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the most refined explorations of taste and sensation. In one passage, Huysmans
describes a device he calls a “mouth organ,” a collection of ligueurs each analogous

to a musical note, which des Esseintes can play upon his palette as a musical

instrument would play upon his ears:

Indeed, each and every liqueur, in his opinion. corresaonded in taste with the sound
of @ particutar instrument. Dry curagao. for instance, was like the clarinet with its
piercing, velvety note; kirmmel like the cboe with its sonorous, nasal timbre: créme de
menthe and anisette like the flute, at once sweet anc tart, soft and shrill. Theato
complete the orchestra there was kirsch. blowing a wild trumpet blast; gin and whisky
raising the roof of the mouth with the blare of their cornets and trombones; marc-
brandy matehing the tubas with its deafening din, waile peals of thunder came from
the cymbal and the bass drum, which arak and mastic were banging and beating

with all their might.

He considered that this analogy could be pushed still further and that string
quartets might play under the palatal arch, with the violin represented by an old
brandy. cholce and heady, biting and delicate: with the viola simulated by rum. which
was stronger, heavier and quieter; with vespetro as peignant, drawn-out, sad and
tender as a violoncello; and with the double-bass a fine old bitter. fuil-bodied, solid
and dark. One might even form a quintet, if this were thought desireable, by adding a
fifth instrument. the harp, imitated to near perfection by the vibrant savour, the

clear, sharp, stlvery note of dry cumin.’

The literary synaesthesia of Huysmans is, in a sense, precisely literal, comprising
one-to-one associations in which a single sensation stands in for another—one
taste with the sound of one musical instrument. And yet, a crucial aspect of music’s
attraction for partisans of synaesthesia involved claims made for its status as a
pure or abstract art. This held true, above ail, in the visual arts, where such pioneers
of abstract painting as Wassily Kandinsky and Frantisek Kupka asserted that the for-
mal abstract structures of musical composition pointed the way towards a new art,
while music’s direct and emotional appeal indicated a condition to which art
should aspire.

In effect, the idea of synaesthesia served to mediate between music and visual
artin the early twentieth century and proved essential to the development of
abstraction. Emphasizing the perceiving subject, the theory of synaesthesia tended
to break down sense perception into discrete units, whereby one sensation founrd
its equivalent in another; music, with its notes and phrases, harmony and dissonance,
compositional structures and abstract notational system, lent itself most readily
to such analogy. For art that aspired to the condition of music, that sought synaes-

thetically to call forth mdsical associations, the key pairing was with color.
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fall short in one important respect. Music is, of course, a time-based medium.
Musical compositions unfold through time: even the character of a single note is
partly defined by duration. In some respects, a complex painted compaosition is
closer to a single musical chord than it is to even a relatively simple musical compo-
sition. And white it is true that a viewer might take considerable time to apprehend
fully a complex painting, the painter still has little or no control over the sequence
or order in which the viewer's observations are made.

Abstract film developed as if in direct response to this shortcoming. Working
in black and white, the originators of this medium—such extraordinary artists
as Hans Richter and Viking Eggeling—elaborated sequences of geometric forms that
moved across the screen and through time, as would a sequence of sounds. As the
technologies of color film and soundtracks developed, artists like Oskar Fischinger,
Harry Smith, and the Whitney brothers, among others, brought color, form, and
sound together to create extended compositions that bore occasional resemblance
to the work of the earlier generation of abstract painters while taking fuil advan-
tage of the crucial etement of time and incorporating sound and music to create a
fully synaesthetic experience.

In fact, abstract cinema itself was anticipated by experiments with so-called
color organs. These devices, invented by such artists as Thomas Wiifred and Daniel
Vladimir Baranoff-Rossingé, atlowed projected light to be “played” in conjunction
with recorded or performed music. The development of these color organs woutd
in itself make a fascinating chapter in the history of visual music.

A further step in uniting visual and auditory experience has been developed in
recent years through the medium of installation art. A characteristic of sound is
that it is perceived as ambient, existing in and moving through space. While sound
may be directionalin origin, it can be perceived no matter what direction the lis-
tener faces; though the listener's movement through space can affect the quality
and character of sound. By contrast, a painting requires a more-or-less fixed gaze to
be perceived, as does a film. Installations activate both the space they occupy and
the viewer. The physical quality of sound {loud enough, sound can be felt) is both
approximated and augmented by the totalizing character of the installation space.

If synaesthesia represents the unity of the senses, the dream of synaesthesia is
the unification of the arts. Over the past century, artists have found ever mare
powerful means of evoking and provoking the state of synaesthesia, linking color,
form. and sound in extraordinary fashion. Recent explorations employing digital

media represent both a fulfillment of the tradition and a fundamental departure from
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