
 

 

SECTION THREE 

PREDELUSIONAL STATES 

Berrios says predelusional states are the primal soup from which delusions evolve. But, they 

are often “fleeting and opaque to description” and can be hard to elicit in the clinical 

interview, not least because they may be masked by the delusions which emerge from them. 

Predelusional states comprise conations, cognitions, moods, and actions in various 

combinations. On one view they reflect a disturbance of cognition in which the world is 

perceived as strange and the subject questions what is going on. The other view is that there 

is a disorder of affect.   

1. Berrios GE (1996) The History of Mental Symptoms. Cambridge University Press: 

Cambridge; 115–125. 

There is a broad consensus that in predelusional states there is a progression over time from 

an uncomfortable affective state of tension and perplexity, to feelings that the world has a 

newfound but indefinable meaning, the sudden grasping of this meaning, and relief as the 

consequent delusions form. 

2. Hagen FW (1870) Fixe Ideen. In: Studien auf dem Gebeite der ärtzlichen 

Seelenkunde. Erlangens: Besold. Quoted in: 

3. Jaspers K (1963) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & Marian W 

Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 98. 

4. Roberts G (1992) The origins of delusion. British Journal of Psychiatry 161: 298–

308. 

5. Yung AR & McGorry PD (1996) The prodromal phase of first-episode psychosis: 

past and present conceptualizations. Schizophrenia Bulletin 22: 353–370. 

6. Kapur S (2003) Psychosis as a state of aberrant salience. American Journal of 

Psychiatry 160: 13–23, 15. 

Cutting says predelusional states are subdivided according to the mental faculties they 

involve. The standard classification includes delusional mood, delusional notion, delusional 

perception, and delusional misinterpretation.  

7. Cutting J (1997) Principles of Psychopathology. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 

126–129. Quotes: 

8. Schneider K (1946) Klinische Psychopathologie, 5th edition, trans. 1959 by Marian 

W Hamilton as Clinical Psychopathology. Grune & Stratton: New York. 

9. Matussek P (1952) Untersuchungen über die Wahnwahrnehmung, trans. 1987 by H. 

Marshall, as ‘Studies in delusional perception’: In: The Clinical Roots of the 

Schizophrenia Concept, eds. John Cutting and Michael Shepherd. Cambridge 

University Press: Cambridge; 89–103. 

10. Berner P (1991) Delusional atmosphere. British Journal of Psychiatry Suppl. 14: 88–

93. 

Delusional mood, or atmosphere, refers to the affective state of tension, perplexity, and 

unresolved significance. A delusional notion is an idea which appears suddenly out of the 

blue but which strikes the subject as a profound insight or revelation. Delusional perception is 

a phenomenon in which a normal perception is given a special meaning which is unconnected 

to any antecedent thoughts or feelings. In delusional misinterpretation the subject reads 



 

 

delusional meaning into an object, event, or situation. His interpretation is often based on 

cryptic, but usually understandable connections, made on the grounds of similarity or 

contiguity of events. 

11. Sims A (1988) Symptoms in the Mind. Baillière Tindall: London; 87–89. 

Fish says that Conrad divides the development of an episode of schizophrenia into three 

stages: the trema, the apophanous phase, and the apocalyptic phase. The initial stage of trema 

has five aspects including depression (Die initiale Depression), suspiciousness (Das 

Misstrauen), and delusional mood (Die Wahnstimmung). Berrios notes that predelusional 

states are included in the trema stage. He says that Conrad regarded this as an affective state, 

which could have the character of an endogenous depression.  

12. Hamilton M (ed.) (1976) Fish’s Schizophrenia, 2nd edition. John Wright & Sons, 

Ltd.: Bristol; 157. 

13. Berrios GE (1996) The History of Mental Symptoms. Cambridge University Press: 

Cambridge; 119. 

14. Conrad K (2002) Die beginnende Schizophrenie. Psychiatrie Verlag: Bonn. 

15. Conrad K (1959) Die beginnende Schizophrenie. Thieme-Verlag: Stuttgart. 

Sass takes trema to include feelings of anticipation, dread, and sometimes exaltation. 

Schneider notes that exaltation occurs rarely in delusional atmosphere which is mostly an 

experience of oddness in which percepts seem vaguely significant. He notes that delusional 

perceptions are embedded in this atmosphere but not derived from it.  

16. Sass LA (1992) Madness and Modernism. Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA: 

43–44. 

17. Schneider K (1959) Clinical Psychopathology, trans. Marian W Hamilton. Grune & 

Stratton: New York, 109. 

WAHNSTIMMUNG 

Wahnstimmung is usually translated into English as delusional mood, or delusional 

atmosphere. The word Stimmung has nuances which have a bearing on how the phenomenon 

of Wahnstimmung is understood. These include mood, in the sense of not being in the mood 

to do something, or being in a happy mood. It refers to the mood of a group of people, as in 

the crowd were getting restive, the atmosphere was turning against him. But the sense of 

Stimmung which is arguably most relevant is that to do with aesthetics. Aesthetic impressions 

are something over and above the perception of the material properties of the work, or the 

intellectual appreciation of it as a picture of snow. A work of art also has an atmosphere.  

Jaspers describes patients who feel that the world is entirely different even though they know 

that it has not changed. This reveals a new aspect of perception. The subject sees, hears, and 

feels clearly and distinctly, understands what he sees and makes correct judgments about it, 

but something is awry. Thus perception is not just a matter of sensation and attention, but also 

has accessory characteristics. Space, he says, has a psychic character; we can perceive a 

threatening or pleasing reality. 

18. Jaspers (1963): 62–63, 75, 81. 

This change in emotional atmosphere was described by Zutt as a morbid alteration in the 

realm of aesthetic experience including a grasp of the nature of others which Jaspers 



 

 

describes as changes in empathy. Matussek and Conrad both discuss the altered physiognomy 

of situations. This is not how things look per se but their essential nature. Thus we can talk of 

the physiognomy of a town, or a landscape. A person’s physiognomy is an expression of his 

inner state of mind. Mattussek says that in predelusional states the world is robbed of its 

physiognomy, that of objects and people is disturbed and they acquire ambiguous symbolic 

meanings.  

19. Zutt J (1952) Der ästhetische Erlebnisbereich und seine Krankhaften Abwandlungen: 

Ein Betrag zum Wahnproblem. Nervenartzt 23: 163. Cited by: 

20. Matussek (1952): 285, and: 

21. Conrad (2002), and: 

22. Fish (1976): 178. 

Conrad says that in the delusional atmosphere the physiognomy of the situation is new and 

disconcerting. There is something in it which is ominous and fateful. This is more than 

ordinary misfortune or unhappiness, the subject takes it as a threat to his own existence. 

Nothing has changed objectively. There is a change in the structure of his experience.  

23. Conrad (2002): 83–86. 

Delusional atmosphere 

Puzzlement 

Menace  

Unreality 

Something going on 

DELUSIONAL ATMOSPHERE 

Jaspers describes Wahnstimmung, or delusional mood, as an indefinable atmosphere, an 

unaccountable change in the environment, which looks the same but is somehow strange, and 

uncanny. Fish describes the patient with delusional mood as being tense, anxious, and 

bewildered. Patients may also report feelings of unreality or heightened reality. Störring 

describes perplexity consequent on feelings of strangeness and anxiety due to the 

schizophrenic process.   

24. Jaspers K (1963) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & Marian W 

Hamilton: Manchester University Press: Manchester; 98. 

25. Hamilton M (ed.) (1976) Fish’s Schizophrenia, 2nd edition. John Wright & Sons: 

Bristol: 41, 117. 

26. Cutting J & Donne F (1989) Subjective experience of schizophrenia. Schizophrenia 

Bulletin: 15: 229. 

27. Störring GE (1939) Wesen und Bedeuting des Symptoms der Ratlosigkeit bei 

Psychischen Erkrankungen. Thieme Verlag: Leipzig. 

Conrad notes that the characteristics of delusional atmosphere cannot be measured or defined. 

We rely on patients to describe the experience, but even they cannot find the words for it. 

Jaspers’ formulation expresses this: “Something is wrong, I don’t know what; tell me what is 

wrong …” For Conrad the most important feature is the subject’s feeling that there is 

something wrong and that others are keeping it from him. 

28. Conrad (2002): 84, trans. VY Allison-Bolger. 



 

 

I don’t know what it all means 

(Case 89) he had since December 1931 a longstanding feeling of anxiety for which he had no 
explanation. In order to anaesthetize himself he drank lots of red wine which you could buy 
cheaply in France. But this had not helped, now he only felt physically exhausted. He always had 
the feeling that he must go to his house “something is not right at home.” He had no grounds 
for this claim. Also, he knew that something was against him “I don’t feel safe … my comrades 
have driven me insane … I don’t know what it all means …” (perhaps it is nothing?) “Naturally, 
there is something going on against me, but no one has said anything to me …” After his travels 
in the holiday the acute psychosis broke through. 

29. Conrad (2002): 83, trans. VY Allison-Bolger. 

Everything looked so peculiar 

This description of things being peculiar and uncertain is an example of altered physiognomy 

of the world. 

Her dread increased rapidly; and when the psychiatrist arrived at the patient’s home, she was 
sitting on her bed crying and calling for help because some force was trying to overpower her. 
During the whole time, she was in perfect contact with her environment. She recognized the 
doctor, her husband and her home; nevertheless rapport with her was entirely superficial; when 
she looked at things or persons around her, the expression of her eyes was somewhat veiled and 
dreamy as if she were in a kind of daze. That same morning she was admitted to the ward where 
she complained of confusion and a sense of unreality. Things, she said, did not seem real anymore; 
everything looked so peculiar to her that she couldn’t understand the world. She said that she saw something in 
everything which wasn’t there, something uncertain. Everybody about her looked dreamy. People on the 
streets she thought, went about dreaming about things they were missing in their lives. 

30. Meduna (1950). 

A terrible lot of strangeness in the world 

This lady says it was through a nervous breakdown that she learnt that things were going on. 

Now she says she has all the symptoms of an impending breakdown, a busy mind, 

sleeplessness, feeling panicky and frightened and again she feels that something big is going 

to happen. At the same time she reports hearing a voice which she relates to telepathy. She 

identifies this as the means by which people are going to be destroyed. 

Over the last few days I’ve been getting voices talking to me. It’s as if someone is controlling me, 
as if someone has taken over. I have pressure in my head, my mind is working all the time and 
I’m not sleeping. It’s just one soft voice, I’m not sure if it is a man or a woman. It’s directing me 
to do things which probably if that voice wasn’t telling me I would have done anyway “Are you 
going to make a cup of tea?” It’s as if you are talking to yourself, I also know it isn’t me talking 
to myself. It’s happening all around us. There are things happening in the world—going on that 
we don’t know about. It’s making things worse for people—sometimes better. [How do you know 
it isn’t you talking to yourself?] I just know. I can’t tell you how I know. I do have a sense of 
perception. I’ve had a sense that I can see a little bit into the future … Things that are happening 
or are going to happen. I get pictures as well in dreams. I pick up people’s feelings quickly. 

Sometimes the voice seems to be my own thought, but I don’t get the feeling that it is. My own 
thoughts might say the same thing, but the feeling isn’t the same. The feeling is that it is 
somebody else. Telepathy, that’s the word for it. I firmly believe there’s a lot of it about [Do you 
have other people’s thoughts put inside your head?] Possibly they are, I haven’t taken thought of it that 



 

 

way. It was somebody else’s feelings and somebody else’s thoughts, they were being put into my 
mind. Very similar to what I would be like normally. 

I’m getting all the symptoms as if I’m going to have a nervous breakdown. My mind starts 
working overtime, I can’t sleep, I can’t concentrate, I’m jittery, panicky, frightened. There’s a 
terrible lot of strangeness going on in the world that we don’t know about. There are people that 
do know. From a nervous breakdown I got all this—I knew all this. I knew something was going 
to happen. It opened my eyes a lot. I was being taken into deeper waters. There’s things going on 
we shouldn’t know about. I just know. It’s exciting in a way but frightening as if—people are 
being—felt that strongly in the world today something is going to happen. Not the end of the 
world, but something is going to happen—something big. I feel as if we’re all being prepared for 
what’s going to happen. People wanting to use telepathy in these ways to destroy people. (#89) 

Command hallucinations 

Thought intrusion 

PUZZLEMENT 

What is happening to me? 

Nta Tanka reported an array of strange experiences, including the voice of the Prime 

Minister’s secretary coming from his own body, and a doctor assuming the form of a fly and 

speaking to him. He describes feeling perplexed and worried, wondering what is wrong and 

thinking something must be brewing. 

Right from the time of my illness, I made one chair a permanent seat. I would like to sit on that 
particular chair any time I was in the parlour. While I sat down in perplexed thoughts and was 
waiting for my fate, not even a soul came in. What must be wrong? Even the usual persons that 
come round at times for a visit? There must be something brewing around. But scorns followed 
after scorns from the Gendarme Camp. Some people said: Mua qua-qua forty, Mua qua-qua 
forty [a phrase without meaning for the patient]. (23–24) 

Boroffka notes that Nta Tanka called the army camp the concentration camp saying: “I call it 

concentration camp to express that everything is concentrated there because most of what has 

happened to me was coming to me from there” (121 n18). 

There was a bed covered with grass outside and I often heard voices from the Camp saying 
“your grave is behind your house.” I thought I would die as far as I could not understand what 
was happening to me … it beats my imagination why uniformed officers should indulge 
themselves to torment a perplexed sick man. Why should their speech relate to what he was 
doing? These were the questions I asked myself and I concluded that they were consented (24–
25) 

[The humorous demon Tipuan made an exhibition of his life history] … As the sun glittered through the 
air, the crowd soon dispersed and I walked back into the parlour and sat down on my chair and 
my thoughts became more complicated. I sat down with severe head ache and supported my 
chin with my hand and leant on one side of the chair. It was not long when I sat down gasping 
into space in front of me, quite perplexed and worried in mind at the chain of events that have 
happened but were still unknown to me. (25–26) 

31. Boroffka A (1980) Benedict Nta Tanka’s Commentary and Dramatized Ideas on 

“Disease and Witchcraft in our Society”. Peter Lang: Frankfurt am Main. 



 

 

Strange things happening  

Arieti describes a lady who developed a paranoid psychosis. Initially she had become restless 

and agitated. She reported strange feelings and events she couldn’t explain, such as the 

neighbor making noises in the night.  

She started to feel that the neighbours were now recording everything she said; maybe they had 
hidden wires in the apartment. She started to feel “funny” sensations. There were many strange 
things happening, which she did not know how to explain; people were looking at her in a funny 
way in the street; in the butcher shop the butcher purposely served her last, although she was in 
the middle of the line. During the next few days she felt that people were planning to harm 
either her or her husband. In the neighbourhood she saw a German woman whom she had not 
seen for several years. Now the woman had suddenly reappeared, probably to testify that the 
patient and her husband were involved in some sort of crime. 

32. Arieti S (1974) Interpretation of Schizophrenia, 2nd edition: Basic Books Inc.: New 

York; 166. 

Paranoia 

Ideas of reference 

Lost in wonder for too long 

This gentleman reports a need for explanations. These questions arise in the context of an 

already highly ramified system of ideas and experiences. 

I just need to talk to somebody. I will become ill if I don’t get answers. Being left in wonder too 
long is enough to cause us too much thinking. It’s nice, beautiful—but I’m left in wonder. It’s 
hard to explain. Somebody’s done something to me and never explained. Something sank inside 
me when I was in Patagonia—entities—and I felt it—like it wriggled inside. Chatwin knows 
something about this, whoever he is. I need to speak to this person. Maybe he was told to do 
that by somebody much higher than him. It’s something I can’t put behind me. The pulling 
feeling when I was a child, the neon light in the sky. It’s all connected with this … They do all 
these things to us and don’t explain. (#61) 

Systematized delusions 

MENACE 

Overtaken by a peculiar feeling 

He was overtaken by a peculiar feeling that everything was wrong or evil around him. This 
feeling of evil had a weird effect on him; he began to sense the presence of the devil in 
everybody and everywhere. The presence of the devil wasn’t visible to him but he sensed it. He 
could not say whether the “sensing” of the devil came to him through any of his sense organs. 
He was reasonably sure that this wasn’t an idea or a thought but really a feeling. When we tried to 
stress the difference between a thought and a feeling, the patient tried to prove his point by 
saying that his brain knew perfectly well that this feeling was irrational and that he fought against 
it and tried to explain to himself that the feeling was impossible and unreal. This fight went on in 
him for weeks but he couldn’t help it and the feeling became so strong that he gave up doubting 
the reality of the sensation. 

33. Meduna LJ (1950) Oneirophrenia. University of Illinois Press: Urbana, IL. 



 

 

This feeling of inner torment 

Henry Cockburn and his father Patrick wrote a book together about Henry’s mental illness 

and how it impacted on their lives. Henry writes about his experiences of schizophrenia 

which began when he was at Art College in Brighton. 

It was at St. Martin’s that I began to have what I now call “the torments” or my “polka-dot 
days.” They can happen at any time, day or night. Usually, I see rings, like the rings you see in a 
jewellery shop. Every hollow in a tree, every piece of ivy, all look like they’re turning into rings. 
Not a moment’s pause; rings everywhere. I get this feeling of inner torment that I am a sinner 
and that I will die or be physically tortured. I feel that I am being drained into a dark, godless 
world and I pray to God that I will stop. I am tormented by forces that usher me hither and 
thither. “Don’t go in there,” they say, “come nearer.” I hear the seagulls call. (169) 

On his way to the theatre he was passed by a car, the rumbling of which seemed to be telling 

him not to go. He watched the play cynically, and as he did so an actor said “Someone in here 

has a very thick skin.” He walked out then saw a robin telling him it wasn’t so bad to have 

gone to the theatre. He went back in and looked at the binoculars on the backs of the chairs. 

He wanted them to smile at him. 

That was when things started to get bad for me. I saw people outside the theatre looking for 
sponsors for a charity. They asked someone if he wanted to join, and the person firmly said no. 
It was as if I myself had done a terrible thing: I had unleashed a terrible aura onto the street. I 
walked back to my parent’s house, and it was like the world was caving in on me. (170) 

[His brother started walking him back to hospital and he wished he had run away earlier from outside the 
theatre] The scar that runs over my heart, which I got from jumping over a barbed-wire fence in 
Scotland when I was about ten, started to come up again. The garden which we were in was full 
of birds who weren’t tweeting but were cawing at me, the sort of noise crows make. It was an 
unpleasant mocking noise. I got on my knees and kept repeating the lines of a Lauryn Hill song 
that sounded like: 

Every man get on his knees and repent 
Can’t slip-talk on the day of judgement 

… The feeling didn’t leave me for about a week. It was a bitter week for me. I truly thought I 
was going to die. (170–171) 

34. Cockburn P & Cockburn H (2011) Henry’s Demons: Living with Schizophrenia: A 

Father and Son’s Story. Simon & Schuster: London.  

Delusional misinterpretation 

UNREALITY 

Patients with delusional mood who say that everything has changed may report feelings of 

unreality. Lewis says that patients with melancholia make similar complaints noting that 

phenomena cross diagnostic boundaries. 

(Case 52) said that the people in the street were machines; they had no souls (she said the same 
of herself). 
(Case 39) [said] that everything she touched was different, everything seemed changed. 
(Case 40 and Case 14) said everything seemed changed and unreal. 
(Case 58) said things looked mysterious, and nothing was real. 
 



 

 

35. Lewis A (1934) Melancholia: a clinical survey of depressive states. Journal of Mental 

Science 80: 277–378, 332, 336. 

Things no longer existed as they had 

This report was quoted by Janet and Landis gives the possible diagnosis of schizoaffective 

disorder. The title of Janet’s paper suggests something rather different. 

I don’t see things as I used to … I see things devoid of substance … They must be 
hallucinations and not real objects … Things act only on my eyes, not on my brain. Doubtless I 
see everything, without doubt nothing is changed, except that things are not real … It reminds 
me of the time when I had to take castor oil and someone would pinch my nose so I should not 
get the odour. I perceive things, but I have no sense of their taste … When I did something too 
quickly, when I ran anywhere I would suddenly stop, quite astonished for my indolent brain had 
not been as quick as my legs; it had remained at the starting point and I was surprised to find 
that I had arrived. I had fallen from the moon and things no longer existed as they had. True, the 
appearance of things is just the same. I could describe them to you just as you would yourself, 
but what I see is only a play, a Punch and Judy show; it is clumsy, vulgar, unpleasant and, above 
all, false; it doesn’t really exist. 

36. Janet P (1921) A case of sleep lasting five years with a loss of sense of reality. 

Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry 6: 467–475, 471. 

37. Landis (1964): 354. 

A creepy world surrounded me 

Freedman quotes Hillyer’s report of a loss of meaning of everyday perceptions, attributed to a 

“cobwebby veil” hanging between her and the world. 

Sounds came to my ears. They meant little to me besides just noise. I was unable to translate 
them into the milkman’s cart, the doctor’s machine, the ice-cream freezer. They were just so 
many vibrations hitting my ear drums … my immediate environment was blurred … A creepy 
world surrounded me when I looked up from my book. Things were there and yet were not 
there. I could see them but they had no substance. 

38. Freedman (1974): 336. Quoting: 

39. Hillyer J (1927) Reluctantly Told. Macmillan Co.: New York; 51. 

I see the world entirely differently 

Meduna said this lady was obviously depressed but ultimately diagnosed an oneiroid state. 

I know, Doctor, that I am not crazy and I know the whole world around me did not change. I 
know even more than that, but this knowledge is of no use to me because I see everything 
changed. On top of that I know that you cannot understand me because I see the world entirely 
differently than you do. I know that the world is as you see it and not as I do. But this knowledge 
is of no use to me. The whole feeling is terrible … When I look at you, for instance, Doctor, I 
know here in my head … that you are a living person, but to the eyes you appear only as a dead 
body. There is no sense to it. Or look at the door. Here in my mind I know that it is a door and I 
know what the doorknob is for but to my eyes it appears only as senseless, stupid dead wood; it 
isn’t a door to my eyes. It’s the same with my whole body. There isn’t any way out, and I cannot 
help but feel as if nothing were left of my brain, as if my whole body were different than it looks. 
I don’t feel that my head is a head. I feel it is just a piece of bone. I know it is impossible for you 



 

 

to understand when I say that the world wasn’t like that before; at the same time I know that the 
world did not change but I see it differently. 

40. Meduna (1950): 40–42. 

Nihilistic delusions  

The atmosphere of unreality 

Sass says feelings of unreality are part of the perceptual and emotional state which he calls 

the Stimmung. As an example he quotes from Renee’s memoirs of her experience of 

schizophrenia.  

41. Sass LA (1992) Madness and Modernism. Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA; 

46–48. 

Renee’s feelings of unreality began when she was five when she learnt that her father had a 

mistress and had made her mother cry. This bowled her over because her mother had always 

said that if her father left her she would kill herself. She experienced further crises over the 

years. A key feature of these was the way in which people were no longer perceived as living 

beings but as automata. 

In these disturbing circumstances I sensed again the atmosphere of unreality. During class, in the 
quiet of the work period, I heard the street noises—a trolley passing, people talking, a horse 
neighing, a horn sounding, each detached, immovable, separated from its source, without 
meaning. Around me, the other children, heads bent over their work, were robots or puppets, 
moved by an invisible mechanism. On the platform, the teacher, too, talking, gesticulating, rising 
to write on the blackboard, was a grotesque jack-in-the-box. And always this ghastly quiet, 
broken by outside noises coming from far away, the implacable sun heating the room, the lifeless 
immobility. An awful terror bound me; I wanted to scream. 

42. Sechehaye M (1970) Reality Lost and Regained: Autobiography of a Schizophrenic 

Girl. Signet Books/New American Library, Inc.: New York; 24. 

43. Sechehaye M (1951) Autobiography of a Schizophrenic Girl: Grune & Stratton, Inc.: 

New York. 

SOMETHING IS GOING ON 

Kraepelin notes the insidious onset of paranoid dementia gravis, saying that: “Gradually there 

come ‘forebodings,’ ‘things come to light’” and that “Everything seems changed and 

uncanny to the patient. His children are all confused; his whole surroundings are bewitched 

and enchanted.” In amongst this he reports a multitude of ideas of reference. So the patient 

says: he is being oppressed, maligned, insulted; people look at him in a rude way, make 

insinuations; he is being robbed, plundered and burgled; newspapers scribble about him; that 

his father and brothers and sisters are being strangled, roasted; people want to immure him in 

the stove; there is poison in the beer, soap in the drinking water; everywhere there are 

rascally tricks and Freemason ongoings. 

44. Kraepelin E (1919) Dementia Praecox and Paraphrenia, trans. R Mary Barclay, ed. 

George M Robertson: E & S Livingston: Edinburgh; 154–155. 

 



 

 

Something is going on 

“Something is going on; do tell me what on earth is going on,” as one patient of Sandberg said to 
her husband. When he asked what she thought was going on, the patient said, “How do I know, 
but I’m certain something is going on.” (98) 

A patient noticed the waiter in the coffee-house; he skipped past him so quickly and uncannily. 
He noticed odd behaviour in an acquaintance which made him feel strange; everything in the 
street was so different, something was bound to be happening. (99) 

45. Jaspers K (1963) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & Marian W 

Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester. 

I’m not sure I understand what’s going on 

[It] started a long time ago when a very rich man started to put girls on to me as a favour. I think 
over the years people have been playing various games. I’m not sure if I really understand what’s 
going on. I think it’s because I fail to understand. Most people I come across can only relate to 
me in terms of, perhaps, something that’s already going on. Everybody I meet is making some 
gestures or innuendoes. Various things people mention, people referring to “he doesn’t give a 
damn about £1000.” Since they always refer to it could be me. It’s all anybody seems to talk 
about at the end of the day. Prostitution, a lot of expensive girls, you have to play the game. 
Everybody around me seems to comprehend what is going on, but I fail to get involved, I fail to 
understand. The gestures they make perhaps, or the things they say. They could be in the bank, 
in the library, in the street, always strangers, doing a variety of things. They always refer back to 
the story around this game being played with this gentleman. He runs a lot of girls for hire at the 
end of the day. It deals with that surround. Nobody relates to me as a person. There are certain 
familiar signals that people use that I’m not familiar with. Something is going on, [I’m] not sure 
what. (#130) 

Ideas of reference 

PERCEPTUAL ANOMALIES 

In his study of the early symptoms of schizophrenia Chapman notes that patients reported a 

range of perceptual and cognitive disturbances. In a review of autobiographical accounts 

Freedman records reports of changes in sensory awareness which may be heightened or 

muted. Arieti notes a consensus that there are perceptual changes in schizophrenia but that 

there little agreement as to how they should be accounted for, be it psychologically or 

organically. 

46. Chapman J (1966) The early symptoms of schizophrenia. British Journal of 

Psychiatry 112: 225–251. See also: 

47. McGhie A & Chapman J (1961) Disorders of attention and perception in early 

schizophrenia. British Journal of Medical Psychology 34: 103–116. 

48. Freedman BJ (1974) The subjective experience of perceptual and cognitive 

disturbances in schizophrenia. Archives of General Psychiatry 30: 333–340. 

49. Arieti S (1974) Interpretation of Schizophrenia, 2nd edition. Basic Books Inc.: New 

York; 279. 

Sass sees perceptual changes as central to the Stimmung. In this state the patient stares at a 

world which seems to him peculiar and eerie, beautiful, significant, or horrifying. Following 

Conrad and Matussek, who argue that there is a disorder of Gestalt perception, he says that 



 

 

the patient may see the world as fragmented and may be entranced, or gripped by such 

fragments. Reviewing phenomenological accounts Uhlhaas and Mishara emphasize the role 

of disturbances in the perceptual field, characterized as a loosening of the visual context such 

that perceptual fragments may stand out from their context. 

50. Sass LA (1992) Madness and Modernism. Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA; 

44, 54, 68. Citing: 

51. Matussek P (1987): Studies in delusional perception. In: The Clinical Roots of the 

Schizophrenia Concept, eds. John Cutting and Michael Shepherd. Cambridge 

University Press: Cambridge; 104–134, 92. Original: 

52. Matussek P (1952): Untersuchungen über die Wahnwahrnehmung. Archiv für 

Psychiatrie und Zeitschrift Neurologie 189: 279–319. 

53. Conrad K (1958) Die beginnende Schizophrenie. Thieme Verlag: Stuttgart. 

54. Uhlhass PJ & Mishara AL (2007) Perceptual anomalies in schizophrenia: integrating 

phenomenology and cognitive neuroscience. Schizophrenia Bulletin 33(1): 142–156, 

144. 

55. Binswanger L (1957) Schizophrenie. Neske: Pfullingen. 

56. Binswanger L (1965) Wahn. Neske: Pfullingen. 

Stanghellini follows Sass in likening schizophrenia to the modern stance saying that in both 

there is loss of intuitive, and an exaggeration of rational, elements. Thus, the person with 

schizophrenia does not grasp the world immediately, but has a sensation which he then 

elaborates and reconstructs into a meaningful whole 

57. Stanghellini G (2004) Disembodied Spirits and Deanimated Bodies. Oxford 

University Press: Oxford; 112–113. 

Cutting talks of anomalous experiences rather than anomalous perceptions. These include 

distortions of the various qualities of objects, and also delusional mood. Cutting says this is 

not essentially a mood but a change in the “entire phenomenal world” or Weltbild. It is like 

Conrad’s notion of the changed physiognomy of the situation. It may also relate to the 

disruption of the experiential context which Blankenburg says reflects a loss of common 

sense.  

58. Cutting J (1997) Principles of Psychopathology. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 

102–110. 

59. Uhlhaas & Mishara (2007): 144. Citing: 

60. Blankenburg W (1971) Der Verlust der natürlichen Selbstverständlichkeit. Ferdinand 

Enke Verlag: Stuttgart. 

61. Blankenburg W (2001) First steps towards a ‘psychopathology of common sense’, 

trans. Aaron L Mishara. Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology 8: 303–315 (original 

1969). 
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FRAGMENTATION 

I have to put it together again 

Chapman says that we develop the capacity to select relevant information from the mass of 

stimuli to which we are subjected. Because sensory information is automatically organized in 

this way we are able to perceive “meaningful wholes.” He quotes two people who say they 

see things in bits and have to put them back together. 

Case 29: “Things go too quick for my mind. Everything is too fast and too big for me—too quick 
to study. Things get blurred and it’s like being blind. I can’t make them out clearly. It’s as if you 
were seeing one picture one minute and another picture the next … Everything I see is split up. 
It’s like a photograph that’s torn in bits and put together again. If somebody moves or speaks, 
everything I see disappears quickly and I have to put it together again.” 

Case 22: “I have to put things together in my head. If I look at my watch I see the watch, 
watchstrap, face, hands and so on, then I have to put them together to get it into one piece.” 

62. Chapman (1966): 229. Quoted in: 

63. Sass (1992) 50. 

They perceive only parts 

In opposition to the gestalt school Arieti says that objects are initially perceived as parts and 

only afterwards as wholes. Nevertheless he notes that some patients see objects as fragmented 

and must actively reconstruct them. 

For instance, patients looking at nurses, attendants, and physicians cannot see them as persons, 
but they perceive only parts of them—a nose, right or left eye, arm, and so on. A female patient 
who had undergone an acute episode with dangerous excitement described in detail to me the 
experiences she had while she was in the seclusion cell. She remembered that she could not look 
at the whole door of the cell. She could see only the knob or the keyhole or some corner of the 
door. The wall too had to be fragmented into parts. 

64. Arieti (1974): 280–281. 

I saw the individual features of her face 

For Renee, fragmentation, seems to be an extension of her feelings of unreality. 

These people who in reality behaved in accordance with goals and well-defined incentives 
became void and lost their souls. Only their bodies were left them, moving like automatons, and 
their movements were deprived of emotion and feeling. This was awful. To get rid of these 
images, of these inner voices, I looked at “Mama” [her name for her therapist]. But I perceived a 
statue, a figure of ice which smiled at me. And this smile, showing her white teeth frightened me. 
For I saw the individual features of her face, separated from each other: the teeth, then the nose, 
then the cheeks, then one eye and the other. Perhaps it was this independence of each part that 
inspired such fear and prevented me recognizing her even though I knew who she was. 

65. Sechehaye (1970): 37. Quoted in: 

66. Sass (1992): 50. 



 

 

Unreality 

A multitude of meaningless details 

Sass notes similarities between the stance of the modernist and that of the person with 

schizophrenia. He describes this as a hyperconsciousness and compulsive deliberation which 

has an effect of distancing the subject from the world. This results in various experiences 

typical of the Stimmung including unreality, and fragmentation. He says that one patient 

likened the latter to being “surrounded by a multitude of meaningless details.”  

67. Sass (1992): passim, 50. 

A fuller report by the same patient is quoted by Uhlhaas and Mishara. 

I only saw fragments: a few people, a dairy, a dreary house. To be quite correct, I cannot say that 
I did see all that, because these objects seemed altered from the usual. They did not stand 
together in an overall context and I saw them as meaningless details … My impressions did not 
flow as they normally do. If I had not continuously reminded myself where I was going, I would 
just as gladly have stood still somewhere 

68. Uhlhaas & Mishara (2007): 145. Quoting: 

69. Matussek (1987): 92. 

PUNCTUM 

Binswanger says that perceptual fragments become isolated from their context because of the 

loosening of the perceptual schema. Köhler says that the sensory world has meaning because 

it is organized into circumscribed wholes. If this organization is lost then, according to 

Uhlhaas and Mishara, there can be a radically changed experience of meaning. Fragments 

which are isolated from their background may seem strange or overly salient as the subject is 

transfixed or enchanted by them 

70. Binswanger (1957). 

71. Binswanger (1965). 

72. Köhler W (1947) Gestalt Psychology. Liveright: New York; 115–116. All cited by: 

73. Uhlhass & Mishara (2007): 144–146, and: 

74. Matussek (1987): 93–94. 

Primary delusions 

Delusional significance 

This phenomenon is described by the sociologist Barthes in his reflections on photography. 

He uses the term punctum to refer to an element in a photograph which: “rises from the scene, 

shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me.” This is an isolated point, a detail, which 

attracts him and as such is like the experience of being transfixed by a fragment. 

75. Barthes R (1981) Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard 

Howard. Hill and Wang: New York; 26, 42. 

Cutting also notes that people with schizophrenia have enhanced attention in that it is more 

readily captured by objects in the world. One of his patients showed this “magnetic attraction 

of gaze” which has been reported by De Renzi in people with right-hemisphere damage. 



 

 

76. De Renzi E (1988) Oculomotor disturbances in hemispheric disease. In: 

Neuropsychology of Eye Movements, eds. CW Johnston and FJ Pirozzolo. Lawrence 

Erlbaum: Hillsdale, NJ; 177–199. Quoted in: 

77. Cutting (1997): 365. Citing: 

78. Unnithan SB, David S & Cutting JC (1991) Magnetic attraction of gaze: further 

evidence of hemispheric imbalance in schizophrenia? Behavioural Neurology 4: 63–

66. 

In his account of psychosis as a disorder of aberrant salience, Kapur highlights reports of 

increased intensity of percepts, and of fascination.  

79. Kapur S (2003) Psychosis as a state of aberrant salience: a framework linking biology, 

phenomenology, and pharmacology in schizophrenia. American Journal of Psychiatry 

160(1): 13–23. 

This thing would stand out 

Meduna quotes from a patient whom he said had a weird feeling of strangeness which he 

regarded as a type of sensory deception. 

She analysed the change in this way: “If, for instance, I step into a room, I know it is a room but 
somehow, it seems to me, it does not fit together. There is always something which stands out or 
sticks out from the rest of the things as if it were the most striking thing or important or what 
not. Sometimes I see only a chair and the rest of the furniture is as if it would sink into 
nothingness though I see everything, but this thing would stand out. Other times it would be a 
book, or one corner of the room, or the window, ort an ashtray which would destroy the unity of 
the room. And this is so with everything. Take, for instance, faces: one man looks as if he had a 
disproportionate nose, another has his ears in the wrong place and all the time I know that things 
aren’t the way I see. It is unnatural and I feel terrible.” 

80. Meduna LJ (1950) Oneirophrenia. University of Illinois Press: Urbana, IL. 

Not only the color fascinates me 

McGhie and Chapman give this as an example of a change in sensory quality: 

(Patient 15)—I seem to be noticing colours more than before, although I am not artistically 
minded. The colours of things seem much more clearer and yet at the same time there is 
something missing. The things I look at seem to be flatter as if you were looking just at a surface. 
Maybe it’s because I notice so much more about things and find myself looking at them for a 
longer time. Not only the colour of things fascinates me but all sorts of little things like markings 
in the surface, pick up my attention too. 

81. McGhie & Chapman (1961): 105. 

Sharpened sensory awareness and fascination are also noted in this example quoted by 

Kapur: 

(Case 3) I developed a greater awareness of … My senses were sharpened. I became fascinated 
by the little insignificant things around me. 

82. Kapur (2003): 15. Quoting: 



 

 

83. Bowers MB & Freedman DX (1966) “Psychedelic” experiences in acute psychosis. 

Archives of General Psychiatry 15: 240–248. 

As if I’m being hypnotized by it 

McGhie and Chapman classify this as an example of a change in the process of thinking. 

(Patient 13)—If I am reading I may suddenly get bogged down at a word. It may be any word, 
even a simple word that I know well. When this happens I can’t get past it. It’s as if I’m being 
hypnotised by it. It’s as if I‘m seeing the word for the first time and in a different way from 
anyone else. It’s not so much that I absorb it, it’s more like it’s absorbing me. 

84. McGhie & Chapman (1961): 109. 

Gazing fixedly before me 

For the greater part of the day I sat in a chair , gazing fixedly before me, or plunged in the 
absorbed contemplation of a tiny spot; a spot which, no bigger than a grain of pepper, could 
hold me for an hour without any urge to shift my eyes from their absorption in this microscopic 
world. 

85. Sechehaye (1970): 55. 

CHANGES IN SENSORY AWARENESS 

Amongst anomalies of perception Jaspers includes changes in intensity and quality of 

sensations, objects, and events. These distortions occur in a range of conditions including: 

delirium, intoxication, acute psychoses, and at the onset of epileptic seizures. He also talks of 

a change in the perceptual character of the world such that it is imbued with a particular 

emotional quality. 

86. Jaspers (1963): 61–62. 

Delusional atmosphere 

The intensity of music became unbearable to me 

Redfield Jamison describes an intensified awareness of sound which occurred when she was 

feeling high. 

My awareness and experience of sounds in general and music in particular were intense. 
Individual notes from a horn, an oboe, or a cello became exquisitely poignant. I heard each note 
alone, all notes together, and then each and all with piercing beauty and clarity. I felt as though I 
was standing in the orchestra pit; soon, the intensity and sadness of classical music became 
unbearable to me. I became impatient with the pace, as well as overwhelmed by the emotion. I 
switched abruptly to rock music, pulled out my Rolling Stones albums, and played them as loud 
as possible. I went from cut to cut, album to album, matching mood to music, music to mood. 
Soon my rooms were further strewn with records, tapes, album jackets as I went on my way in 
search of the perfect sound. The chaos in my mind began to mirror the chaos of my rooms; I 
could no longer process what I was hearing; I became confused, scared, and disorientated. I 
could not listen for more than a few minutes to any particular piece of music; my behaviour was 
frenetic, and my mind more so.  

87. Redfield Jamison K (1997) An Unquiet Mind. Macmillan Publishers Ltd.: London; 79. 



 

 

Everything is amplified 

Everything this year is amplified: the colours, the sounds, the sense that I’m caught up in 
something much larger than I am, something fabulous, something grand. Everything is tactile, 
the taste of the wine, the feel of the excellent fabric, the heel of the fabulous shoe, the thrum of 
the road under the wheels of the car. And it’s California, where everything is powerfully strange. 

88. Hornbacher M (2009) Madness: A Bipolar Life. HarperCollins: London; 99. 

I saw the beauty of the universe 

This is from James’ study of religious experience: 

Everything looked different—I saw in everything the touch of a divine magnificence—It was as 
if I had come into a new world, a new existence. Every object wore a bright halo, my inner 
vision was so enhanced I saw the beauty of the universe in everything. The words rang with 
celestial music. 

89. Jaspers (1963): 63. Quoting: 

90. James W (1907) Die religiöse Erfahrung in ihrer Mannigfeltigkeit. Hinrichs: Leipzig. 

91. James W (1903) The Varieties of Religious Experience. Longmans, Green & Co.: 

London. 

Things were unbearably beautiful 

Things were still unbearably beautiful. I got this giddiness in my stomach and walked around 
completely overwhelmed by the incredible loveliness of the trees and the sky and the moss, 
infinitely delicate worlds within worlds, and people’s faces and the way they moved and my own 
body and what a perfect machine it was and the stove and the floors and our funky house. And 
everything fit together so perfectly. It wasn’t just the way things looked. It was the sounds of the 
wind and the stream and the way things felt, the ground gushing ever so slightly under my feet, 
the way everything smelled. It’s everywhere, it’s everywhere. And it keeps getting better and 
better. And I think to myself, Look Ma, no drugs. 

92. Vonnegut (1975): 74. 

“The bleak and bittersweet color of sand” 

McLean is from Melbourne. He wrote the story of his experience with schizophrenia saying 

that he has recovered, but is not cured. He studied for an art degree and spent a lot of his time 

socializing and taking drugs. He supplements his account with some of his digital pictures to 

show another aspect of what he was going through. 

I was sensitive to colour, and often had strange visual perceptions. Faces emerged from concrete, 
little white spots buzzed around when I looked up into the sky. I felt (and still feel) an affinity 
with neutral tones. Sand colour sits well with me, its softness, harshness and neutral feel, against 
its state of constant flux. Such thoughts were with me constantly. Dashes of surrealness began to 
enter my everyday life. A leaf, a dead cicada seemed to me to harbour magical qualities, and 
would set me thinking about life cycles, nature, all things metaphysical. 

Architecture too, seemed to take on magical qualities as I traversed old Melbourne town. 
Thought I could grasp the essence of images seen in galleries, and I saw epiphanies everywhere. 
In retrospect, all my apparently lucid perceptions were opaque to everyone but myself. 



 

 

93. McLean, R (2003) Recovered, Not Cured: A Journey Through Schizophrenia. Allen 

& Unwin, Crows Nest: New South Wales; 11–13. See also: 

94. http://www.richiemclean.com. 

DELUSIONAL SIGNIFICANCE 

Delusional mood is characterized by what Roberts calls “a primary affect of mysterious 

significance.” That is, a feeling that objects and events do mean something special, but, at 

first, the subject does not know what that is.  

95. Roberts G (1992) The origins of delusion. British Journal of Psychiatry 161: 298–

308, 302. 

Objects, events, and states of affairs are experienced as significant in a number of ways: as 

mystical secrets, coded messages, or evidence that something is afoot.  

Every single thing “means” something 

Every single thing “means” something. This kind of symbolic thinking is exhausting … I have a 
sense that everything is more vivid and important; the incoming stimuli are almost more than I 
can bear. There is a connection to everything that happens—no coincidences. 

96. Anscombe R (1987) The disorder of consciousness in schizophrenia. Schizophrenia 

Bulletin 1(2): 241–260. Quoting: 

97. Brundage BE (1983) First person account: what I wanted to know but was afraid to 

ask. Schizophrenia Bulletin 9: 583–585. 

I had discovered the secret of the universe: 1 

This person was at college: 

This was very difficult because ordinary ideas had begun to assume mystical meaning. For 
instance, when I was reading Euclid’s Elements, I was struck by what I considered the 
profundity of the first definition “a point is that which has no part.” I felt I had discovered the 
secret of the universe, a definition of great depth, a definition of God. Over the next few years I 
built a whole theological system around this definition. 

98. Anon (1992). 

Some overwhelming significance in all of this 

What I do want to explain, if I can, is the exaggerated state of awareness in which I lived before, 
during, and after my acute illness. At first it was as if parts of my brain “awoke” which had been 
dormant, and I became interested in a wide assortment of people, events, places, and ideas which 
normally would make no impression on me. Not knowing that I was ill, I made no attempt to 
understand what was happening, but felt that there was some overwhelming significance in all of 
this, produced either by God or Satan, and I felt that I was duty-bound to ponder on each of 
these new interests, and the more I pondered the worse it became. The walk of a stranger on the 
street could be a “sign” to me that I must interpret. Every face in the windows of a passing 
streetcar would be engraved on my mind, all of them concentrating on me and trying to pass me 
some sort of message. (218) 



 

 

New significance in people and places was not particularly unpleasant, though it got badly in the 
way of my work, but the significance of the real or imagined feelings of others was very painful. 
To feel that the stranger passing on the street knows your innermost soul is disconcerting. (218) 

I withdrew farther and farther, But I became more and more aware of the city around me. The 
real or imagined poverty and real or imagined unhappiness of hundreds of people I would never 
meet burdened my soul and I felt martyred … I reached a stage where almost my entire world 
consisted of tortured contemplation of things which brought pain and unutterable depression. 
(219) 

By the time I was admitted to hospital I had reached a stage of “wakefulness” when the brilliance 
of light on a window sill or the colour of blue in the sky would be so important it could make me 
cry. (219) 

99. MacDonald N (1960) The other side: living with schizophrenia. Canadian Medical 

Association Journal 82: 218–221. 

Some hidden language 

Mad Liberator (Tim) says that he grew up with a very, very manic mother who was so 

disturbed that she was “locked up in the state institution.” He was taken into foster care. By 

the age of fifteen he was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and taking Depakote
®
 and Prozac

®
. 

Medical authority is likely the least questioned authority there is. We are distressed and we want 
it to stop. We are told that pills are the answer. I’ll be the first to admit that they “work.” I took 
Lithium and Wellbutrin this morning, and will be taking Lithium and Seroquel in a few hours. All 
that to keep me bottled up. Folks, the way I see it is, we ain’t sposed to be livin’ this way. 
Industrial society is too much. Especially the modern American version. I mean, it’s fucking 
weird right? When you find yourself at three am wandering the endless halls of WAL-MART to 
the sound of billy ray cyrus recycled through Kenny g and remixed by jazzy-jeff, fluorescent 
lights burning your eyes and buzzing, and you notice that all the food is in boxes, neatly 
measured and everything is disposable—remember, we are not supposed to be living this way. 
And it can’t last long. 

Maybe we’re just extra sensitive; our madness gives us some special insight into the world. I 
mean, think about it, most everything these days is an ultra complicated mental construct. In our 
delusional states Sascha, and I’m sure most of us, experience the feeling like everything has some 
hidden meaning. It’s not that we’re wrong, it’s just that others don’t share that interpretation. 
Seriously. Somewhere Sascha was talking about thinking there was some hidden language under 
the everyday language, and there is!! A multitude of languages. Course, if you’re trying to hold 
down a steady job, pay bills, etc, you’d better stick with everyday language, cause when you start 
looking at the others … well y’all know … its playing with fire. But it truly is brilliant folks!!! 
That billboard is related to what your friend said that night, they are trying to manipulate you 
with the radio, you do have special powers, and of course, the government is out to get all of us. 

… It’s natural to be depressed in this world!!! I guess we just do what we can. I hope you all 
remember, you don’t have a disease. If you have to take a fistful of pills to keep yourself alive 
and out of trouble, then I’d be the first to get you a glass of water, and then I’d hold your hand 
and say, “it’s not you, you re not sick, it took a few thousand years for it to get this way, you’re 
just someone who can’t help but notice, you feel it in your soul.” [orthography as in the original] 



 

 

100. Mad Liberator (Tim). My thoughts and feelings are not diseases: In: 

Navigating the Space Between Brilliance and Madness: A Reader and Roadmap of 

Bipolar Worlds, assembled by the Icarus Project. See:  

101. http://www.theicarusproject.net 

Everything was information 

These accounts were given by a gentleman over a series of interviews. 

At the beginning it was horrific. I spent two years without going out the door. Things were so 
powerful. I couldn’t look at something without receiving information from it. I could see 
things—looking at people—that gave me information. I didn’t understand what I was doing with 
it. I was confused. I had rapid eye movement. My eyes were moving fast. I even felt like I wasn’t 
doing it. Common sense says “just stop this,” but I couldn’t. I didn’t feel I was in control of it. I 
felt that something else was in control of my vision … I really did believe certain things at certain 
times. Afterwards I knew the normal me wouldn’t think like that. It wasn’t until I’d managed to 
process it … and slow it down that I was able to venture out. 

For every sentence spoken there’s a higher meaning and a lower meaning. There’s a double 
meaning to every sentence. You could say something of a normal nature but it could be taken in 
a higher context. 

I was out of control. It was so strong and powerful. My limbs and everything were moving out 
of—it wasn’t me that was moving. When I was watching, when I was hearing things, speaking, 
listening, everything was totally, completely in a different—so intense. I had to take stock 24 
hours a day. I couldn’t understand. I heard things differently, was seeing things differently. I had 
to focus on things that I didn’t understand why … I felt there was a greater force at work. I felt I 
was overpowered by something else. I felt so restricted, I couldn’t make decisions, I couldn’t 
judge things. Everything had another meaning, everything had two meanings, everything was 
information. There was nothing that wasn’t information that you should take in. Nothing went 
past me. It was so intense trying to figure out what was happening. Part of me was saying “this is 
crazy”—I couldn’t change it … [How were you feeling?] If possessed were a word possessed is the 
word I’d use. Something controlling my feeling, my body, my everything—horrific. (#68) 

Feelings and actions made by others 

THE SEEING OF MEANING 

As noted earlier, in delusional mood, the patient feels that the world is changed, that 

everything means something new, but he has no idea what. Jaspers says that this vagueness of 

content must be unbearable and is only alleviated when the patient finally grasps what is 

going on. Roberts says that the discomfort of this state drives the patient to make sense of his 

experience. And so a delusion may crystallize out bringing a sense of relief. 

102. Jaspers K (1963) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & 

Marian W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 98. 

103. Roberts G (1992) The origins of delusion. British Journal of Psychiatry 161: 

298–308, 302. 

104. Hamilton M (ed.) (1976) Fish’s Schizophrenia, 2nd edition. John Wright & 

Sons Ltd: Bristol; 41. 

Schneider notes that delusional perceptions arise from delusional mood but are not congruent 

with it: “The atmosphere may be alien and uncomfortable, the delusional perception may be 



 

 

pleasant and cheering.” Contra Maher, Berrios says that because of their bizarre and 

contradictory nature delusions are unlikely to be explanations of anomalous experiences. 

105. Schneider K (1959) Clinical Psychopathology,  trans. Marian W Hamilton. 

Grune & Stratton: New York; 109. 

106. Maher BA (1999) Anomalous experience in everyday life: its significance for 

psychopathology. Monist 82(4): 547–565. 

107. Berrios GE (1996) The History of Mental Symptoms. Cambridge University 

Press: Cambridge; 118. 

Fish says that in apophanous states something is made manifest to the patient. He has the 

impression that the world is changed, that he is at the center of things, and that events are 

manipulated by a powerful agent. He may also feel that he is omnipotent, that his actions 

have far reaching effects on world affairs. 

108. Fish (1976): 158–159. 

Two-stage delusional perception 

Jasper’s delusional perception 

Delusional notion 

Things were coming to a head 

His pre-delusional state involved strange feelings devoid of concrete thoughts, a kind of 
“meaning feeling.” Some content then crystallised: “people looked strange’; he was “not at one 
with society’; “things were coming to a head” ... A 1984 neo-Nazi character was in power. He 
even thought he was Jewish and that the regime would, as he put it, bungle him away in a 
concentration camp. Under this delusion, which he described as “the funnel through which 
everything flowed,” even an otherwise trifling event such as a visit to the post office took 
extraordinary courage. Outside, the streets looked different, old and decayed as in the Second 
World War  

109. Chadwick PK (1992) Borderline. Routledge: London: 69. 

The illusion of a primitive revelation 

The daylight had now departed. A new factory, built of ferro-concrete, glowed as though it were 
red hot. The huge letters upon hoardings and the dazzling red lights on this building suddenly 
seemed to be imitated by the sprawling constellations overhead. There was no translatable 
meaning, no understanding of this thing, yet the illusion of primitive revelation, in the alphabet, 
was as vivid as an enlargement of perception. (47–48) 

So after I had continued for a few miles, the lights by the way seemed more meaningful: and 
then I came to a garage or petrol station, whose crude signs seemed not to be unconsidered or 
carelessly vulgar, but quite intentionally insulting, as though they would wipe me across the face 
with their horrible red rags. Several very ugly looking loafers were standing by a lorry, and to my 
astonishment they spoke to me in a jeering obscene tone 

 “You wretched, blatant idlers!” I cried, passionately angry. “When will you work honestly 
and cease scavenging after the waste of the roads?” 

 “I can still do women,” said one, with a beastly leer, like candle-grease dropped in a 
puddle. 



 

 

But none of them touched me, and I hurried on, full of loathing. They were not of a species to 
attack, nor yet could I shame them. Presently they seemed less to have been real people than 
horrible counterfeits set there by the Spirit Sarcastic, to mock me and turn me out of my way. 
Such signs of the powers of evil grew still more and more evident. (48) 

110. Hennell T (1967) The Witnesses. University Books: New York. 

Fitting it all together more and more 

Holy shit, is my mind running. This coffee isn’t even cold yet. The same song is still playing on 
the juke box. I’m thinking about a million miles an hour, spinning fantastic webs. It’s a gas. 
Cramming whole lifetimes of thinking in between sips of coffee … There’s so much more there. 
It’s like I’ve discovered some sort of shorthand. I’ve got all these little microdots of thinking. I 
just go “dit” and I’ve got years of thinking and then “dit” and another big hunk. Fitting it all 
together more and more. And it’s not just my thinking, I’m tapping huge pools of other people’s 
thinking … I’m getting closer and closer to having it all in one “dit.” I get it from time to time 
but can’t seem to hold it very long but I’m holding it longer and longer. And then one “dit” is all 
I need. Everything is in it utterly distinct but still in just one “dit.” (92) 

If I could just be content for now. Now. I don’t care what happens tomorrow because I’m 
already content about it now no matter what it is. No matter what it is. It could be dreadful and 
here I am content about it. I have an awful feeling something awful is happening or I wouldn’t 
be feeling this way. All these strange things that have been happening to me must be clues of 
some sort. All these things I keep trying to laugh off. (92–93) 

There was some very good reason for going to have a beer at the Lund bar. I didn’t know what it 
was but that made it all the better reason … The most wondrous of wondrous things was what 
happened between us and a local guy about our age who came over to buy us drinks like he was 
pulled by some cosmic magnet … We got to laughing, telling stories, slapping each other on the 
back. There were some ESP-type things and cosmic messages, but the big thing, the thing no 
one could argue with, was what a wonderful time we had, how famously we got along. (95) 

Vonnegut and his friend Simon stopped at a commune to spend the night. In the night he 

awoke screaming, and thinking that if he had not done so it would have been the death of 

something, of himself and his friends, or maybe the end of the world.  

It might seem strange to tell a roomful of sleeping people to not move a muscle, especially a 
room full of sleeping people you don’t know. But it made sense. It made more sense than 
anything else in my life ever had. It wasn’t a night like any other night, or sleep like any other 
sleep. Maybe there’s not really anything extraordinary going on at all, but then again maybe these 
feelings are right. In any event, it’s best to cover all the bets. If nothing’s going on, someone will 
correct me. (97–98) 

I looked at Simon, who was beside me. He was dead. I had killed him. I had drained away all his 
energy. “Don’t cry,” Stan said gently. Crying was using up energy and if I wasn’t careful I would 
drain away all the energy. Everyone else was perfectly quiet. I looked at Stan pleadingly, sorry for 
what I had done and not being able to make it right. He quickly looked away from my eyes and I 
felt even worse, knowing that had our eyes met he might have been killed instantly. (99) 

Vonnegut thought about Atlantis, or Mu, and how humanity had been able to start again from 

scratch because someone had screamed in time. In the morning he was hugely relieved when 

the sun came up and life seemed to have survived. He and Simon went to the Marine Inn 

coffee shop and he ordered a cup of Mu tea. The waitress doubted that they had any. 



 

 

And she brought me a cup of Mu tea. It was probably just some magically transformed Tetley or 
Lipton. “Is the tea in the leaves or in the tongue?” I was trying out the new world and my new 
self. If I could get a cup of Mu tea in the Marine Inn, that was quite something. I mean, what do 
you have to have before you say “Miracle”? How could it be that everything made such perfect 
sense, that I was thinking so much, so well, feeling so much, so well, seeing so well, hearing so 
well, knowing so much, so well. That everything strange that had happened to me in the past few 
days was all in my head was a possibility but it didn’t seem to be very likely. Something very big 
was happening, and I was figuring it out as I went along. (101–102) 

111. Vonnegut M (1975) The Eden Express. Praeger Publishers Inc.: New York. 

Jesus Christ come back as a woman 

On Monday I thought I was Jesus Christ come back as a woman. Everything was sending me a 
message. Everything that was happening had to happen. Everything that was happening had a 
purpose and a meaning. I switched the radio on and it was playing something significant at the 
time. It’s gone now. Everything that I was doing had a purpose and a meaning. The cats knew 
what I was going to do next so they behaved. They do cats, they’re very intelligent. I was Jesus 
Christ come back as a woman. I just felt it … that I’m Mother Earth and that I’m here to look 
after everything. I definitely thought I had to get all my disciples around me.  

It is a feeling that you have to be so careful of what you do every second of your life because it’s 
relevant, it’s important that you do things properly, that you’re a good and pleasant person, it 
rubs off on other people and affects the way they are. Today it’s just ordinary, it was very intense 
and powerful. If I was in the situation where I had power then it would be dangerous if it wasn’t 
that I’m me. If it was in the wrong hands it could be dangerous. You feel as if you’ve got power, 
as if you can make things happen. You can do almost anything as far as the world situation is  

[What made you think you were Jesus?] I felt that all the people I admire, that I trust, were going to 
rally round and change the world and make it a better place. Really I was just going to make the 
cakes and cook the stir fries. [What was Jesus-like about this?] People were gathering around me and 
I had the final say. How I felt was like I’d been reborn again as the mother Jesus. It just came to 
me, suddenly, quietly. Thinking about it, why should I be thinking about this? All the messages, 
all the things that were happening. Masses of birds in the garden, they were just happy, they were 
just enjoying life, everything was good. I’ve still got to have everything tidy and in its place. 
You’ve got to be a neat person to rule the world. Isn’t it good? It’s so brilliant. It’s such a 
wonderful feeling. Very relaxed, very inner happiness. (#87) 

Mood congruence 

Special spiritual identity 

DELUSIONAL NOTION 

Delusional notion is one translation of Wahneinfall. This means a sudden intrusive idea that 

appears as if out of the blue. Sims prefers the term delusional intuitions and says they are 

phenomenologically indistinguishable from normal intuitions. Nevertheless Fish, who calls 

them autochthonous delusions, says that they may indicate schizophrenia if they are very 

strange. The tem autochthonous was introduced by Wernicke. It means aboriginal, indigenous 

and expresses the idea that delusional notions are unheralded, and have no external cause. 

Against this Schneider says that delusional notions are not primary and psychologically 

irreducible because they are preceded by prepsychotic thoughts, feelings, and impulses. 

112. Sims (1988): 87. 



 

 

113. Fish (1976): 42. 

114. Sims (1988): 85. Citing: 

115. Wernicke C (1906) Fundamentals of Psychiatry. Thieme: Leipzig. Original: 

116. Wernicke C (1900) Grundriss der Psychiatrie. Thieme: Leipzig. 

117. Schneider (1959): 114. 

Schneider says that delusional notions are harder to detect than delusional perceptions and 

can be difficult to distinguish from ordinary notions, over-valued ideas, or compulsive 

thoughts. The extent to which they are improbable or impervious to proof is not reliable as 

delusional notions may be possible and delusional, or seemingly impossible and true. They 

can be suggestive of schizophrenia if they are bizarre and fantastic depending on the context 

and the manner in which they are elaborated. Like delusional perceptions they have special 

meaning, but this consists in being personally salient rather than having strange or abnormal 

significance. Normal discoveries or religious ideas may also have this salience. For these 

reasons delusional notions are less significant for the diagnosis of schizophrenia than first-

rank symptoms. 

118. Schneider (1959): 107–108, 112–114. 

It suddenly occurred to me 

Jaspers writes about delusional ideas which come in the form of notions or which may give 

new meaning to memories. 

It suddenly occurred to me one night, quite naturally, self-evidently but insistently, that Miss L. 
was probably the cause of all the terrible things through which I have had to go these last few 
years (telepathic influences, etc.). I can’t of course stand by all that I have written here, but if you 
examine it fairly you will see there is very little reflection about it; rather everything thrust itself 
on me, suddenly, and totally unexpectedly, though quite naturally. I felt as if scales had fallen 
from my eyes and I saw why life had been precisely as it was through these last years … 

119. Jaspers (1963): 103. 

The answer comes into my head 

I’ve been at home a long time and I was thinking about the origin of the universe. The universe 
is circular in shape and on the edge of it nothing exists. The universe is creating itself. Forces on 
the perimeter of the universe are creating space. The force has got to be constantly self-creative. 
It seems as if nothing resists the universe, the force is self-creative when nothing exists—when 
there is no resistance to the forces. This will only create space, it won’t create mass. What creates 
mass in the first instance of time—say these forces are travelling at 1000 miles per hour—these 
forces have an instantaneous acceleration, this extra force creates mass. This occurs when time 
doesn’t exist therefore must occur in zero time therefore acceleration occurs instantaneously. I 
just sit thinking [these thoughts]. I get a problem and the answer comes into my head … We’re 
on earth for a reason … in time we’ll evolve and reproduce the reproductive atom and 
contribute to the expansion of the material universe. (#60) 

ORDINARY INSPIRATION 

Suddenly there came into my head 

Lewis Carroll describes how on July 18, 1874 when out for a walk an idea came to him for 

what was to be The Hunting of the Snark. 



 

 

I was walking on a hillside, alone, one bright summer day, when suddenly there came into my 
head one line of verse—one solitary line—“For the Snark was a Boojum, you see.” I knew not 
what it meant, then: I know not what it means, now; but I wrote it down and, sometime 
afterwards, the rest of the stanza occurred to me, that being its last line: and so by degrees, at 
odd moments during the next year or two, the rest of the poem pieced itself together, that being 
its last stanza.  

120. Carroll, L (1962) The Annotated Snark: The Hunting of the Snark, ed. Martin 

Gardner. Penguin Books: London; 16. Quoting: 

121. “Alice on the Stage.” (1887) The Theatre April. 

A sudden flash of illumination 

Ayer describes an unfortunately fleeting insight associated with sunstroke. He had been 

reading various books 

Among them was Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason which I had never fully understood … Re-
reading it on the boat, I had got as far as the Transcendental Deduction of the Categories, one of 
the most important sections in the book, but also one of the most obscure, when I had a sudden 
flash of illumination. It was as if I had entered into Kant’s mind and was at last able to appreciate 
the full force of his argument. Unfortunately I did not make a note of what I thought that I had 
discovered. Later in the day I came down with sunstroke and was in a high fever for the next 
twenty-four hours. By the time the fever left me, I had lost my insight into Kant and have never 
since recaptured it 

122. Ayer AJ (1977) Part of my Life. Collins: London; 264. 

Brevity, suddenness, and immediate certainty 

The mathematician Poincaré was having trouble with the theory of fuchsian groups and 

fuchsian functions. He went on a geological expedition and forgot about his mathematical 

work. 

Having reached Coutances, we entered an omnibus to go some place or other. At the moment 
when I put my foot on the step, the idea came to me, without anything in my former thoughts 
seeming to have paved to way for it, that the transformations I had used to define the Fuchsian 
functions were identical with those of non-Euclidian geometry. I did not verify the idea; I should 
not have had time, as, upon taking my seat in the omnibus, I went on with a conversation already 
commenced, but I felt a perfect certainty. (13) 

Then I turned my attention to the study of some arithmetical questions apparently without much 
success and without a suspicion of any connection with my preceding researches. Disgusted with 
my failure, I went to spend a few days at the seaside and thought of something else. One 
morning, walking on the luff, the idea came to me, with just the same characteristics of brevity, 
suddenness and immediate certainty, that the arithmetic transformations of indefinite ternary 
quadratic forms were identical with those of non-Euclidian geometry (13–14)  

123. Hadamard J (1996) The Mathematician’s Mind: The Psychology of Invention 

in the Mathematical Field. Preface to paperback edition by PN Johnson-Laird. 

Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ. Previous:  

124. Hadamard J (1973) The Mathematician’s Mind: The Psychology of Invention 

in the Mathematical Field. Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ. Original: 



 

 

125. Hadamard J (1945) The Psychology of Invention in the Mathematical Field. 

Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ. Quoting:  

126.  Poincaré H (1913) Mathematical creation. In: The Foundations of Science, 

trans. G Bruce Halstead. The Science Press: New York. 

MARVELLOUS INSIGHTS 

It all comes together in one 

They say people have discovered a theory of the universe. Different connections, [it] could be 
something quite horrendously massive, your life for the past 20 years all comes together in one, 
[you] might understand it only for a few minutes. There is a very sudden thing, it goes away, like 
seeing the light on the road to Damascus. (#95) 

A great truth had been revealed to me 

The state of mind I experienced when reacting to these insights for the first time was one of 
vulnerability, yet of power. A feeling of passivity yet of activity. The insights had a quality of 
certainty, of absolute validity, which was beyond all question. My mind felt perfectly clear, as if 
psychically I could see to infinity. Rather than insanity, it was a superlative form of sanity. 
Unknowingly I had, of course, accessed a transcendent mystical state. (33) 

In this psychic zone “at the point of potential to kinetic conversion” I was in touch, so I felt, 
with an all-embracing, awe-inspiring force. The keyboard of my mind was immense and 
stretched out before me. I knew that if I could play it I could do or be anything … Great 
“energy” surged through me. I oscillated between a state of exaltation to the greatest heights and 
a state of condemnation to awesome depths. A great truth had been revealed to me. I felt “not 
of this world.” There was a sense of unearthly joy. I would walk miles in exhilaration, head-on 
driving rain undeterred me. (33–34) 

Amidst all this I was busy climbing up inside my own head to ever more rarified levels of 
abstraction and nebulousness. (34) 

127. Chadwick PK (1992) Borderline. Routledge: London. 

Crystal insight 

[It] felt as if all my delusions were perfect. I had the solution for everything. It all made sense. 
They felt like crystal insight … It was almost like a web, or a crystal, or a thing that was 
completely surrounding—I’m picking out strands. It’s losing the resonances it’s got. Things were 
connected and supported by things. It was not linear, it was much more organic. I’ve lost some 
of the sharpness and clarity to it all—it’s too big to get my head round. On many levels this is 
the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I felt like I was functioning on the most amazing level. 
Complete and absolute memory of everything in my life, everything in my life I could remember. 
The intensity of it was—four or five weeks of several layers of thought simultaneously. [I could] 
follow several lines of verbal thought as well as moods and impressions. It sounds way out but I 
really believed it. 

When I was in this room I was simultaneously experiencing the souls of all mankind, all the 
people who’d lived and died. That’s what the ambulance ride was about. In a sense I was driving 
through this corridor. I was having to go through heaven and not harm any physical body. I 
picked up being everybody else—experience everyman and then go back to being myself. [I had] 
complete collective consciousness of all mankind. Might not be just me that was going back to 



 

 

my body—could’ve been other people as well. The journey in this hospital and the other hospital 
was about coming back to being me. (#106) 

A kind of cosmic relatedness 

The world was filled with pleasure and promise; I felt great. Not just great, I felt really great. I felt 
I could do anything, that no task was too difficult. My mind seemed clear, fabulously focused, 
and able to make intuitive mathematical leaps that had up to that point eluded me. Indeed they 
elude me still. At the time, however, not only did everything make perfect sense, but it all began 
to fit into a marvellous kind of cosmic relatedness.  

128. Redfield Jamison K (1997) An Unquiet Mind: A Memoir of Moods and 

Madness. Macmillan Publishers Ltd.: London; 36–37. 

129. Redfield Jamison K (1995) An Unquiet Mind: A Memoir of Moods and 

Madness. Alfred A Knopf Inc.: New York. 

I had discovered the secrets of the universe: 2 

At the onset of panic, I was suddenly confronted with an overwhelming conviction that I had 
discovered the secrets of the universe, which were being rapidly made plain with incredible 
lucidity. The truths discovered seemed to be known immediately and directly, with absolute 
certainty. I had no sense of doubt or awareness of the possibility of doubt. In spite of former 
atheism and strong anti-religious sentiments, I was suddenly convinced that it was possible to 
prove rationally the existence of God 

130. Landis C (1964) Varieties of Psychopathological Experience, ed. Fred A 

Mettler. Holt, Rinehart & Winston: New York; 33. Quoting: 

131. Anon. (1955) An autobiography of a schizophrenic experience. Journal of 

Abnormal and Social Psychology 51: 677–689, 679. 

Awakened to the mysteries of the universe 

The following excerpts are taken from the fictionalized, but accurate, autobiography of Ross 

David Burke. He was diagnosed with schizophrenia at the age of twenty-one and wrote his 

memoir whilst in prison for an armed robbery he had committed whilst under the influence of 

delusions. In 1985, at the age of thirty-two he committed suicide. 

The previous month I had returned from Bali. Life was good. I found the women beautiful and, 
with my bike on the road, life was a mystery. My motorbike and I shared many a good moment 
together on the roads. The trusty, rusty 500 was a good mate of mine. She leaked oil but she was 
a faithful companion. He days I stripped her sockets because I believed that when the bike died I 
died with her … It was a strange time that … I had returned from Bali and red wine and good 
women awaited me … The smoking weed that awaited me every morning was delicious. The 
grass had awakened me to the mysteries of the universe. Thousands of planets with intelligent 
life swarmed all over the cosmos. Imagine it: little civilisations all over the place. Their 
spaceships swarming all over the universe. This made me a mere speck of atoms arbitrarily 
conglomerated into a human form. It’s all relative. It doesn’t matter. It’s just the universe 
fulfilling its organized nuclear destiny. Wars, famines, and flames plus peace love and purpose. 
Triangles are big in the universe’s tune. I had cosmic and spiritual realization with track marks 
following the vein on my arm. (122) 



 

 

Burke and his friends made up a drug concoction which they called the Injackelating Quiver 

Giver. It was an injection comprising point twelve milligrams of acid, a half-gram of good 

quality scag, and other vitamins and minerals. 

The band crowded round me and wanted to know what to expect. I received some revelations. 
Slowly I spoke: “I went through a holocaust and brought World War Three down on my own 
head. I am the Holy Ghost. This is the last psychological war: I’ll tell you a little story. It began 
when I was seven, when I was playing Runner Across, a game we played at school. I fell over 
and scraped my knees on the asphalt and when I went to the nuns for treatment they found a 
four-inch gash that required six stitches. Then, years later, while scavenging in a garbage dump, I 
fell over and cut my wrist. See, on my forehead you can see the scars of crucifixion. I have all the 
scars of crucifixion. The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone of the 
temple. I am the Holy Spirit. The Lamb that was slain since the beginning of the world.” (126) 

132. Burke RD (1995) When the Music’s Over: My Journey into Schizophrenia, 

eds. Richard Gates and Robin Hammond. Basic Books: New York. 

133. Burke RD (1993) When the Music’s Over: My Journey into Schizophrenia, 

eds. Richard Gates and Robin Hammond. University of New England Press: Arnidale, 

New South Wales. 

DELUSIONAL MISINTERPRETATION 

Sérieux and Capgras characterize delusional misinterpretation as a distortion and elaboration 

of real events. In exogenous misinterpretations these are everyday happenings. Endogenous 

misinterpretations are based on inner states, psychological or organic. They say patients tend 

to see symbols everywhere, in everyday happenings and, especially, in language. They 

describe how patients give symbolic meaning to phrases they hear, how they construct 

arguments out of puns and the interplay of words, and see codes and riddles in what they read 

134. Sérieux P & Capgras J (1987) Misinterpretive delusional states. In: The 

Clinical Roots of the Schizophrenia Concept, eds. John Cutting & M Shepherd. 

Cambridge University Press: Cambridge; 174–178. Original:  

135. Sérieux P & Capgras J (1909) Les Folies Raisonnantes: le Délire 

d’Interprétation. Baillière: Paris: 5–43. 

Symbolic objects and events 

Word play 

Codes and riddles 

Outward influences 

Intelligent design 

Paranoia 

Ideas of reference 

SYMBOLIC OBJECTS AND EVENTS 

People keep touching their eyes 

Sérieux and Capgras say that many exogenous misinterpretations are based on the actions, 

gestures and expressions of others.  



 

 

Why do people keep touching their eyes unless it is to tell me that I am blind? And whenever I 
look at the expression on Mrs A’s face and particularly the way she places her finger near her 
nose to make a pattern as if opening a bottle of wine I wonder whose unsuspecting but 
nevertheless malign accomplice she is. Can it be chance or is Mrs B looking at me all the time, 
staring at me across the room, following my every move, and yet all the time pretending to be 
busy with something else?” The same patient would interpret crossed arms as meaning that her 
child was still alive. F people scratched their forehead it was an allusion to Mr X; if they touched 
their neck the gesture referred to Mr Y. The drumming of fingers on the table indicated 
something else. One, two or three coughs had their separate meanings, all to do with scenes 
from her childhood 

136. Sérieux & Capgras (1987): 176. 

People looking and having a chat to each other 

I’m paranoid that people are talking about us. If someone looks at us for longer than [they] 
should. If talking or laughing, I centre it on myself. That they’re talking about me. I feel very 
nervous, frightened and start shaking … I’m paranoid about people following us. If I go home 
and there’s a car sat outside my house and there’s somebody in it I’ll think they’re waiting for me. 
Waiting to see what time I’m coming home … In a nightclub, there were lots of people staring. 
Someone bumped into me, I felt sharp pain in back, I was convinced someone injected us or put 
a device so they could know where I was. Now when I’m paranoid I still think there is 
something there. I get pains … Last Thursday there were four men, one was looking into the 
bank. They were all putting something into their ears. I thought these were ear pieces so they 
could correspond with each other so they could follow me around the town. I drive off my 
driveway there’s a car behind us all the way down my road, it forks off, another one joins. I think 
it’s following me. Maybe further down the road that one will turn off and another he will be 
behind us and I think it can’t be the same one because they’ll know that I know. (#63) 

Paranoia 

Ideas of reference 

They were doing it on purpose to communicate 

A few weeks ago the birds were making a lot of noise. I tried to ignore it and kept on reading my 
book. It got worse. It upset me quite a bit. Sometimes I think they’re trying to talk to me and 
things like that. I wasn’t sure what they were trying to say. I didn’t like it. I thought they were 
doing it on purpose to communicate … I kept thinking that every time the birds made a noise, 
whatever I was thinking at that time, that was either good or bad. If they sounded nice that was 
good. If they sounded harsh or nasty that was bad … I’ve been worried about the birds again, 
the alarm calls they make. It startles me sometimes. I think they can hear what I’m thinking. 
They know what I’m thinking. I’m thinking about things, they make alarm calls, it’s as though 
you’ve got something wrong. (#78)  

It started with the word “protection” 

I was imagining a lot of things. Imagining that the National Front was attacking me, that there 
was good and evil and I was the good. I imagined that they were on the building opposite firing 
at me, trying to stop me telling my story. It was a strong feeling, but I could see there was 
nobody there. I sat down in the corner on the floor to be protected so nobody could see me. It 
was vivid and frightening.  

[She was employed in disturbing work] On the course they said we had to be on our guard. We had to 
take a crucifix with us or something to protect us. I was very frightened. It was a build up really. 



 

 

It started with the word “protection” [which] kept coming up. A food counsellor said you 
needed vitamins of protection. That was the first thing. After the meeting a friend of ours [who 
had worked in this area] said you needed prayers of protection. I knew what was going to happen 
in the future would be very scary and I would need all the help I could get. So the feelings were 
very strong. It then entered like a war game and I started imagining people in the trees protecting 
me. At that time there was a lot of aeroplanes, tornadoes and what not going over. 

I went to the doctors. On the way there I had the radio on and they played “Pick a pocket or 
two.” The IRA killed people and turned their pockets inside out. Again it was an attack. [I had 
the idea] about attacks, because of the connection between the music on the tape and the IRA 
and the pockets. It was an attack of evil against good. 

I was walking along and a blackbird flew in front of me. I thought it was an indication that I had 
to fly, as in “go,” not “flap my wings.” I thought I might as well pop home, then I saw the bird 
and that reinforced what I was thinking already. When I was seeing the doctor there was a fire 
alarm instruction. It said to exit the building. There was a plaque with leaves on above. A leaf, 
but it meant “leave.” I was thinking of leaving so I pressed the fire alarm. (#126) 

It was relevant to me 

Henry Cockburn wrote a book with his father Patrick about their experience of his mental 

illness. Henry writes about how it began when he was at Art College in Brighton. One 

morning he was walking barefoot eastwards along the coast to his home in Canterbury. 

I felt brambles, trees, and wild animals all urging me on. It was as if they were looking at me and 
I could feel what they thought … As I entered Newhaven, I saw the letter D painted on the 
road, and I thought this meant D for “daemon”, so I ran down an alleyway … When I was in 
Newhaven, I hid under a heap of ladders. I felt that people were following me. (31–32) 

I saw white birds like seagulls flying inland and black crows flying towards the sea. I followed the 
white birds. I found myself walking on a road parallel to the train tracks. I felt I was going on a 
mission. You know fire hydrants are yellow and have an H on them. I thought the H stood for 
Henry. I climbed a barbed-wire fence and sat under a big tree … I felt the tree telling me to take 
off my shoes. I was scared, as I had been arrested previously for not wearing shoes.  

Everything seemed to want me to leave Brighton, but my brother was coming down for the 
weekend, and I felt I couldn’t abandon him. I started to walk back to Brighton; it was a very long 
way to the block of flats where I lived. Just before I got there, I saw a red bus go by with the 
words BLOOD BROTHERS on it, and I thought this was relevant to me returning to my 
brother and not going on my journey out of Brighton. (39–40) 

Sometimes at the Priory, I felt I was mad and at other times that the magical experiences I had 
been having were real. I made friends with one of the nurses at the Priory called Claren … she 
told me how Australian aborigines put stones in their mouths so they produce saliva and have to 
drink less under the hot sun. The next day my father and I went to the beach. I thought that 
Claren’s story related to me but in a different way. I recalled that birds have no teeth and swallow 
stones to digest, so I thought that if I swallowed a stone, I would turn into a bird and be able to 
fly away from the Priory and all my troubles. I was scared at first that I would choke, but I 
plucked up my courage and swallowed a black stone and then a grey one. I bought some cockles 
and swallowed them whole. (41) 

I tried to counteract the olanzapine with tobacco by smoking lots of cigarettes because the word 
began with O and “tobacco” ended with the same letter. (42) 



 

 

137. Cockburn P & Cockburn H (2011) Henry’s Demons: Living with 

Schizophrenia: A Father and Son’s Story. Simon & Schuster: London. 

I made it read about me 

I was seeing things in the newspaper. It progressed to the telly and radio. In the newspaper 
everything was directed at myself. I didn’t pick it up and read it all about me. It was a story. I 
could turn it so it related to myself. I made it read about me. I would take parts of the words and 
make them into something related to me. I can’t do it now …  

I was following colours, making things up out of colours. [I would] watch the TV, a colour 
would seem to stand out from all the other colours. That was my colour to follow… For 
example, the colour green. Nina has got green curtains. Under one window there is a children’s 
encyclopaedia. “Child-en-cycle” meaning “child in washing machine.” I went straight to the 
washing machine and got hold of my daughter’s trousers. She’s called Kay. We had a green 
ornamental dog. Kay had a dog and we lost it. I had it as “Kay dog great condition” because I 
saw some conditioner. The next green thing was a lamp with a low energy light bulb. The thing 
on the arm of the chair with TV controls in it is a cat. I had it as “low cost cat controls.” I 
looked outside and saw a van [on which was written] Furness—“low cost cat controls Furness 
[furnace?] light up.” “Light up” because I saw the light. Somebody was going to set fire to my 
house because the cat would control …  

I thought somebody was trying to shoot us because of things on the telly. I had a feeling 
somebody was wanting to do us some harm. I thought it was true. Just [because of] the telly. 
Different news items. For example, a lady, and showing you a chip pan fire. I thought somebody 
was going to try and burn us. Set the house on fire and me in it … 

I got it where I thought it was this guy. It just all seemed to come to us. It wasn’t a coincidence 
at the time it was very, very, really—now I know, or I think I know, unless somebody is playing 
games now, I think I know it wasn’t reality. It felt very real. The night I was going to get shot 
something on telly showed me I was a target. Every time I turned round and looked at the 
television, one of the characters was myself. [I had] a mirror behind me on the wall. [There was] 
a mirror behind the character. When I turned it turned, when I moved it moved. 

I’m trying not to think about it really. The way things are placed in my kitchen. I’m trying to 
ignore them rather than make a story out of them. The way certain things are positioned. I feel 
as if I haven’t put them like that. They’re like that for a reason. I’m trying to make a story up. 
Trying to make it read something … I kept going back and back into the kitchen and looking 
and getting a story. I went out on Saturday night, like as if somebody had seen us out and they 
were trying to say … The teapot not in the right place, milk bottle, glasses. It’s like, maybe my 
partner is putting them like that. [The teapot] is always where I put it, it’s in a totally different 
place, pointing at the milk bottle which wasn’t in the right place. Two glasses [were] standing up 
in the sink, next minute they were lying down. As if he was trying to tell us he knew something 
but not tell us outright. I was getting a story. [I’ve] got a pot on the breakfast bar with a razor in 
and scissors. Razor was saying “close shave.” Scissors saying “snipped.” I kind of got it where he 
was trying to say it was a close shave for me, he’d nipped into a pub [and seen me out] … (#141) 

WORDPLAY 

In exogenous misinterpretations Sérieux and Capgras also include those based on puns. These 

occur along with misinterpretation of objects and events, but in some cases they become the 

focus of special attention. These can be called instances of wordplay. 



 

 

Laughter and gossip 

[The word] “rice” means that someone is laughing at them [riz = rice, rire = laugh, trans.].  

An intelligent woman believed falsely that her daughter Marie had been raped. She encountered a 
nurse in the hospital by the name of Marie Potin, which she took as an allusion to the rumours 
she had been accused of spreading about her daughter [potins = gossip, trans.]. 

138. Sérieux & Capgras (1987): 177. 

Insulted for being unemployed 

During a meal, a catatonic is asked by his sister whether he wants some more bread; in a wild 
rage, he went to stab her because she thus referred to his unemployed status (in German his 
“breadlessness”) [unemployed = brotlos]. 

139. Bleuler (1950): 134. 

People thought he was homosexual 

On hearing the word home, he understood homo; if he heard the word fair, he felt fairy was the 
word really meant. He became more and more convinced that people thought he was 
homosexual. 

140. Arieti (1974): 37. 

All of this proved he was to be executed 

In 1922 Minkowski lived day and night for two months with a 66-year-old man as his private 

physician. He diagnosed him as suffering from a depressive psychosis which was 

characterized by extensive interpretations of which the following is an example. 

The number of the house where we lived was the same as that of a sanitarium where he had 
spent a year; my pocket calendar was identical to that of one of the nurses at the sanitarium, and 
I paced the room just as she used to. Therefore we must be applying the same methods here that 
they had used there.  

These similarities were discovered with amazing speed and he found them in places that it never 
would have occurred to us to look for them. For example one 13th July (the day before Bastille 
Day) he noticed that a pair of shorts he put on was embroidered with the number 13 and 
immediately connected the two. His shirt, on the other hand, had the number 3 which also exists 
in 13. That year it happened that, as the National Holiday fell next to the weekend, a three day 
holiday had been declared. All of this proved that he and his family were to be executed on 
Bastille Day. Hundreds of similar examples could be given. 

141. Minkowski E (1958) Findings in a case of schizophrenic depression. In: 

Existence, trans. Barbara Bliss, eds. Rollo May, Ernest Angel, & Henri  F Ellenberger. 

Basic Books: New York; 127–138, 136. Original: 

142. Minkowski E (1923) Etude psychologique et analyse phénoménologique d’un 

cas de mélancolie schizophrenique. Journal de Psychologie Normale et Pathologique 

20: 543–558. 

God is relative 



 

 

Shingler illustrated aspects of his experience of schizophrenia in artworks and words. Whilst 

using the term he does not accept its implications regarding psychotic episodes as a state of 

being receptive to the supernatural. He chose to use visual media to express himself because 

his experiences: “were manifest very visually, imbued with symbolism, significance and 

dynamic interconnections.” 

One piece is entitled Elegant Solution and is accompanied by the following: 

Einstein’s equation of E=mc² seemed most inadequate to me, so I altered it with the addition of 
=OM, the Hindu mantra or chant meaning God. The addition of divinity provided an elegant 
solution to the mystery and meaning of the Universe … God is relative. 

E+mc²=OM 

143. Shingler A (1999) Beyond Reason: The Experience of Schizophrenia. Aiden 

Shingler: UK; 46. 

An “L” on the car plate was a message 

I was thinking I was God [and] thinking that the Freemasons were after me. It came over me 
gradually then crept into a sudden breakdown ... Every time I saw an “L” on the car plate this 
was a message from the Freemasons: “If you don’t obey us you go to hell.” I was frightened, 
excessively frightened. I thought they were going to nab me. (#60) 

CODES AND RIDDLES 

Kill yourself 

Verbal coincidences are also read as codes which must be deciphered to reveal a message 

which may be personally salient or of importance to everybody.  

One patient underlined the following letters in a phrase from her mother’s letter: “Tu oublies toi 
même” producing “Tue-toi” [You forget yourself—kill yourself, Tr.].  

144. Sérieux & Capgras (1987): 178. 

Prophetic words in the bible 

These are related extracts from a major hermeneutic exercise in which Lyons sets out to 

demonstrate that there are messages encoded in the very words we speak. The work is called 

The Language Crystal and promises: “the complete solution to civilization’s oldest puzzle.” 

Born again of Je-R-usa-L-em, the USA shall reunite “Right” and “Left” to fulfill its global 
destiny …  

NASA and CHERNOBYL are both prophetic words in the Bible, one from the Old Testament, 
one from the New. NASA is a Hebrew word that means “to lift up” and “to travel forth.” Both are 
transliterated as “NASA”—in English  

CHERNOBYL, in Ukrainian means “wormwood.” And in the Bible, “Wormwood” is the 
name of a star that poisons the waters of the Earth …  



 

 

Why did NASA and Chernobyl falter around the same time? Was it President’s Reagans 
Aquarian star sign? Or numerology? Or names? Or some power that would bring all these 
together?  

CHERNO in Russian means “black.” BYL is “a true story” or “the past.” So, under Russian rule 
in the Ukraine, Cherno-byl meant “black past” as well as “wormwood.” An unconscious mind-
set had spelled disaster as invisible flames troubled our waters and we sought to fulfil the 
prophecies, “to lift up” and “to travel forth.”  

Let’s add a few synchronous bits to our story. And remember that RA means “evil” in Hebrew 
while R equals 18 in the language of the Angles …  

Christa, an astronaut with a symbolic name, died 18 miles down range from NASA’s blast-off 
site. And Cherno-byl was enclosed by an 18-mile safety zone. Also, Reagan sent 18 bombers to 
Tripoli in the raid that killed Qaddafi’s 18-month-old adopted daughter, Hana (Time 4/28/86). 
The same issue of Time that told of Qaddafi’s daughter mentioned the 18 hostages held in 
Lebanon at that time. And Ronald Wilson Reagan (with 6 letters in each name) became a pivot 
of 18’s as Je-R-usa-L-em went through its mystical transition …  

145. Lyons LW (1988) The Language Crystal: The Complete Solution to 

Civilisation’s Oldest Puzzle. Grammar Publishing: New York; 12–14. 

It was my job to interpret the signs 

I was giving particular significance to the signs of vehicles on the road. I believed I was a 
reincarnation of the prophet Daniel. I saw a van with the words “Daniel’s signs” on the side of it 
and believed it had been sent by God in order to remind me to watch out, that God would 
provide me with signs. [There were] signs in the form of crows and other birds. The crow is 
similar to the raven, the raven is the bird of Odin. I believed this was God’s way of telling me he 
was about to do something. All I had to do was fit together the jigsaw and wait for God to do 
something. I was continually looking to see if everything had a special significance. I believed if 
God was about to do anything I had to be on my toes. It was my job to interpret the signs and 
omens. [I was] reading about the fall of Constantinople and how Mehmed took it on the basis of 
signs and prophecies. I believed God had got me to read about the fall of Constantinople at this 
particular time so I knew what to do. (#59) 

I was going to solve everything 

In his memoir Scally describes how he became preoccupied initially with car number plates 

which he believed contained information (22). He went on to see the color of clothes as a 

code he had to crack (23). Finding a slip of paper between the pages of a book was “one of 

those moments that seemed part of a plan” (52). He says anything that he saw, heard, or read, 

took on significance, that he looked for clues and analyzed them to find their meaning and 

solve everything. 

It all made so much sense to me at the time linking things and remembering conversations, I was 
so sure I was going to solve everything. With each new thought I had it linked to something else 
and the closer I was getting to my Eureka moment. (54) 

Signs and their colours had started to take on even more relevance in that I thought they were 
specifically there for me “Please do not smoke,” “Keep Britain tidy” and others. Not just 
instructions directly aimed at me but potential clues. I had stopped smoking on the buses and 
had become one of those people with pockets full of sweet wrappers and receipts. I would even 



 

 

look for clues amongst the contents of my own pockets as I emptied them every few days. I 
avoided the telly, radio and newspapers because it became impossible for me to read, hear or see 
anything without it taking on significance. I would read backwards, forwards, sideways and 
analyse every possible meaning of what was written or said. I didn’t avoid these things because I 
didn’t want to know what it was all about, I avoided them because there was just too much to 
take in. (69) 

Other people’s remarks or conversations (not always with me) I would take on board too. For 
me there had become no such thing as coincidence. One time Carmen commented that 
“everything happens for a reason” … (69) 

Everything was open to scrutiny by me and I mean everything! Everything was said or done for 
my benefit it was as if other people wanted to “control” or “manipulate” the way I was thinking 
they were trying to steer me in a certain direction. It was like a person would say something but 
they were acting on behalf of somebody else and that somebody else was using them. Going 
through them to tell me things or steer my thinking, saying things by proxy if you like. (70) 

[He noted that lots of brands of cigarettes had upper-class or posh names] My interest was not just in 
cigarette packets but lots of inanimate objects. It didn’t matter if it was a plastic comb, a key ring, 
a toy car or an apple in a fruit bowl. The position or colour or both things combined, it all held 
clues. It was symbolism nothing was as it seemed it was all representing or alluding to something 
else. I believe there is a secret language that we all recognise but few are fluent in and it’s the 
language of symbols … The problem for me was that everything and I mean everything began to 
symbolise something, something that was pertinent to my own life and situation. (70–71) 

Scally implies that he did find a solution saying that the conclusions he reached and the 

things he was “led” to believe are personal to him and of no importance to the reader (72). 

146. Scally A (2007) Eyebrows and Other Fish. Chipmunkapublishing Ltd.: 

Brentwood, Essex. 

COINCIDENCES 

People often make connections between two or more events on the basis of an assumed or 

inferred association between them. The events may be associated because they share a 

resemblance, because they are contiguous, or because they are temporally related. Generally, 

this association is merely fortuitous but often people with psychosis say that it could not have 

happened by chance. They insist that it happened, on purpose, for a reason, and so that it has 

special meaning. 

147. Hume D (2007) An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. Section V: 

Part II, ed. Peter Millican. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 36. 

“Devilish incidents” are most certainly not coincidences 

In delusions of reference patients take it that gestures, comments, and events which occur in 

their vicinity are directed at them and do not just happen by chance as they pass by.  

People in the street are obviously discussing the patient. Odd words picked up in passing 
obviously refer to him. In papers, books, everywhere there are things which are specially meant 
for the patient, concern his own personal life and carry warnings or insults. Patients resist any 
attempt to explain these things are coincidences. These “devilish incidents” are most certainly 



 

 

not coincidences. Collisions in the street are obviously intentional. The fact that the soap is on 
the table and was not there before is obviously an insult. 

148. Jaspers (1963): 100. 

It was too fitting to be a coincidence 

Mrs Keech said that her dead father was using her hand to write messages. Initially these 

messages were unclear and incoherent, but through prayer, concentration and practice her 

ability to transcribe improved. Then it occurred to her that if her father could use her hand 

then so could Higher Forces. Sananda, who said he was Jesus in contemporary form, became 

her most important messenger. She was told she would be taught many truths and that she 

should be fearless in spreading the news. Amongst her strongest supporters were the 

Armstrongs who lived in Collegeville. 

[T]he Armstrongs learned of Mrs Keech from the expert on flying saucers. The Armstrongs 
wrote to Mrs Keech shortly thereafter, expressing an interest in her work and telling her 
something of their own explorations in the occult.  

Meanwhile, according to Mrs Keech, she had received a message from Sananda to “Go to 
Collegeville. There is a child there to whom I am trying to get through with light.” Since she 
knew no one in that town, she was extremely puzzled, and uncertain about what to do. She 
seized upon the Armstrongs’ letter with delight; it was too fitting to be coincidence, she felt. This 
contact with people who had only yesterday been strangers in a town populated by strangers 
must have great significance. She subsequently decided that Daisy Armstrong was the “child” 
referred to in the instruction, a decision to which Mrs Armstrong quickly assented since she felt 
the Guardians had been trying to “get light through to her” for a long time and she felt her own 
blindness and unreceptivity to these attempts had been the root of her “nervous collapse” in 
Egypt. 

149. Festinger L, Riecken HW, & Schachter S (1956) When Prophecy Fails: A 

Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group that Predicted the Destruction of 

the World. Harper & Row: New York; 33–36, 42. 

There comes a point where you stop asking questions 

In an interview with Robert Calmers the writer Alan Garner recounts an experience which led 

him to write Strandloper in 1983. Garner was at a literary festival in Australia staying close 

to a place called Geelong, outside Melbourne, towards the bush. 

I started to get this cold feeling. I thought, please don’t let me get a depression. Not here. Then 
… I was drawn to a feature in the landscape, half an hour’s walk away. It was called Mount 
Moriac. I just felt drawn to go up there, so I did, each day of the holiday. I didn’t get a 
depression. Within 10 days I was home [Back at Toad Hall] I felt exhausted. So I decided to clear 
out my cuttings box. I came across this local newspaper clipping about “The Wild Man of 
Marton.” Marton is five miles from here. 

The article was about William Buckley who was deported to Australia and lived outside 

Geelong for 32 years with Aborigines who regarded him as a shaman. 

Mount Moriac turned out to have been the spiritual centre of Buckley and his clan. I had the 
whole of Australia to pick somewhere to sit, and that’s where I … anyhow. That started it. [He 
met with Buckley’s closest surviving relative who lived nearby] He said “I know more about the Garners 
than you do.” As a result of that meeting I have a photograph of the Alderley Hough Silver 



 

 

Band, which consists almost entirely of Garners, and this one Buckley. There comes a point 
where you stop asking questions, and say, “Thank you.” 

[How does Garner explain this combination of events?] Australia … is a very big place. And Marton is a 
very small one. [How do you rationalize this?] I don’t want to talk about that. You and I have a 
similar background and education. But there is a whole numinous other that, because it is 
amorphous, we were both led to assume we should shun. Have lived long enough to find that it 
would be very foolish to do that, for me [So what force is at work? Telepathy? God?] I find myself 
avoiding that question because what I write sometimes attracts people who are not … entirely in 
balance. And to speak publicly about inner spiritual forces could be dangerous. There was a time 
when I was bombarded by people who saw me as some sort of John the Baptist figure; a sage. It 
would be hubris on my part if I were to encourage that, and very dangerous for others.  

150. Chalmers R (2010) The Robert Chalmers Interview. Independent on Sunday 

September 26: 22. 

The coincidences are daunting 

Without going to sleep I can shut my eyes and see into another dimension. One time I shut my 
eyes and a face forms. I see it as clear as I see you. I seem to go physically, like drifting off into 
sleep. I can see something else then at that moment. I seem to jump back from it [Why does this 
happen?] I haven’t the foggiest. They’re just physical moments that happen. Sounds crazy to me. I 
reckon a lot of it was a lot of tricks played on us. I’m even doubting myself some of the things I 
saw. Like a roller coaster if you’re fixed on a train of thought it’s easy to add things or take away. 
It’s easy to fall into the silly category. [Now I call them] coincidences. For example, if I heard 
something in the morning and it came true in the afternoon, I have to put it down to 
coincidence because to me it’s beyond reason. For these things to happen to me, to have that 
preinformation. The coincidences are daunting. How did I know them things? 

If I believe the spirit has power then anything is just a medium, TV, radio. I could be sending 
messages to myself. If you feel that it was directed at you because there was something in there 
that you recognize. Say you’ve got a white scotch terrier dog. If the white dog is mentioned in 
conjunction with your name you’d think that it was a coincidence. The statement coming 
immediately afterwards could possibly be directed at you. You would have to decide whether 
that was the thing. (#68) 

A genuine synchronous experience 

I get Jungian synchronous experiences sometimes. Somebody I knew many years ago whom I 
believe was connected with this whole phenomenon [of past incarnations]. [I would] keep 
opening a book and the name of this person was in the book. Turning the radio on, the name of 
the chief character in the play was the name of the individual. I thought it was a genuine 
synchronous experience rather than ideas of reference. To impress on me that it was an 
important thing, a significant thing to respond to. That sort of thing happens spontaneously at 
certain times. It makes you sit up and take notice. Quite often I believe I have genuine 
synchronous events. At one time [it was] almost all the time. You think of a person or a highly 
significant event, get patterns of wind phenomena at the same time. A gust of wind, door 
banging, noises coming out of the book cupboard, woodwork creaking. Out of the blue so 
you’re not expecting it. (#84) 

I was sure there was a pattern there 



 

 

I worked at Argus Press, off Finsbury Circus, a company that, in part, distributed children’s 
comics and magazines. (I was quick to notice, in horror, that “Argus” was an anagram of 
“sugar.”) Synchronistic events bore down on me relentlessly. I was not sure whether they were 
“engineered” by some “organization” out to trouble and destroy me, whether they were 
manifestations of the paranormal or some extradimensional aspect of reality or whether they 
were spiritually engineered. The coincidences were so numerous that I was sure that there was a 
pattern there; my difficulty was in weaving theories to explain it.  

I was using about a tenth of my “capacity” to do the job I had taken (which I wasn’t doing very 
well), the rest I was using to process the kaleidoscopic events going on around me as I either 
thought things that people then said or heard things that were perfectly reasonable “answers” to 
what I had just thought ... I felt like glass and as readable as a book. Eventually, and not 
surprisingly, I decided that suicide was the only solution to this diabolical state and situation. I 
even thought that perhaps in some way it was “required” of me either by God, the Devil, “the 
organization” or by “Fate.” I wondered what could be a fair, appropriate and somehow “right” 
way to do it. With the typical smoothness to which I had almost become accustomed, the 
manager in the office where I worked said loudly over the telephone to someone, “Bus Fayre!” 
(the name of a children’s publication). This fairly weakly “fitting” remark did shake me 
somewhat although not very strongly. However, I was much later questioning the “meaning” of 
the remark when again, typically, one of the manager’s assistants shouted out “What? He’s going 
to do it by bus!?” (exactly what was on my mind) and the reply came back “Yes!” Even 
ruminating about my own doom did not shake off the coincidences which, unabated, now 
continued on quite mercilessly, making me walk around the large office like a zombie. 

 ‘This is torture, chaos, agony,” I thought. “How could this come about? Who would do 
such a thing to someone over and over again?’ 

 ‘That’s Nick again!” shouted the manager down the phone (“Nick,” of course, being a 
common name for the Devil). 

151. Chadwick PK (1992) Borderline. Routledge: London: 38. 


