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Frawois Gavrton, Esq. F.R.S.

The Visions of Sane Persons.

[Reprinted, with slight revisions, from the ‘ Fortnightly Review,” June 1881.]

In the course of some recent inquiries into visual memory, I was
greatly struck by the frequency of the replies in which my informants
deseribed themselves as subject to  visions.” Those of whom Ispeak
were sane and healthy, but were subject notwmhstundll}g to visual
presentations, for which they could not account, and which in a few
cases renched the level of hallucinations. This unexpected prevalence
of a visionary tendency among persons who form a part of ordinary
society seems to mo suggestive and woithy of being put on record.

Many of my facts are derived from personal friends, of whose
accuracy I have no doubt. Another group comes from correspond-
ents who have written at length with much painstaking, and whose
letters appear to me to bear internal marks of Scrupulpus truth-
fulness. A third part has been collected, for me by many kind
friends in many countries, each of whom has made himself or herself
en independent centre of inquiry ; and the last, and much tho most
pumerous portion consists of brief replies by strangers to a sories of
questions contained in & circular that I drew up. I have gone over
all this matter with great care, and have cross-tested it in many ways
whilst it was accumulating, just as any conscientious statistician
would, before I began to form conclusions. I was soon convineed of
its substantial trustworthiness, and that conviction has in no way
been shaken by subsequent experience. In short,. the evidence of the
four groups I have just mentioned is quite as consistent as could have
been reasonably desired.

In speaking of the tendency among sane and healthy persons to
sce images flash unaccountably into oxistence, it must bo roc({llootod
that the images vary greatly in distinctness. Somo are so fuint and
evanescont a8 to appear unworthy of sori<_)u§ notice ; others leave a
decp impression, and others again are so vivid as actually to deceive
the judgment. All of these belong to the same category, and it is
the assurance of their common origin that affords the justifieation I
need for direeting scientific attention to what many may be inclined
to contemptuously disregard as the silly vagaries of vacant minds.
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The lowest order of phenomena that admit of being classed as
visions are the “ Number forms” to which I have drawn attention on
more than one occasion, but to which T must again very briefly allude.
They are faint and fitful in many children, but are an abiding mental
peculiarity in a certain proportion (say 5 per cent.) of adults, who are
unable, and who have been ever unablo as far back as they ean recollect,
to think of any number without referring it to its own particular
habitat in their mental field of view. It thero lies latent, but is
instantly evoked by the thought or mention of it, or by any mental
operation in which it is concorned. The thought of a scries of
consecutive numbers is therefore attended by a vision of them
arranged in a perfectly defined and constant position, and this I have
called a “Number form.” Its origin can rarely be roferred to
any nursery diagram, to the clock-face, or to any incident of child-
hood.  Nay, the form is frequently unliko anything the child could
possibly have seen, reaching ‘in long vistas and perspectives, and in
curves of double curvature. I have cven hLad to get wire models
made by some of my informants in explanation of what they wished to
convey. The only feature that all the forms have in common is their
dependence in some way or other upon the method of verbal counting,
a8 shown by their angles and other divisions oceurring at such points
a8 thoso where tho "teens begin, at the twenty’s, thirty's, and so on.
The forms are in cach case absolutely unchangeable, oxcept through
a gradual development in complexity. Their diversity is endless, and
the Number forms of different persons are mutually unintelligible.

These strango * visions,” for such they must be called, are
extremely vivid in some cases but are almost incrediblo to the vast
majority of mankind, who would set them down as fantastic DONKONSO ;
nevertheless, thoy are familinr parts of the mental furniture of the
rest, in whose imaginations they have been unconsciously formed and
where thoy remain unmodified and wimodifiablo by teaching. T have
receivod many touching accounts of their childish experiences from
persons who see the Number forms, and the othor eurious visions of
which I shall spoak. As is tho enso with the colour-blind, so with
theseseers. Thoy imagined at first that everybody clse had the same
way of regarding things as themsclves. Then they betrayed their
peculiaritics by some chance remark that called forth a stare of
surprise, followed by ridicule and a sharp scolding for their silliness,
8o that the poor little things shrunk back into themselves, and never
ventured again to allude to their inner world. T will quoto just one
of many similar lotters as & sample. 1 received this, togother with
much interesting information, immediately aftor a locturo I gave last
sutumn to the British Association nt Swansea® in which I had occasion
to speak of the Number forms. Tho writer says:—

“I had no idea for many years, that every ono did not imagine
numbers in the same positions as those in which thoy appear to me.
One unfortunate day I spoke of it, and was sharply rebuked for my
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absurdity. Being a very sensitive child I felt this acutely, but nothing
ever shook my belief that, absurd or not, I always saw numbers in this
particular way. T began to be ashamed of what I considered a pecu-
liarity, and to imagine myself, from this and various other mental
belicfs and states, as somewhat isolated and peculiar. At your lecture
the other night, though I am now over twenty-nine, the memory
of my childish misery at the dread of being peculiar came over
me so strongly, that I felt I must thank you for proving that, in
this partienlar at any rate, my case is most common.”

The next form of vision of which I will speak is the instant asso-
ciation of colour with sound, which characterises a small percentage
of adults, but appears to be rather common, though in an ill-developed
degree, among children. I can here appeal not only to my own
collection of facts, but to those of others, for the subject has latterly
excited some interest in Germany. The first widely known caso was
that of the brothers Nussbaumer, published in 1873 by Professor
Bruhl, of Vienna, of which the English reader will find an account in

the last volume of Lewis’s ¢ Problems of Lifo and Mind ’(p. 280). Since -

then many ocensional notices of similar associations have appeared,
but I was not aware that it had been inquired into on a large scale by
any one but myself. However, I was gratified by meoting with a
pamphlet o few weeks ago, just published in Leipsic by two Swiss
investigators, Messrs, Bleuler and Lehmann,  Their collection of
cases s fully as large as my own, and their results in the more im-
portant matters are similar to mine. One of the two authors had the
faculty verv strongly, and the other had not; so they worked con-
jointly with advantage. As my present object is to subordinate
details to the general impression that-I wish to convey of the
visionary tendency of certain minds, T will siraply remark, first, that
the persistence of the eolour association with sounds is fully as re-
markable as that of the Number form with numbers. Sccondly, that
the vowel rounds chiefly evoke them. Thirdly, that the seers are

invariably most minute in their description of the precise tint and .

hue of the colour. They are never satisfied, for instance, with saying
“Dblue,” but will take & great deal of trouble to express or to match
the particular blue they mean. Lastly, no two people agree, or
hardly ever do 8o, as to the colour they associate with the same sound.
I have hung upon the wall one of the most extraordinary diagrams of
these colour associations that has, I suppose, ever been produced. It
was drawn by Mr. J. Key, of Graham’s Town, South Africa. He sent
me in the first instance a communication on the subject, which led to
further correspondence, and eventually to the production of this
disgram of colours in connection with letters and words. I have no
reason to donbt its trustworthiness, aud am bound to say that, strange
us it looks, and elaborate as it is, I have other written accounts that
ahnost mateh it.

A third curious and abiding fantasy of certain persons is in-
variably to conneet visualised pictures with words, the sume picturo
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to the same word. These are perceived by many in a vague, flecting
and variable way, but to a few they appear strangely vivid and per-
manent. I have colleeted many cases of this peculinrity, and am
much indebted to the nuthoress, Mrs. Hawets, who sees these pictures,
for her kindness in sketching some of them for me, for permitting
me to exhibit them on the screen, and to use her name in guarantce
of their genuinencss. She says:—

“ Printed words have always had faces to me; they had definito
expressions, and certain faces made me think of certain words. The
words had no connection with these except sometimes by accident.
The instances I give are few and ridiculous. When I think of the
word Beast, it has a face something like a gurgoyle. The word Green
has also a gurgoyle face, with the addition of big teeth. The word
Blue blinks and looks silly, and turns to the right. The word
Attention has the cyes greatly turned to the left. It is difficult to
draw them properly because, like ¢ Alico’s’ ¢ Choshire cat,’ which at
times becamo a grin without a cat, these faces have expression without
foatures. The expression of course” [note the naive phrase “of
course.’—TF. G.] “depends greatly on those of the letters, which have
likewise thoir fuces and figures.  All the little n’s turn thoeir eyes to
the left, this detcrmines the cyes of Attention.  Ant, however,
looks a littlo down. Of course these faces arc endless as words are,
and it makes my lLend acho to retain them long enough to draw.”

Some of the fizures are very quaint. Thus the interrogation
“ what?"” always cxcites the iden of o fat man cracking a long whip.
They are not the capricious creations of the fancy of the moment,
but are the rogular concomitants of the words, and have been so as far
back as the momory is able to recall.

When in porfeet darkness, if tho ficld of view bo carefully watched,
many persons will find a perpetual series of changes to bo going on
automatically and wastefully in it. T have much ovidenco of this.
I will give my own experienco the first, which is striking to me,
becanse I am very unimpressionable in theso matters. I visualice
with effort; I am peculiarly inapt to sco “after-images,” “phos-
phenes,” “light-dust,” and other phenomena duo to weak sight or
sensitiveness; and, again, beforo I thought of carefully trying, I
should have emphatically declared that my field of view in the
dark was cssentinlly of n uniform black, subject to an occasional
light-purple cloudiness and other small varintions. Now, however,
after habituating myself to examine it with the same sort of strain
that one trics to deeipher a sign-post in the davk, I have found out
that this is by no means the caso, but that w kaleidoscopie change of
patterns and forms is continually going on, but they wro too fugitive
and claborate for me to draw with any approach to truth. My
deficiencics, however, are well supplied by other drawings in
my possession. Those are by the Rev. George llenslow, whose
visions are far more vivid than mine. His exporiences are not
unlike those of Goethe, who said, in an often-quoted passago, that



