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Synesthesia: (U Petter’s Experience and Research

by Lisa Orr

All my life I have had a passionate response to, and interest in, color.

As a child I loved producing highly colorful craft projects. However,

in art school in the early ‘8os, bright color was viewed with suspicion
because it was considered a component of beauty, and beauty alone did
not have enough substance to add up to a work of art. In ceramics, the
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difficulty of achieving color reinforced what
seemed to be a taboo against it. Our one blue
glaze was nicknamed Cash-flow Blue, its
appeal equated with selling out. [ felt a bit
at odds with myself for appreciating and
valuing artworks from acclaimed colorists
such as Turner, Matisse, Vermeer, Kandinsky,
(¥Keefe, Hockney, and Hundertwasser, while
dutifully applying tasteful stoneware glazes
to my pots.

Upon embarking on my career in ceramics,
1 frequently researched historical pottery in
my spare time and discovered T"ang dynasty
sancai wares and other similar earthenware
items from all aver. I was profoundly attracted
to the brightly colored, runny glazes high-
lighting forms with low-relief decoration, but
I had no idea how to leam this new language
for myself. After being in the pottery business
for about six years, I retumed to school to
study with Betty Woodman, who used daz-
zling low-fire glazes over textural surfaces.
As her student, T absorbed both the technical

basis and the freedom to experiment with
colorful surfaces in ceramics.

Years later, I discovered that I am a mem-
ber of a somewhat rarified group of people
called synesthetes. Synesthesia is derived
from the Greek sym, meaning together, and
aesthesis, meaning perception.’ A person with
this condition, which is hereditary, is hard
wired to experience two senses at the same
tirne. I have the most common form of it, in
which numbers, and sometimes letters, are
experienced in particular colors; for example,
o, 1, B are black, 3 is yellow; z and 4 are differ-
ent shades of blue, 5 is red, etc. My mother
has different color (and sometimes texture)
associations with numbers. The colors of the
numbers and letters are not ones I particular-
Iy like, but they have stayed constant since
childhood. And T have found that I tend to
notice and take much more interest in color
than those around me. This prompted me to
research the purpose of color in vision.

Color vision conferred 2 survival advan-
tage by helping primates to distinguish, as
Mallon says, “the cherries among the leaves”
Early primates cauld see some color, but only
at the lower end of the rainbow —violet
through yellow-green — what is called the
ancient dichromate color spectrum.” In this
range our tree-dwelling, nocturnal ancestors
had reasonable depth perception for their
immediate surroundings, useful for climbing
and hunting insects, but things at a distance
wete sometimes indistinguishable from each
other. As primates evolved, the ability to per-
ceive green through red — the trichromate
spectrum — evolved in response to the need
to see better during the day and to distin-
guish ripe yellow, orange, or red fruits.’

*The tree offers a color signal that is visible
to the monkey against the masking foliage






















