    
                                              Title:  Ways of perceiving, Imagined exhibition- Synesthesia
                                              Name:   Nicole Wallace
                                              Tutor name: Julia Lockhart
                                              Student number: 1702779
                                              Word count excluding bibliography: 1282

Synesthesia is the condition where the senses are mixed. It involves an input to one sense, triggering a response to another Sense. For example a person with ‘coloured hearing’ will see a certain colour whilst hearing sounds. There are many different forms of synesthesia including; grapheme colour (associating letters with specific colours) and Lexical- Gustatory ( evoke different tastes when they hear certain words). I have explored the theories of synesthesia proposed by Ramachandran and Hubbard and Richard E Cytowic. Researching these theories have helped me to come up with a fashion exhibition where I aim to represent what the mind of a synesthete looks like and how their visual perception is different to everyone else's. I am going to create my own pattern printed fashion garments highlighting some of the different types of synesthesia. For example one of the patterns I am going to create for ‘grapheme colour’ will be a repeated print of objects known to be black and white, but they will be in colour instead. Some Artists with synesthesia include Wassily Kandinsky, Vincent Van Gogh and Melissa McCracken. Their work will be included in my space on the walls and in some of my fashion garments too.

One of the major theories of synesthesia is proposed by Ramachandran and Hubbard and is called the ‘Cross Activation’ theory. In ‘The Journal of Consciousness studies 8,No.12, (2001)’ it states that “synesthesia is a genuine perceptual phenomenon and not an effect based on memory associations from childhood or on vague metaphorical speech.” 
 This theory suggests that a synesthetes brain is anatomically different to someone who is not a synesthete and how they perceive everyday things is not a conscious decision. It is believed that their brains have hyper connections where the colour processing part of the brain and the identification of the letters region of the brain are in very close proximity to each other. This causes a failure in the normal developmental process of pruning meaning the neurons, synapses and axons that are supposed to change and reduce in the brain during childhood don’t do so.

However although synesthetes brains are said to function in the same way, their perceptions of things are actually very different. According to Richard E. Cytowic in the book ‘ The Union of the Senses’ we presume that all synesthetes are the same. “ An expectation for homogeneity among synesthetic perceptions is a presumption stemming from the consensus regarding perception of everyday objects”.  Cytowic explains how our perception of everyday objects can sometimes be inaccurate. An example he used in his book was the effect of daylight on objects. His theory suggests that our perception is different to what the physical optics tell us. He explains how  throughout different times of the day the illumination of daylight alters the colour of an object. During the morning when the sun rises, an object will reflect more blue light ,whereas in the evening it reflects more red light. Although there is an obvious change in the shade of colour of the object throughout the day, we perceive the colour to be constant. This suggests that our brains choose to ignore slight variations in colour as we agree with, and trust everyone else’s mutual illusions( an overall agreement with misinterpreted perception).Synesthetes don’t usually agree with seeing,tasting or smelling the same things as they associate different colours,tastes and smells with certain objects, proving that their brains work differently to non synesthetes. For example in an interview with Melissa  Mccracken she tells us how she met a woman with the same form of the condition as her, and tells us how differently they saw things when listening to the same song. “ She did a brief sketch of ‘little wing’ to compare to my painting but nothing about it was the same.
This backs up Ramachandran and Hubbard’s theory that the cause of Synesthesia is neurological and not something they can make a conscious decision on.
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Wassily Kandinsky had ‘ chromesthesia’  (sound to colour) synesthesia where particular sounds trigger visualisations of colours and shapes. He claimed to hear hissing sounds while he was mixing together his colours. In his book ‘ Concerning the spiritual in art’ He mentions how painting resembles creating a musical composition. He states that “colour is the keyboard,eyes are the hammers,the soul is the piano with many strings,the artist is the hand that plays,touching one key to another, causing vibrations in the soul.’ In my exhibition I am going to have hissing sounds playing subtly in the background so that the audience gets a feel for the type of sounds and connections Kandinsky made with colour while he was painting. . Kandinsky was able to connect on a spiritual level with Wagner’s opera performance ‘Lohengrin’.He made connections with colour and form whilst listening to his music. “I saw all of my colours in spirit, before my eyes, wild almost crazy lines were sketched in front of me.” The painting below named ‘Impression III’ was the painting Kandinsky created after an Arnold Schoenberg concert in 1911 and is one of his most Synesthesia influenced paintings. You can just about work out the arrangement of curved chairs where people are seated, facing towards a black block of colour resembling a grand piano within a movement of yellow sound from the orchestra. Kandinsky has used a combination of blue and yellow in this painting which work together harmoniously like chords on a piano creating a sense of calmness.
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Melissa Mccracken has sound to colour synesthesia like Kandinsky but presents her work in a different way. She creates explosions of colour rather than very clear and precise circles, squares and triangles. Using thick amounts of acrylic paints she is able to create texture in her work. I am particularly drawn to her variation of thin and thick strokes of paint as it gives me a sense of what she was hearing during different parts of the song. I associate thicker marks of paint to be a deeper sound as  instruments that make these sounds are usually bigger and bulkier than those that make a higher pitched sound. For example a tuba makes a deep sound and is quite a large curved instrument whereas a violin makes a higher pitched sound and is a small, delicate, and  intricately shaped instrument .Therefore when I look at Mccracken’s work it gives me a sense of what genre of music was playing whilst she was painting.
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To represent each form of synesthesia and how perception differs from non synesthetes I am going to create a variety of repeated pattern garments. For grapheme colour I will repeat a print of objects known to be black and white but have them in colour instead. Sound to colour synesthesia will be represented on a garment filled with shapes, instruments and bursts of colour which alter into different shapes and colours when the music in the room changes. I would like to show the audience how our brains choose to agree with everyones mutual illusions around us and how we ignore variations in the colour of objects during different parts of the day.To show this I am going to create a garment filled with repeated shapes that change colour as different lights above shine onto it.This will represent how synesthetes perceive objects differently. On the walls in my exhibition I will be exhibiting Wassily Kandinsky and Melissa Mccrackens work to represent how music has an impact on their perception of colour and shapes which will further allow the audience to understand the theme of the fashion exhibit.
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A drawing of some of the garments I would like to include in the exhibition.
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