstrated not just through

the ark of the covenant, the Temple pillars, etc.),

symbolism but through dramatic moments in the

while in other instances symbolism may appear

ritual wherein each candidate’s faith in his Creator

that has not achieved a full crystallization. Both
types are certainly symbols from the interpretive
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perspective of the scholar—but, in the latter case,
a symbolic theme or idea has not yet coalesced
into a more or less specific icon, which might be
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recognized as a discrete symbol when represented

foundly concerned with justice. According to the

either emblematically through graphic represen-

psalmists, the Supreme Being observes his creation

tation or literarily through a conventional label.

from the supernal throne in the celestial Temple,

This distinction is very useful in a detailed con-

gazing with approval on those who are aware of

sideration of the history of the all-seeing eye, as

His presence and who follow the moral law.

this is a symbol that begins as biblical symbolism

Similar uses of the symbolic theme may

and eventually develops into the iconic emblem

be found in the Book of Proverbs, which reiter-

so familiar to us today.

ates the idea that “The eyes of the LORD are in

In the Great Light in Masonry we find several

every place, beholding the evil and the good.”6

references to the gaze of the Supreme Being, es-

Proverbs also introduces the idea that “The eyes

pecially in the books classified as “wisdom liter-

of the LORD preserve knowledge.” 7

ature.” Some of the earliest are from the Book of

Another book—The Wisdom of Ben Sira, also

Psalms. Many of the psalms were written between

known as Ecclesiasticus—may be one of the most

800 and 600 BC, and were used liturgically in

important sacred sources for the symbolism with

2

the ceremonies held at the Temple of Solomon.

which we are so familiar. It was written in the

The symbolism recurs numerous times in these

second century BC, and it reiterates the theme of

beautiful ancient hymns:

omniscience: “And his eyes are upon them that fear
him, and he knoweth every work of man.”8

Later, Ben Sira uses language that more direct-

The LORD is in his holy temple,

ly evokes the imagery common to iconographic

the LORD’s throne is in heaven:

depictions of the all-seeing eye centuries later:

his eyes behold, his eyelids try,
3

the children of men.

. . . the eyes of the Lord are ten thousand times
The Lord looketh from heaven;

brighter than the sun, beholding all the ways
of men, and considering the most secret parts.9

he beholdeth all the sons of men.
From the place of his habitation he looketh

Christian thought borrowed the symbolism

upon all the inhabitants of the earth.

from Jewish texts: the theme of the all-seeing

He fashioneth their hearts alike;

divine gaze is found in the New Testament as

he considereth all their works.
			

well. The Letter to the Hebrews emphasizes om-

...

niscience: “Neither is there any creature that is not

Behold, the eye of the LORD is upon

manifest in his sight: but all things are naked and

them that fear him,
4

opened unto the eyes of him with whom we have

upon them that hope in his mercy . . . .

to do.”10 The First Epistle of Peter highlights the
The eyes of the LORD are upon the righteous,
5

and his ears are open unto their cry.

moral dimension of the divine gaze: “For the eyes
of the Lord are over the righteous, and his ears are
open unto their prayers: but the face of the Lord

Here, the divine gaze is celebrated as pro-
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is against them that do evil.” 11
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The All-Seeing Eye

The divine eye in a triangle, representing the Trinity, in
The Supper at Emmaus, a 1525 painting by the Italian
artist Pontormo. The eye was added to the work by a
later artist, probably before 1640.

A Mystical Metaphor

The All-Seeing Eye illuminates a tracing board as
Masons study the symbolism of the Craft. Detail of
an untitled illustration from the book Der verklärte
Freymaurer (“The Glorified Freemason”), 1791.

Such descriptions belong to a wider phenom-

In mysticism, the divine gaze became more than

enon known as merkavah mysticism, which often

a poetic image of God’s providence and moral

culminated in a vision of the Creator, and some-

regency. There, it became linked with the divine

times the ecstatic experience of meeting the divine

vision: it beholds, as always—but now it is also

gaze with one’s own eyes. A beautiful example of

beheld by the mystic. In ancient Jewish mysticism

this is found in the Enoch literature:

from the biblical era forward, vision was employed
as a striking metaphor for encounters with the

You my children, you see my face, a human being

divine world. For example, in the course of his

created like you yourselves; I, I am one who has

vision of the heavenly throne, Ezekiel encounters

seen the face of the Lord, like iron made burning

cherubim completely covered in eyes: “Their whole

hot by a fire, emitting sparks. For you gaze into my

body, their backs, their hands, their wings and the

eyes, a human being created just like yourselves;

12

wheels were full of eyes all around.” This symbol-

but I have gazed into the eyes of the Lord, like

ism reflects the all-beholding and supersentient

rays of the shining sun and terrifying the eyes

nature of the divine world.

of a human being.13
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A portion of the daily prayers known as ke-

[Rabbi Abba said,] “It is written: Behold, the eye of

dushah includes the trisagion of the seraphim

[the lord] is upon those who revere Him (Psalms

from Isaiah 6:3—“Holy, holy, holy, is the LORD

33:18), and it is written: The eyes of [the lord]

of hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory.” One

range over the whole earth (Zechariah 4:10). There

of the classic texts of merkavah mysticism, the

is no contradiction. One refers to Ze’eir Anpin, the

Hekhalot Rabbati, compiled from ancient sources

other to Arikh Anpin. Nevertheless, there are two

likely between the sixth and eighth centuries ad,

eyes, turning into one. This eye is white within

describes the liturgical expression of this idea from

white, and a white including all whites.

the Creator’s perspective:

“The first white shines, ascending and descending to be absorbed, for it is bound in a bundle. It

There is nothing as fine to me in My whole world

has been taught: This white struck and kindled

that I created as that hour when your eyes are

three lamps—called Hod (Splendor), Hadar (Maj-

lifted up to My eyes and My eyes look into your

esty), and H
. edvah (Joy)—and they glow joyously,

14

eyes in the hour that you say before Me, “Holy.”

perfectly.
“The second white shines, ascending and de-

The symbolic practice of lifting the eyes up-

scending, and it strikes and kindles three other

ward during the trisagion is traced by scholars back

lamps—called Netsah.(Endurance), H
. esed (Love),

to this passage in the mystical hekhalot literature.

and Tif ’eret (Beauty)—and they glow joyously,
perfectly.

The Eye of God as a Discrete Symbol

“The third white glows and shines, ascending

As the Middle Ages progressed, the divine gaze

and descending, emerging from the secret recess

was more formally symbolized by the all-seeing

of the brain, and it settles in the middle, seventh

eye. The Midrash Rabbah, written in the tenth

lamp. A path radiates to the lower brain, and a

to twelfth century AD, refers to it as העין העליונה,

path radiates to the lower heart, and all those

15

“the celestial eye,” echoing the Book of Psalms’
description of the divine gaze emanating from the
supernal temple. And the next development in

lamps below blaze.”
Rabbi Shim’on said, “How fine! The Ancient of
Days will open his eye upon you.” 16

Jewish mysticism, known as kabbalah, made use
of this symbol even as it merged the dual biblical

Although the Zohar is often notoriously dif-

themes of moral judgment and divine providence.

ficult to understand, it should be clear that here

Sefer ha-Zohar (c. 1300 ad), the seminal text of

the symbol of the all-seeing eye has become more

the tradition, contains a teaching that the ancient

formalized in two ways. First, the biblical texts are

references to God’s eye in the plural and singular

interpreted in a way that concludes that there is

refer to the same idea, seen from a different per-

ultimately just one supernal eye. Next, that eye is

spective. In a striking passage, the bright white of

revealed as a source of spiritual light and nourish-

the supernal eye is described as kindling the sefirot,

ment. As Steven T. Katz explains, “the eye which is

or emanations of Deity, which in turn support all

always open is taken as a supernal symbol for the

of reality:

existence of divine providence, whose origin is in
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the first sefirah,” which is keter.17 Another passage

fine oil upon his head and from thence upon his

stresses the stability of this transcendent eye: “For

other attributes.21

He [the Ancient of Days] is a serene and tranquil
eye, an eye of Compassion, an eye that does not
move from one watchfulness to another.”

18

In other words, righteous actions in the world
below were thought to cause positive effects in the

Elsewhere the Zohar explains how the supernal

supernal world. Just as the supernal eye nourishes

eye is also a symbol of providence by stipulating

and sustains the world of men, proper actions on

that the existence of the world depends upon it:

the part of humanity were understood to result in
a heavenly anointing, and the positive effects that

It has been taught: If this eye closed for one mo-

would flow therefrom.

ment, none could endure. Therefore is it called
open eye {}עינא פקיחא, supernal eye {}עינא עלאה,

Aniconism and Symbolism

holy eye {}עינא קדישא, eye of watchfulness {עינא

Both the ancient and medieval forms of Jewish

}דאשגחותא, eye that neither sleeps nor slumbers

mysticism made extensive use of anthropomor-

{}עינא דלא אידמך ולא נאים, eye that is the protector

phic imagery, despite a competing aniconic or-

of all {}עינא דהוא נטורא דכלא, eye sustaining all {עינא

thodoxy. The late Gershom Scholem, an eminent

19

scholar of religious history, pointed out the inher-

}קיומא דכלא.R

ent tension between the approach of regarding
By defining such a central cosmological role

God as beyond description versus the inclination

and enumerating so many specific labels, the Zohar

to employ myth and imagery. Although there is a

demonstrates that the various biblical expressions

demonstrable tendency to “limit anthropomorphic

for the divine gaze had coalesced within the mystical

depictions of God,” within the mystical tradition

tradition into a distinct and iconic symbol: a radiant

these limitations were often set aside in order to

all-seeing eye of providence. “The pictorial image,”

populate a lexicon of symbolism:

as Katz puts it, of “‘the eye of providence,’ is here
understood as a symbolic expression which sug-

As against the rejection of mythical images in the

20

exoteric realm, which tolerated these images only

One of the fascinating ideas that the mystics

as metaphors, there was a renaissance of such

had about this symbol was that its role was never

images in the esoteric, where they were connected

passive, but that it involved an inner reciprocity

with mystical theological axioms. In other words,

between the divine world and the world of men.

the mythical images became mystical symbols.22

gests a certain element in the divine order itself.”

The sixteenth-century Spanish kabbalist Meir ben
Ezekiel ibn Gabbai explained this relationship:

That is precisely what took place by the fourteenth century with the biblical metaphor of the

When the supernal luminary watches men and

divine gaze: within the esoteric tradition of kab-

sees their good and proper deeds, [then] in accor-

balah, it was transformed into the iconic mystical

dance with what they stir below, they stir above,

symbol of the supernal and all-seeing eye. That is

and he opens his good storehouse and pours the

not to say that this symbol, such a vivid “pictorial
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This woodcut from the 1551 edition of the Hieroglyphica of Horapollo depicts the all-seeing eye with the
caption: “They understand the image of an eye [to
designate] God, for as an eye sees whatever is before
it, so God sees and knows all things.” This is part of a
mid-sixteenth century addition to the book.

The title page of Sir Walter Raleigh’s The History of
the World (1614) depicts the Eye of God surrounded
by a glory. The Latin word for Providence is engraven above it. The text references both the Bible and
Marcilio Ficino’s Platonic Theology in connection with
the symbol.

image” in prose, was graphically portrayed. The

in which the all-seeing eye could cross over into

aniconic monotheism that is so fundamental to

Christian iconography. First through the conversos

Jewish practice did not permit artistic depictions

and later through the influential circle that grew

of God. However, within Christianity, this restric-

up around Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499), kabbalistic

tion did not apply, and it is in Catholic art that the

ideas began to reach gentile minds. Ficino’s phi-

symbol first appears in a visual form.

losophy, which provided the impetus for much of
the Italian Renaissance, was a syncretist vision

The Kabbalah in Christian Thought

that united Jewish and Christian ideas with Neo-

The emergence of the eye of God as a depicted

platonism and Hermeticism, seeing in all of these

rather than literary symbol in Western culture is

a common thread leading back to a primordial

challenging to trace. Although sometimes mis-

wisdom tradition. Ficino’s student, Giovanni Pico

23

understood as a later development, artistic ex-

della Mirandola (1463–1494), integrated kabbal-

amples of it exist as early as 1499. The all-seeing

ah into this project. Starting in 1496, Pico had

eye began to gain popularity in Christian thought

an extensive library of kabbalistic manuscripts

by the end of the fifteenth century—roughly two

translated into Latin—which is notable as, at the

hundred years after it became a distinct literary

time, all of these kabbalistic works were secret

symbol in Jewish kabbalistic writings.

and unpublished even in Hebrew.24 According to

The Italian Renaissance provided a context
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The all-seeing eye is a major symbol in Böhme’s mystical diagrams. It was depicted in various ways in order
to illustrate mystical ideas. In this case, the divine eye
is shown forming the central point of a ring of eyes
that are blazing outward. Detail from an engraving in
Alle Theosophische Wercken (1682).

Plate 100 of Freher’s Paradoxical Emblems (circa
1700). The caption reads Unum, Totum, Punctum,
Centrum, Circumferentia, et quæ in illa, Omnia. Insipienti nihil, Sapienti plusquam Satis. “One, Total, Point,
Center, Circumference, and what is within, All. Nothing
to the fool, more than enough to the wise.”

familiarity with kabbalistic symbolism and theo-

the symbol of the eye of God in creative ways.

ries,” and his work “brought the kabbalah to the

The Commentary on the Daily Prayers by Menah.em

25

very heart of the humanistic vision of the world.”

Recanati (1250–1310), emphasizes strict non-an-

Pico’s promotion—through his 900 Theses (pub-

thropomorphism while intimating that references

lished in 1486), Latin translations, and personal

to the divine anatomy “are like indications and

communications—led to kabbalah becoming “a

marks hinting at supernal things so occult, sealed

26

third cornerstone of the Renaissance.”

and bolted up as the mind cannot in the least

Although Pico’s kabbalistic library was not

grasp.”28 Recanati’s interpretation of phrases such

published, some of the texts and much of the in-

as “the eye of the Lord” is that they are symbolic

formation they contained did in fact get circulated.

of a mysterious reciprocity that can exist between

Busi explains that a number of scholars were aware

the human and the supernal worlds:

of Pico’s collection and tried to obtain copies; it is
known that Cardinal Giles of Viterbo (1472–1532)

For if a man proves worthy of purifying one of his

“had a sizable portion of the Latin versions tran-

limbs whatsoever, then that limb will serve as a

scribed for him. In this way, [the] undertaking

chair for the corresponding limb above so called

extended its influence over many generations of

by the same name: therefore, if the purified limb

27

Christian kabbalists.”

is a man’s eye, it will serve as a chair for the upper

Some of the texts in Pico’s library deal with

eye named accordingly . . . .29
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The link between Jewish esotericism and

effort, it never appeared in print.33

Christian philosophy that Pico established inev-

These examples show the prominent pro-

itably led to the appearance of the symbolism of

file that the Zohar had among the Renaissance

the supernal eye in Christian writings. Johann

thinkers. The extent to which the Zohar’s pas-

Reuchlin (1455–1522) had met with Pico in 1490

sages about the all-seeing eye were circulating

and continued his promotion of kabbalah in the

among Christians is unknown. As shown, other

Christian world with De Verbo Mirifico (1494) and

kabbalistic writings in Latin—especially the 1517

De Arte Cabbalistica (1517). The latter book contains

example from Reuchlin—exhibit the symbolism

a beautiful allusion to the radiant all-seeing eye:

of the supernal eye that perceives all.

We cannot see the sun unless the sun can see

The All-Seeing Eye in the Emblemata

us and, in the same way, we cannot perceive the

Beginning in the late fifteenth century, the figure of

upper world unless it perceives us. It is all eye,

a disembodied eye was becoming known as a divine

and more piercing than the sun [est enim totus oc-

emblem. The power of symbolic emblems, as Cou-

ulus ipse quoque sole clarior]. [. . .] Our inspection

dert explains, “became especially prevalent in the

of the other, divine, world is equally returned;

Renaissance with the revival of Neoplatonism and

they in turn inspect us. It is rather like two eyes

the discovery and translation of the Hermetic texts

placed directly opposite each other, returning

and the hieroglyphics of Horapollo.” To Ficino,

30

one another’s gaze along the same sight-line.

Pico, and those who came after them, “[e]mblems
and devices were considered expressions of deep

The Zohar, which contained such vivid passag-

and hidden truths.”34

es on the all-seeing eye, was also being studied by

A well-known iconographic use of the divine

Christian thinkers during this period. Although

eye is on a personal medal of the eminent Italian

unpublished, scholars are aware of four significant

architect, Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472). It

Latin translations which existed in manuscript.

depicts a winged eye, emanating lightning bolts

Working with a Jewish scholar, Giles of Viterbo

(see page 107, center). Alberti explained that the

obtained a manuscript of the Zohar around 1514

eye “is the first, chief, king, like a god of human

31

and translated lengthy extracts from it into Latin.

parts. Why else did the ancients consider God as

Another translator, now unknown, produced a

something akin to an eye, seeing all things and

Latin version for publication in the 1540s which

distinguishing each separate one? By this we are

was somehow lost. Guillaume Postel (1510–1581)

reminded that we must render praise for all things

then produced a “retranslation” of substantial

to God, rejoyce with the whole spirit in him, fulfill a

portions of it, completed in 1553. This was not

flourishing and manly ideal of excellence, knowing

published, but in 1558, Postel was responsible for

that he sees everything we do and everything we

the first publication of the Zohar in the original

think.”35 Elsewhere, in his De Re Ædificatoria (1452),

language at Cremona.32 He produced a second

he stated that “The Egyptians employed signs in

(likely complete) Latin translation based upon

this way: by an eye, god.”36

the Cremona edition, but despite many years of
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[T]his is a symbol with strong traditional foundations,
belonging to the common symbolic vocabulary of Western
culture. It evokes a powerful monotheistic God, aware of
and involved with his creation, probing the conscience
of every man. The effulgence of the single radiant eye
suggests a pervasive, divine consciousness that recognizes
us even as it is recognized by us, that contemplates us
even as we contemplate it as the ultimate source of all.
Western art may involve the complex relationship

1505 editio princeps of the Hieroglpyphica.39

between the two most important books dealing

Later, the all-seeing eye was actually introduced

with emblemata at the time. The first is Horapollo’s

into Horapollo via an appendix added to the 1551

Hieroglyphica, a Greek writing circa 450–500 AD

edition. The eye of God is depicted in a woodcut

purporting to interpret the meaning of Egyptian

(see page 112) hovering over the world, with the

hieroglyphics. It was rediscovered in manuscript in

Latin caption: Quo modo Deum. Oculo picto intel-

1419, and became known to Ficino and his circle. It

ligebant, quod ut oculus quicquid sibi propositum est

was studied in hand-copied form by intelligentsia

intuetur, sic omnia Deus cognoscit ac videt. “They

until it was published in 1505, and went through

understand the image of an eye [to designate]

37

dozens of editions in the coming century. Al-

God, for in the same way an eye sees whatever is

though it features hundreds of symbolic emblems,

before it, so God sees and knows all things.”40

the ancient text of Horapollo does not mention the

In 1556, Pierio Valeriano (1477–1560) published

all-seeing eye—but in a moment we will revisit that.

his Hieroglyphica sive de Sacris Ægyptiorum Litteris

The second book is the magnificently illustrat-

Commentarii, a massive dictionary of symbolism in-

ed Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, published in Venice

spired by Horapollo. Valeriano included a lengthy

in 1499. Created by an anonymous man of letters,

section on eye symbolism which included the

it remains one of the most enigmatic works of the

all-seeing eye. “Each example,” Valeriano wrote,

Renaissance era. Its story is rich with symbolism

“of the eye attributed to God in divine scripture

that reveals the influence of the Horapollo man-

is a sign (signum) of that Intelligence wherefrom

uscript. The divine eye appears in several of the

nothing, however distant, might be hidden.”41

woodcuts (e.g., page 107, middle left).38
Both of these works emerged from the circle

The Divine Eye in Christian Art

of Renaissance thinkers around Marsilio Ficino

The appearance of the all-seeing eye in the em-

and Pico della Mirandola; the Venetian publisher

blematic literature is only one facet of the icon’s

Aldus Manutius, a longtime friend of Pico, issued

emergence in the Christian West. In a striking

both the 1499 Hypnerotomachia Poliphili and the

modification, the eye would be enclosed within
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a triangle in order to represent the triune God.

us, Moses in many places, the Prophets in their

Despite St. Augustine’s disapproval of the triangle

prædictions, Christ himselfe and his apostles

42

as a symbol for the Trinity, the emblem became

assure us hereof; and, besides the Scriptures,

characteristic of late Renaissance Christian art.

Hermes, Orpheus, Euripides, Pythagoras, Plato,

“The abstract Trinity,” Robert Le Gall explains, “is

Plotinus, and (in effect) all learned men, acknowl-

visually portrayed through the geometric symbol

edge the Providence of God . . . . God therefore,

of an equilateral triangle which is often a feature

who is every where present, who filleth the heavens

at the top of baroque altar pieces. The three angles

and the earth, whose eyes are upon the righteous,

and the three sides are equal, but they constitute

and his countenance against them that doe evill,

only a single surface.”

43

was therefore by Orpheus called oculus infinitus,

The emergence of the all-seeing eye within

an infinite eye, beholding all things . . . .45

a triangle as a popular religious symbol within
Catholicism is evidenced by its inclusion in church

Here, in addition to conflated biblical ref-

architecture and religious paintings. One early ex-

erences, Sir Raleigh is citing a key text of the

ample is a painting of Cena in Emmaus by Jacopo da

Renaissance, Marsilio Ficino’s Platonic Theology,

Pontormo (1494–1557), created for the guest-house

published in 1482: “Thus the divine mind, being in-

of a Carthusian monastery in Florence in 1525. It

finite, is fittingly called among the Orphics apeiron

originally featured a Medieval triple-headed Trinity,

omma—that is the infinite eye [oculus infinitus].” 46

but a later artist, probably Jacopo da Empoli (1554–

This helps to illustrate the connection between

1640), replaced it with a depiction of the all-seeing

syncretic Renaissance philosophy as expressed by

44

eye within a radiant triangle (see page 109).

Pico and Ficino and the subsequent developments

While the visual representation of the all-see-

in Christian iconography, in which the all-seeing

ing eye within a triangle was typically a Catholic

eye becomes widely used. Although most associat-

emblem, the eye of God was also used by Protestants

ed with Catholicism, the symbol was known even

such as Sir Walter Raleigh (1554–1618). Sir Raleigh’s

to Puritans: it appears in The Double Deliverance

History of the World, published in 1614, prominently

of England, a 1621 engraving of Samuel Ward, as

features the eye of providence on the title page (see

Providence thwarting the Gunpowder Plot.47

page 112). He discusses the emblem in the text,
tracing the symbolism in Renaissance fashion both

Late Renaissance Christian Mysticism

to the Bible and to the Orphic tradition:

Several notable Christian mystics, most of whom
were influenced by the Christianized kabbalah of

Now Providence (which the Greekes call pronoia)

the late Renaissance, flourished during the seven-

is an intellectuall knowledge, both fore-seeing,

teenth century. Perhaps the most famous of these

caring for, and ordering all things, and doth not

was Jakob Böhme (1575–1624), a humble Lutheran

only behold all past, all present, and all to come,

cobbler who described his ecstatic visions of the

but is the cause of their so being, which Prescience

heavenly world in beautiful prose. His writings

(simply taken) is not . . . . That such a thing there

were later illustrated with images that became

is as Providence,the Scriptures every where teach

lastingly influential in esoteric circles.

116  

    philalethes • The Journal of Masonic Research & Letters

The All-Seeing Eye
The all-seeing eye features in Böhme’s writing
as a central symbol of mystical insight: in 1612, he
48

all-seeing eye in its mystical application within
both Jewish and Christian contexts.

wrote that “the Eye of the Lord sees all.” Böhme

An English Renaissance mystic, Robert Fludd

distinguished between the inward eye and the

(1574–1637), depicted the all-seeing eye among his

outward eye: the Eye of God was perceptible only to

esoteric diagrams. The second book of his master-

the inward gaze. In a dialogue in The Way to Christ

work, Utriusque Cosmi, Maioris scilicet et Minoris,

(1624), a master teaches his student that in spiritual

Metaphysica, Physica, atque Technica Historia (1621)

terms the right eye “looketh forward in thee into

depicts a man worshiping God in the form of a

Eternity,” while the left “looketh backward in thee

radiant all-seeing eye with wings (see detail on

into Time,” and that “it is indeed a Treasure above

page 107, upper left).52

all earthly Treasures, to be possessed of the Light

Another late Renaissance thinker, the Ger-

of God and Nature, operating in their Spheres;

man Jesuit priest Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680),

and to have both the Eye of Time and Eternity at

relied on the all-seeing eye in a number of the

once open together, and yet not to interfere with

beautiful engravings that illustrate his mystical

49

each other.” This is characterized as unifying the

writings. The frontispiece of his Musurgia Univer-

two eyes, and allowing one to perceive the unified

salis (1650) depicts the eye of God as the celestial

supernal eye, as the student is advised to humble

source of musical harmony.53 Another example,

himself so that “the Eye of thy Spirit simplyfied

from his Arithmologia (1665), shows an all-seeing

in and through the Eye of God manifesting itself

eye within a triangle whose points are defined

50

in the Centre of thy Life.”

The student inquires

with the Hebrew name of יה, surrounded by an

how to “attain to this single Eye, and Simplicity of

angelic enneagram, while below Pythagoras and

Divine Vision,” and is told:

Euclid gaze in contemplation (see page 107, upper
right).54 A late work, Turris Babel (1679), illustrates

My Son, let not the Eye of Nature with the Will

the radiant all-seeing eye of God in judgment over

of the Wonders depart from that Eye which is

the Tower of Babel (see page 107, bottom left).55

introverted into the Divine Liberty, and into the

In 1677, the Christian kabbalist Knorr von

Eternal Light of the holy Majesty: But let it draw to

Rosenroth (1636–1689) began publishing a partial

thee those Wonders by Union with that heavenly

Latin translation of the Sefer ha-Zohar, titled Kabba-

internal Eye, which are externally wrought out

la Denudata. This work included the section cited

51

earlier in this paper that features the all-seeing eye

and manifested in visible Nature.

extensively and details how it was understood to
The kabbalistic influence here is clear. Böhme’s

enlighten the various sefirot or divine emanations.

teaching echoes the Zoharic trope regarding the

In von Rosenroth’s version, this section is given the

“two eyes, turning into one,” as well as Reuchlin’s

header, De oculis Macroprosopi, “On the Eye of the

image of the two unified eyes, one human, one

Extended Countenance.” 55 By at last presenting

divine, directly contemplating one another. A kind

the central classic of Jewish mysticism in a form

of dynamic reciprocity appears to be an essential

accessible to all European scholars, this text made

characteristic of the traditional symbolism of the

kabbalistic ideas even more influential.
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Conclusion

Notes

Continuing into the eighteenth century, images

1

of the all-seeing eye remained one of the most
striking and most preferred symbols of God in the
works of Christian mystics following the examples
of Ficino, Pico, Reuchlin, Böhme, Fludd, Kircher,
and von Rosenroth.56 The emblem was incorporated into the interiors and exteriors of a growing

2
3
5
7
9

number of churches, often in very prominent ways.
The all-seeing eye is perhaps the Renaissance’s
most notable contribution to Christian iconography. This symbol’s journey extended over more
than two thousand years. Drawn from the biblical
symbolism of the divine gaze, the concept was
formalized as the eye of providence within the
richly visual prose of the Zohar. Reaching Renaissance thinkers through kabbalistic writings, and
(to a lesser extent) through Hellenistic texts, the
all-seeing eye became a visual icon by the fifteenth
century. It spread effectively in both conventional
and esoteric circles, adorning religious paintings,
Catholic churches, and mystical manifestos.
Thus, this is a symbol with strong traditional
foundations, belonging to the common symbolic
vocabulary of Western culture. It is now, as it has
long been, a compelling “metaphorical image
for the divine qualities of the One God that are
beyond the grasp of human imagination.”57 It
evokes a powerful monotheistic God, aware of and
involved with his creation, probing the conscience
of every man. The effulgence of the single radiant
eye suggests a pervasive, divine consciousness that
recognizes us even as it is recognized by us, that
contemplates us even as we contemplate it as the
ultimate source of all.
Part Two of this article will discuss the emergence of
the All-Seeing Eye as a Masonic symbol.
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of our degrees and our Old Charges to make to

The Trivium is a very substantial treatment,

study of the liberal arts and sciences—not just,

and the information it contains is invaluable to

as is too often the fashion among us, to mention

a more comprehensive understanding of the lib-

them approvingly from time to time, but to devote

eral arts and sciences, and therefore to a better

serious time to becoming a more well-rounded
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human being from the perspective of classical

a valuable reference for someone who is making
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a serious attempt to actually follow the advice
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