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DEVIANT SENSORY PERCEPTIONS
- THE SYNESTHETIC CITY

The technical definition of synesthesia is a state in which one sensory or cogni-
tive pathway crosses over into another. It has also been described as a kind of
hidden sense as many synesthetes are unaware that their sensory perceptions
are unusual; or they may lack the terms in which to conceive of them. A synes-
thesic ability may be lying dormant due to its underuse, but remain as a latent
sensory power. The term synesthesia comes from Ancient Greek, syn (“togeth-
er”) and aisthesis (“sensation”). The discussion of synesthesia goes back to the
beginnings of Greek philosophy when there was a debate over whether color,
like pitch, could be considered a physical property of music.

The scientific psychological diagnosis of synesthesia, as an involuntary condi-
tion, should be contrasted to the artistic concept as an active investigation into
the crossover potential, or bleeding over, between different realms of sensory
faculty and experience. Commonly reported instances of synesthesia include
seeing individual numbers or letters in different colors, or of visual motion and
flicker triggering different sounds. But the range of reported instances of synes-
thesia is so dispersed and divergent that it runs counter to the notion of “com-
mon sense”, which has it roots in Aristotle and his idea that behind the exterior
senses there is a sensus communis. The phenomenon of synesthesia contradicts
the rational ordering of the senses into a group of five distinct senses, each
related to an individuated exterior organ.

There has been a resurgence of interest In recent decades in synesthesia as a
subject for study, but between the years 1930 and 1980 research into the area
fell into a virtual oblivion, due to the rise of “Behaviourism” and the inability to
measure and quantify subjective experience, which was distrusted. In recent
years, Cretien van Campen has written frequently on synesthesia, often in rela-
tion to art and science. In his article “The Hidden Sense: On Becoming Aware
of Synesthesia”, Campen writes that presumably everyone is born with a kind



of synesthetic ability, but when we begin to learn cognitive skills and analyti-
cal thinking, somehow these perceptions subside into the background. They
are considered deviant or abnormal, but yet remain uncodified in the system of
representation.

Campen points out that young children do not have the same sharp sense of
boundary between the self and surrounding environment. But in the process
of education one learns to distrust the senses, and the body, but to instead
trust rational and logical thinking. The abstract self becomes separate from
the environment and other individuals. Not only do we live in a language
system in which the senses are ordered into five distinct categories, but, as
Marshall McLuhan has written, since the Renaissance these senses have been
in a hierarchical relation, with sight at the top; but not unbounded sight, but,
rather, sight as constructed and experienced through linear and central per-
spective. Campen writes, “Synesthesia is hidden in the senses. To experience
it consciously, you will have to explore and go looking for it.” To bring out and
develop this synesthetic ability requires “exposing oneself to new sensations,
expressing one’s synesthesia, not being ashamed [and] being able to experi-
ment with it"”.

The city is a site with the potential for unbounded synesthesia when ap-
proached from an artistic perspective, in a kind of wandering. As a new form of
nature, the variability contained within the city provides the opportunity for full
immersion of the senses into a crossing over of states and language streams,
once one has dislodged themselves from the subject position of busy utilitar-
ian consumer bee. Construction in the city is invariably carried out in rational
fashion, with utilitarian objectives, geared towards facilitating the most efficient
capacity to produce and consume goods and services; and yet the city remains
a contradiction with its tension between renewal and decay, and the ruptures
created by historical discontinuities, shifts in power operations and structures.
When a building first appears in its pristine condition it stands strictly posi-
tioned in a network of ascendent power. But as nature works its effect on the
construction and the surrounding exterior environment changes, the meaning,
and guarantee of its meaning, begins to fray, it's utilitarian use begins to sub-
side. Wayward signs are produced which cannot be traced back to referents. If
one allows oneself to lose themselves in the sensory disarray, new perceptions
and ways of experiencing can be uncovered.

Walter Benjamin often chronicled subjective city life, including his early child-
hood in Berlin at the turn of the century. Benjamin's writing on Berlin was
inextricably connected to the nature and production of memory; as an exile in
Paris during the Nazi era, he knew that what he was describing in his writing
would soon otherwise be irretrievable. His writing, based on experience, but
through the subjectivity of a child, at least as far as that could be approached
from his position as an adult writer, aimed to use experience to short-circuit his-



tory, redeeming that which would be occluded in as much as the future contains
the past. Benjamin believed that the imprint the city leaves on the child is in the
form of images, it's physical materiality or form. In the posthumously published
“Berlin around 1900,” Benjamin wrote that “the man who merely makes an
inventory of his findings, while failing to establish the exact location of where
in today’s ground the ancient treasures have been stored up, cheats himself of
his richest prize. In this sense, for authentic memories, it is less important that
the investigator report on them than he mark, quite precisely, the site where he
gained possession of them.” Art taken from the approach is as much about the
process of discovering these aberrant textures or aesthetics as it is in translat-
ing these sites to an audience. In terms of locating these deviant sensory per-
ceptions, art for this kind provides a map to a hidden trajectory. At best it will
stimulate the audience member into a full immersion of their own, a crossing
over of the threshold of the self and distinct sensation into a becoming other,

a becoming one with the environment, and the hidden sense of understanding
the world through the body, to think through the body and the environment,
beyond the blinkered Vitruvian man of Western perspective.

This publication has been produced to accompany the exhibition Urban Syn-
esthesia at Arki Gallery in Taipel. Curated by Wang Chun-chi, the exhibition
features work drawn from various urban landscapes by the artists Onejoon Che,
Chaong Wen ting, Liu Ho-jang, Chihiro Minato, Rumiko Hagiwara, and George
Chang. The works deal with sensory experience in aberrant textures of the
urban landscape, often in chance discoveries or encounters.

by Ron Hanson
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Above: prehistoric visual tactile the peak
Following pages: prehistoric visual tactile refuse dump



Ron Hanson: You have spoken of
exploring the relationship between
memory and the urban environ-

ment. Taiwan is somewhere that has
changed rapidly and experienced, in
succession, different waves of politi-
cal rule. There have been so many
ruptures. How do you think memory is
manifested in the urban landscape in
Taiwan?

TING Chaong-Wen:As an artist that
grew up in Taiwan in the 1990s, my
emotion and memory about the city
are always related to some important
historic moments. I was born in 1979
when the U.S. broke off diplomatic
relations with Taiwan. An uncanny
feeling pervaded among people in
the country. Confronting changes

of the overall situation, they felt the
urge to be more connected with

the world. After that, the lift of the
Martial Law brought about economic
developments; there was a wave of
construction policies implemented by
the government. Today, what we face
is another wave, a capitalism which
crosses borders. Urged by neo-liberal-
ism, our country’s policies are oriented
towards urban development projects.
Just like organisms such as cells,
urban landscape is constantly shift-
ing in the cycles of aging, death and
rebirth. In the past, perhaps it was

a succession of foreign regimes that
brought about changes in the country
whereas now it is about the struggles
between the exploitation of real estate
and the ecology protection. Anyhow,
the urban contours in Taiwan always
appear to be fragile and fragmented.
Similarly, our memories of them have
become piecemeal. Maybe it is the
reason that motivated me to record

through my own work the infinitesi-
mal experiences with regards to my
surroundings.

RH: You studied in Tainan, in the
south of Taiwan, and now are based
in Taichung. In the age of the global
art world, these are peripheral loca-
tions, compared to Taipei. There is
still much more evidence of the tra-
ditional and past in the landscape in
these locations. Has living outside of
Taipei influenced the kind of work you
make or the approach you take to your
environment?

TCW: I feel lucky that I've been living
and studying in the south of Taiwan.
Tainan has been successively gov-
erned by the Netherlands, the Ming
Dynasty, the Ching Dynasty as well as
the Japanese colonizers before being
taken over by the Kuomintang govern-
ment after World War II. The four-
hundred-years history can be seen

as an epitome of Taiwan's history.
From official culture to folk culture,
there is a huge amount of energy that
is accumulated in this city. Artists

can discover many wonderful stories
here. As for the historic traces that are
kept within the local daily life, they
also manifest themselves in different
archival forms. As an artist, what I
should do is to reveal the perceptual
experiences contained in the archives
and to make installations that would
create a “Blind Field” that surpasses
the archive of memory. In viewing

my works, the viewers’ emotion and
imagination are released into a free
state. Also, through reviewing historic
archives, the viewers are invited to
look at the consciousness in our imme-
diate circumstances of existence.



RH: Your work deals with subtle changes in the landscape which are only
observable over time. How do you train your mind and eye to discover these
tiny modulations which appear in an environment characterised by a ceaseless
interplay between renewal and decay?

TCW: If you ask me to explain my habitual way of exerting the mind and obser-
vation in my work, I would divide my art-making into three periods. The first pe-
riod is about material and memory; my work of this period is about using signs,
objects, fogs and sceneries that are familiar to us as well as devices with certain
functions. As a whole, they make a multiple setting. But the meaning they
represent differs from the ordinary; so they become an alternative mode. There,
I create some curious atmosphere that would arise from the environment; daily
objects intended as instruments are inserted into an artist context and would no
longer remain tangible objects of interpretation. Rather, they would manifest a
kind of poeticness with multiple meanings. The second period is about corporal
perception; what I'm interested in is the individualistic corporal perceptions in
viewing and approaching works. My works of this period are not about bounda-
ries among disciplines but rather the loss and the sublimation of the definition
of boundary, the blurring of discipline categorization and the emphasis on
corporal perception. The idea is to let self-discipline work with the heterogene-
ous, let art shift to life and vice versa and to finally let the artist and the viewer
share an “imaginary” regime on the homogeneous surface of “work”. We will
no longer view or experience art through rational recognition but through
resonances of corporal perceptions. Finally, in the third period, I shift my focus
to social practice. Even though the context is still daily life, the works of this
period no longer consist in inviting the viewer to evoke his/her memory; neither
are they about corporal perceptional experience. These works are installations
that represent relations between historical memory and stock of information. It
is also the base of my recent projects. For example, in my project, I explore the
relations between pre-history and anthropology.

RH: Your work is often inter-media and explores the plasticity of materials, the
points where one material crosses or bleeds over into another, a kind of syn-
esthesia where the senses bend toward one another. Light seems to play an
important role in this. Can you speak a little about the use of light in your art.

TCW: Visual art is inseparable from the functioning of light. Before the Christ’s
birth, epicureans proposed the concept of photon; the pre-modern mystery in all
this attracts me to a certain extent. You can imagine a reflection of eternity that
is set off from the seemingly foggy depth of time and pulled back to the present.
It manifests itself in our daily life, in realistic painting, spiritual rituals, historic
archives and social landscape. The light makes its path by following the traces
of time. Wherever it passes, attachments to light and vehicles of light will be
produced. Elements surrounded by light will manifest in the process of move-
ment. In short, in my work, light proves the existence of time’'s movement.
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Townhouse-Camp Charlie Block#1,Paju 2009, Inkjet print
Following spread: Eunpyeong-gu newtownd#1, Gupabal 2007, Digital C-print



Ron Hanson: You were previously

an Evidence Photographer for the
Combat Police in Korea. How has this
background influenced your approach
to making art?

Onejoon Che: My experience during
mandatory military service tremen-
dously influenced my subsequent
work. While serving as a riot police
officer, I “recorded” the “facts” that

I witnessed at various large demon-
strations. In the process, I recognized
the potential of the photograph to be
converted into information and reused
by those in power. My work since
then has involved intruding upon the
spaces of power and transforming
invisible worlds into images. Notably,
these places of power do not maintain
status as places; in fact, they do not
even really exist. Certainly, in reality,
they sustain their structure as spaces,
but they can only appear as “other
places” existing outside the nature

of the place because of their failure

to achieve visibility. In other words, I
focus on invisible elements that make
the visible.

I am known as political photogra-
pher as my work deals with Korean
social-political issues. But now I have
expanded my boundary to video,
basing social-political issues adding
and focusing illusionistic phantasm
of history, my interest of work shifts
from the gallery to the cinema. I try to
acquire more universal readings from
the public. As I intend to cross freely
from the galley to the theatre, as a
photographer to a movie director.

RH: In 2005, there was a controversy
when you photographed an under-
ground military bunker, which work-
ers found by accident as they were
surveying an area in search of a new
bus transfer center in Yeouido. Can
you tell me about the project and why
it created a stir.

OC: The bunker was found by a build-
ing worker during the construction
of a bus transfer station in Seoul'’s
Yeouido(do-island). I photographed
it as part of my “Undercooled” series
(2006-), which focuses on large cube
structures (lines of defense, bar-
ricades, bunkers) produced by the
military during the Cold War era. In
these works, I address the indications
(or scars) of national division, yet
maintain an objective gaze through a
certain distance. Of particular interest
is how the enormous military instal-
lations, once thought to be essential
for safety have, over time, have been
assimilated by society. Despite the
diminishment of Cold War tension,
military installations have not disap-
peared, but instead remain present,
in all their gigantic splendor. Nev-
ertheless, this splendor has seen its
meaning recede like some foreign
substance. I situate these military
structures within the context of a
cycle of assimilation and ostentation,
showing how, in some ways, they
seem to have disappeared but have
actually remained, while in other
ways, they seem to remain, but have
actually disappeared.
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Top: KCIA(the Korean Central Intelligence Agency)series, Auditorium, Uireung(Royal Shrine), 72x96cm, Inkjet Print
Bottom: KCIA(the Korean Central Intelligence Agency)series, conference room Uireung(Royal Shrine)2012 72x96cm, Inkjet Print
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Ron Hanson: The works in this

show contain words that you found
in Fukushima as you wandered the
streets following the earthquake. You
are drawing upon the ready-made
found in chance discovery. But surely
this process is not completely random.
There must be training that accompa-
nies and develops alongside intuition.
How do you approach or enter into a
process whereby you discover these
aberrant, stray or dislodged phrases
or aesthetics?

Chihiro Minato: Photography is a curi-
ous invention. These Europeans of the
early 19th century grew in the new
urban setting, mesmerized by new
lights and perspectives, their percep-

their parents. They all had something
genial, I believe, but they were also
helped by serendipity through their
process of invention. As an artist, I've
always been enticed by this curious
phenomenon of serendipity which is
embodied in this art of photography.
My work could not be possible with-
out that and what is fascinating is,
being so far away from 19th century
London or Paris, I enjoy finding some-
thing I never expected - to feel a little
bit like being Sherlock Holmes or C.
Auguste Dupin.

RH: You often deal with translation
in your work. There is a well-known
phrase, “lost in translation”. But I
have always been more interested in



what can be “found” in translation.
How do you describe this almost inex-
plicable other quality that emerges in
the process of translation?

CM: What I'm interested in here with
my work is the question of transla-
tion. I'm thinking for example of the
brilliant text by Walter Benjamin,
“The task of translator”( written as
an introduction to the translation of
Baudelaire’s poem). I think I have not
yet understood it well by reading the
Japanese translation, but the idea that
the very essence of the original text
could be “developed” (in the sense of
the developing of photographic film)
only when there is something you can-
not translate.

RH: Of course language is relational,
but Deleuze and Guattari point out
that this relation is far more compli-
cated than the simple binary formu-
lation of signifier and signified. The
earthquake is an interesting example
of that which exceeds the system of
representation. You write how, after
the shock of the earthquake, these
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signs remained still, unchanged,

and yet surely some shift emerges in
their relation to the system of mean-
ing after an event as dramatic as the
earthquake. How do you explain and
approach that which is beyond rep-
resentation when we are inextricably
tied to this system, as much as we
may critique it?

CM: This idea of “untranslatability "
brings me to the question of represen-
tation. When we face the disaster and
feel helpless with our own language,
maybe there is a help of helpless-
ness of that kind of untranslatability,
unrepresentability, so to say, that
something we feel is strange but still
beyond our ability of representation
could be developed. My approach is,
at least in this series, in the “paral-
lax “ between image and word, word
and translation, the picture and title.
Maybe I'm lost in the parallax, “lost in
translation” as you mentioned, but I'm
a lover of the music of the kind, “Let's
get lost”.
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Ron Hanson: Some artists are interested in buildings that have been abandoned
or fallen into disrepair. You have a different interest. You've spoken of being in-
terested in buildings that are “unfinished”. What do you see in these unfinished
structures?

George Chang: I feel they are interesting because I have no idea of their desti-
ny. I might never go back to the same spot again. Sometimes, when the building
is finished, the result is very different from how it was visioned. I like that kind
of twist. Also, when they are not finished, the structure is more visible. I like the
structural element, manmade and unnatural.

RH: You moved to New York as a teenager and later studied print making at
Pratt. What was it like coming back to Beijing in 2005? It must have been an
unusual time to re-enter the city.

GC: It was a very surreal experience for me when I just came here. I felt I was
a total stranger in a familiar city. Something I felt I had a connection with is not
linking.

RH: How do you see the relationship between print and the urban environment
you describe? Why use print for dealing with these ideas?

GC: I guess print is closer to the moment. I can’t think any other medium that
has that capability.

RH: You have said that “the new city is a modern myth filled with tasteless
wasteful structures” and yet it also contains “mystery” and “unexplainable
reality”. What is this myth of the modern city and how does it manifest in the
urban environment?

GC: I also feel there is some un-natural energy controling the city. The city is
like a big organ with people living in cells. Do we really have an idea where we
are heading or do we really know what we know? Let's keep it in mystery.
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Ron Hanson: Taiwan is a busy place, full of non-stop activity. But in your pho-
tographs you seem to focus on sites or brief moments of alarming silence and

starkness in the city. What kind of sites do you look for in the urban landscape
when you are making your art?

Liu Ho-Jang: In the vibration of the city’s air, when I approach the local expe-
rience resulting from conditions of realities, I attempt to represent a certain
observation about the city that seems passive itself. This is done through the
sensitivity of which I dispose and based on calmness or the silent character of
the camera.

RH: You studied at Queens College in New York. How did your time abroad alter
the way you view Taiwan and its urban environment after your return?

LHJ: The works I made in New York are about the city, the environment and the
ultimate “cultural production”. After I returned to Taiwan, I continue to explore
issues I treated in New York like issues about the city. There's a kind of continu-
ity extended from my New York experiences.

RH: Previously you have written of working with “in-complete” or “non-com-
plete” spaces, which offer an attitude of excess. What makes a space incomplete
and what is there an excess of?

LHJ: What I wanted to say is that when we relate a work to the question of
aesthetic form, how can we consider the process as a work that is completed?
Creating two-dimensional images or treating them by several layers of inter-
ventions...how to define whether if a work is completed or not? Different from
exhibits placed in traditional museums, what I call a “work” will let the “par-
ticipant” to be in constant changes, no matter it is under the pressure of man's
force or that of the nature.



RH: Michael Brakke has written that you use photographs as a kind of currency,
a transaction, between the people you photograph and the audience. How do
you view your relationship between your audience and the environments you
are working with?

LHJ: For me, I provide various clues in my work in order to respond to the
viewer and the environment. My works are often created on the basis of my cor-
respondence with things around me or in certain circumstances. For example,
in my “Exchange Goods Project”, the photographs which were produced with
much endeavor were then presented in the site with such a lightness that the
viewer would probably overlook them. And for me, the photography exists like
phantom and shadow ; this is precisely the general meaning of the image in the
contemporary era. However, it still proves, through the very site from where it
originates, that from me as the producer of food to those who share the food, we
all chew in the valid period.

Note: “Exchange Goods Project” was created in responding to a public art project initi-
ated by the government in Taiwan. With the attempt to propose an idea about public art
that differs from what the public sector tends to promote, Liu developed something more
related to interaction with the local community. The comment of Michael Brakke here is
responding to Liu’s “Exchange Goods Project”.
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Top: Good Exchange Project (before)
Bottom: Good Exchange Project (after)
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Ron Hanson: Your work deals with memory in urban and social space that
builds over time, an accumulation that results from uncountable minor transac-
tions. How does the memory, as it is manifested, differ from how it is projected
in industrial structures as they first appear in the landscape, pristine and pur-
poseful?

Rumiko Hagiwara: The “space” in any kind of urban structure always contains
traces of peoples’ actions. You can read stories on traces as objects that have
certain purposes. But you can also read something else from the object that
doesn’t have any purpose. For instance a guardrail on a street, it is natural in
the social urban system that the guardrail is standing on the side of street for
the purpose of blocking cars. But they are just metal objects standing on the
ground, if you try to change a point of view. You are able to look at them from
different angles from the side or from the top. They might show the differ-
ent faces of uses as interesting “objects”. But no one tried these possibilities
because it is not needed practically in the social system. I want to call on the
possibilities as pristine memory that is forgotten, distracted by elements that
occupy our daily life.

RH: You are interested in the most miniscule of observable changes that can be
found or alterations that can be made. How do you choose which points to focus
in on?

RH: I am focusing on hidden social systems that are unconsciously in use, con-
trolling our lives. I can say that the action of titling is one of the examples. Why
do you need titles to look at images? Do you really need meanings before you
perceive? I thought the system is covering the human society in urban life all
over. The funny fact is that if you avoid applying meanings to images by making
them “untitled”, it creates other meanings as “untitled” on the images. So what
I try is to be inside the system and provoking it subtly with a sense of humor.

It looks like its effect is too weak but people might carry the suggested senses
over into their daily lives and it may run on longer afterwards. I think that

just shocking and direct effects are easily categorized as “oppositions” in the
consumption of the system. It needs to be almost imperceptible, the attraction
doesn’'t have to work immediately, the effects of the works have to be experi-
enced over a period of time. This is what aim for.
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Ting Chaong-Wen

Chaong Wen Ting lives in Taichung City, Taiwan.
Born in Kaohsiung, the installation artist is also a
visual and spatial designer. His installations deal
with subtle changes in space over time, often
working with light to cast a psychological space
within his environments. Ting received his Master
of Fine Arts degree from the Art and Design Insti-
tute of Tainan National University of the Arts in
2007. He has been invited to participate in major
domestic and international exhibitions, including
the Asian Art Biennial (2007); Taiwan Art Bien-
nial (2008); Kuroshio Campur, Okinawa Prefectual
University of Arts, Okinawa (2010); and various
modern art exhibitions throughout Taiwan.

Che Onejoon

Che Onejoon lives in Seoul, Korea. The artist
photographs deserted urban interiors, including
police stations, brothels and military installations
which reveal social and political structures usually
obscured from view. During his military service,
Onejoon worked as an evidence photographer for
the Seoul Police. He gained access to a number of
sites not publicly disclosed. Onejoon has exhibited
extensively throughout Korea and the world. In
2011, he was selected for the Le Pavilion program
at Palais de Tokyo in Paris.

Chihiro Minato

Chihiro Minato is a renowned Japanese photog-
rapher based in Tokyo where he has served as a
professor at Tama Art University since 1995. After
receiving the Gasei Scholarship from Argentina
in 1982, Minato spent several years traveling

in South America until he settled in Paris and
became established as a photographer and critic.
Minato has authored numerous books and exhib-
ited throughout the world. In 2007 he served as
the Commissioner of the Japanese Pavilion at the
Venice Biennale.



Rumiko Hagiwara

Rumiko Hagiwara is from Tokyo but has been
based in the Netherlands since 2006. Hagiwara
has a subtle conceptual practice often registering
in site-spefic installations, photography and video.
Her minimal interventions address memories
contained in space that can be easily overlooked.
Hagiwara has exhibited throughout Europe and
has undertaken residencies at Meet factory,
Prague, DCR Guest Studio, Den Haag, and Rijk-
sakademie van beeldende kunsten, Amsterdam.

Liu Ho-Jang

Liu Ho-Jang is a photographer based in Taipei,
Taiwan. His photographs often document the
token of an event that has already happened, or
observe the behaviors of those involved. Liu views
the absurdities of the social system with a seem-
ingly subtle and sorrowful but ironic attitude. Liu
completed his MFA at Queens College in New
York. He has exhibited in Taiwan, the US and
France.

George Chang

George Chang is an artist and curator based in
Beijing. After moving to New York at age 15 to
study design and fine arts at Pratt Institute, he
lived in New York for 15 years but returned to
Beijing in 2006. Chang works in print and draws
on the urban metropolis as a site a destruction,
transformation and metamorphosis. He is the
co-founder of RedBox, an art and design studio
which produces graphic design and holds events.
Chang says that paper is part of his tradition; his
grandparents painted on it. The artist claims a re-
newed relevancy for paper and print as a medium
in today’s saturated digital environment.
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