
HISTORY OF SYNESTHESIA  

The explanation of Synesthesia has been around for many centuries, but only in the last 300 
years have scientists and historians taken an interest in discovering and explaining it. 

Synaesthesia (also spelled synesthesia) is the neurological mixing of the senses. A synaesthete 
may, for example, hear colors, see sounds, and taste sensations. 

Although a remarkable and involuntary experience, synesthesia affects healthy people of normal 
intelligence. Because its occurrence is rare, synesthesia has often been viewed as a dysfunctional 
trait or an indication of abnormally high intelligence. Most often, synesthesia does occur in 
people who are of average or above-average intelligence. Due to the subjective nature of 
synesthetic perceptions, many people are skeptical of its legitimacy. However, one must keep in 
mind that pain, headaches, and dizzy spells are of the same subjective nature as synesthesia, yet 
are readily accepted as legitimate by the general public and neurologists alike.  

In 1710 the first reference to synesthesia was made by Thomas Woolhouse, an English 
ophthalmologist. Woolhouse discussed the situation of a blind man who experienced colored 
visions upon hearing certain sounds. Although neurologists did not approach the subject of 
synesthesia for quite a long time, synesthesia caught great interest within the scientific and 
artistic communities during the nineteenth century. It was around this time that "The issue that 
Synesthesia is a product of the brain (like all sensation), rather than a product of the imagination, 
was settled at the turn of the century," (Cytowic 9). 

Sir Isaac Newton took great interest in color and its relation to sound and actually attempted to 
create mathematical formulas to link sound waves with wavelength of light. Although his 
formulas never worked out, Newton's work inspired generations of scientists, artists, and 
philosophers to study color. 

Some researchers believe that a better understanding of how synesthesia works may benefit 
patients with certain kinds of brain damage. In addition, research on synesthetes may help 
scientists better understand consciousness, the reality of the world we perceive, and the complex 
bond of reason and emotion. 

 

 


