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Synesthesia. You may never have heard the word. There’s a good probability Robbie Basho wasn’t  
familiar with it either. Yet, Basho may have had synesthesia, or some form of it.

In its simplest definition, synesthesia is a neurological condition where the stimulation of one sense  
triggers another sense. One of the more common forms is color-graphemic synesthesia which manifests  
in certain people when they associate colors with numbers and letters. For example, the number three  
might trigger an image of green in their mind. There are other varieties of synesthesia, but the one we’re  
most concerned with, in regards to Robbie Basho, is sound-color synesthesia, or “chromesthesia.”

We know from interviews and anecdotes that Basho saw sounds in very specific colors.  These were so  
specific to him that he created a chart - “The Esoteric Doctrine of Color and Mood for 6 and 12-String  
Guitar” – which was included in his first album, The Seal of the Blue Lotus, released in 1964. This chart 
listed guitar chords, the color he associated with each chord, the mood suggested by the chord/color and  
other general concomitant (naturally associated in Basho’s mind) properties such as “religious / somber /  
evil” for black and dark blue. These properties could be quite idiosyncratic, like “dark rose Madonna of the  
Gypsy caves” for the colors red rose and scarlet.

In the original liner notes to the album, producer ED Denson writes that a song called “Rainbow Raga”  
was left off due to time constraints but that Basho had said of the song: “It dips into a theory I have  
concerning sound and colour. Every chord has a colour, every section of that chord a shade, every note a  
drop. Chords may change colour by Velocity. Mood is coloured air.”

Colors figure prominently in Basho’s song lyrics and the self-written song descriptions that accompany his  
albums. If you skim through his lyrics and album notes you’ll find color references everywhere. Actually,  
it’s been shown that color has a strong effect on all people, on physical, mental, emotional and spiritual  
levels. Basho was even more finely attuned to color around him than the average person, and it greatly  
influenced his way of experiencing the world and communicating this experience.   

It’s important to remember that synesthesia is very subjective to the person experiencing it. What might  
be gold to one synesthete could be pink to another. Rich Osborn, a guitarist and one-time student of  
Robbie Basho, relates this story about a performance he gave, opening for Basho: “One of the pieces I  
performed was his composition "Lost Lagoon Suite". In my brief introduction to the piece, I mentioned that  
for me the piece has the feel of the deep green forests of the Pacific Northwest. Out of the wings floated  
Robbie's voice: ‘It's gold, Rich.’ When Robbie said that it was not laughing nor even critical, but more like  
someone with Aspergers correcting an obvious error by a ‘neurotypical’ person. A little flustered, I yelled  
back ‘Oh Robbie, you're always so serious!’ and that drew a laugh.”

Basho wasn’t the first (and probably won’t be the last) to attempt to document a universal sound-color  
schematic. Synesthetic artist Wassily Kandinsky (the “father of abstract art”) was one earlier proponent of  
the idea that sound and color, as well as the other senses, had firm, set relationships between each other.  
He detailed these ideas in his 1911 treatise Concerning the Spiritual in Art.

Yet, while studies have shown that high notes tend to elicit visions of brighter colors (yellows, whites,  
oranges) and low notes darker colors (blues, blacks, browns) no matter who the person is, synesthesia is  
subjective. In short, there is little commonality between the way synesthetes visualize color associations  
from one person to another. There is continuity, however, in the way the individual synesthete sees colors  
throughout his or her life. With true synesthesia, the color associations don’t change over time for the  
person experiencing them.



Robbie Basho was still assigning colors to chords by the time of a 1980 “Nightflight” radio interview,  
where he refers to a ‘C’ tuning (the “sun tuning”) as the color gold and a ‘D’ tuning as blue. If we compare  
these comments to the original ‘Color and Mood’ chart, we see that 16 years earlier he did indeed link ‘C’  
and gold. However, ‘D’ is noted as various shades of green, not blue. This suggests that his sound-color  
visualizations changed over time, at least to some degree. Did he know his sound-color experiences were  
subjective? One tends to think not, judging from Osborn’s story and the fact that Basho felt the need to  
create an entire chart detailing the sounds and their associated colors, even though others might not have  
the same color associations. However, he did call the chart an “esoteric” doctrine – he knew it was  
obscure and unusual.

Another question we may ask is whether certain colors held special significance for him. We know from  
his song lyrics and other writings that gold, white, and blue were very important. In a 1974 interview with  
San Francisco radio station KPFA, Basho says “aesthetically, God is blue in many aspects and when  
something dawns upon you musically, it’s usually blue, at least for me it is. Either blue or gold or  
something like that.”

A friend of Basho adds this tale: 
“I brought Robbie to Iowa in 1978 and 
1982 to do a number of concerts and 
guitar workshops. In '78 I arranged for 
him to stay with a Sikh family, whom he 
liked very much, for three days before 
the Sinclair Auditorium concert. The 
day I dropped him off at the house the 
Sikhs were showing him a spiritual book 
they were interested in. The next day I 
asked Robbie what he thought of the 
book. He said, "I saw blue light pouring 
out of that book. I don't argue with a book 
that has blue light pouring out of it."

Basho’s possible synesthesia may have 
been synesthesia in the strictest 
definition, or it may have been a 
combination of psychological as well as 
physiological causes. His mind was 
sensory-stimulated on many levels. He 

seemed to experience sounds, smells, colors – and the sensory input of life in general  - more strongly 
than most. Today he would be called a Highly Sensitive Person (HSP), a term that didn’t exist when he  
was alive. An HSP isn’t sensitive in the way that the word can mean “delicate”. Rather, an HSP has a  
heightened awareness of their surroundings through their senses.

It’s noteworthy that upon his discovery of Ravi Shankar’s music, he would choose as his listening  
environment a darkened room. In the dark, he effectively closed off the distracting sensory input of sight  
so as to focus more on the intake of sound. The sense of smell also figured in Basho’s identity and he 
enjoyed referring to himself as a “dealer in fragrances”. Hence the title “Bouquet” for his 1983 album  
(which also includes color-oriented song titles “The Golden Medallion”, “The White Swallow” and “The  
White Princess”.) 

Guitarist and Windham Hill Records founder William Ackerman said that Basho was “not equipped to be  
part of this world. I’m not surprised he left this world early. It must have been tiring for him to try to be in  
it.” (“Will Ackerman: Beholding the Remarkable”, Innerviews, 1998) Basho himself said in an interview 
with Cedar Falls, IA radio station KUNI in 1983: “I always felt I was drop kicked into this lifetime.”

This difficulty in relating to and functioning in the modern world, with its technology and disconnect from  
nature and the spiritual, manifested throughout his life. He was sent to a psychiatrist while in high school  



because of unspecified difficulties he was having, and college was no better: "I would get A's in Creative  
Writing and I think, Philosophy, and flunk everything else – It was just terrible. I didn't belong in college.  
Some people don't." (KUNI, 1983) Conforming and thinking in a structured, academic way - a way turned  
off from the senses - didn’t work for him.

In the KPFA interview he says “I hate to 
write music and I’m trying to get it down 
the best I can. Oh, God, it’s hard for me.” 
Knowing what we know about Basho, this 
is not surprising - the act of writing music 
and transcribing it is cerebral, while he 
was very sense oriented. Had they ever 
met, he may have related well to Laura 
Nyro, who reportedly would tell her 
session musicians to “play more purple”, 
or, “bring in some blue horns.”

On a related note, Basho is said to have 
taken LSD once, but reportedly didn’t 
have a good experience with it. This is in 
line with the experiences of other highly 
sensitive people for whom LSD (and 
other drugs) can be too stimulating and 
so be upsetting and overloading. In short,  
hallucinogens can magnify an already 
strong sensitivity.

Synesthesia (or variations of it) enables the ability to make mental connections between things.  And of 
course, Basho was all about connections. Whether it was merging Irish and Japanese music,  Native 
American and Persian music, or the different senses. These connections extended even to the  
geographical. In that fertile KPFA interview he refers to the American states as having their own voices.  
He elaborates in a later interview: “My gift is texture. Go to a part of the country, feel the texture of the air  
and put it down in tone on the guitar.” (“Painting America in Music”, Frets, 1978)

Something changed along the way, though, for Robbie Basho. At least as far as sound – color association  
was concerned. In that same 1978 interview he says, ”My first album, Seal of the Blue Lotus, had a color 
and chord chart. I don’t see colors anymore – I used to.” Was this a temporary condition? Did this ability  
come back to him before his death? More importantly, why did he stop seeing color in a synesthetic way? 
Was he, at this point, less in tune with his senses? 

At the time of this interview, his recording career had only recently been jump-started after a four year lull  
where all his albums went out of print and he was impelled to work various odd jobs just to get by. His  
compositions were getting shorter and less challenging as he tried to slot into the emerging New Age  
genre. Maybe he was just giving in, or giving up. In 1974 he said “I’m still trying to bring myself around to 
communicate with a mass audience” (KPFA). Four years later he said “Since I can’t do anything about  
this runaway horse called the 20 th century, I’d just like to do music that’s nice to listen to” (Cedar Rapids  
Gazette, 1978).

Perhaps these life circumstances and the lack of widespread acceptance of his music impacted his  
mental state to the degree that certain sensory inputs were blocked off or lessened. Of course, this is all  
conjecture. Hopefully, his color-sound sensitivity returned to him, as it can only be viewed as an enriching  
attribute which was a large part of who he was. His heightened sense awareness contributed to his aura,  
his eccentricity, his story. Most of all, it translated to some of the most creative and vital music of the last 
century, with the ripples still being felt today.



Rob Caldwell has written for PopMatters, The Allmusic Guide, and The Cockburn Project. He also runs a website on 
the 80's band The Reivers (thereivers.net) and has a music blog called Music To Eat . 
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