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Does synaesthesia in abstract painting exist? According to Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, “Synaesthesia is an associated sensation: a subjective sensation or image of sense (as of color) other than the one (as of sound) being stimulated”. Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), a painter, a trained musician, and an art theorist was a University of Moscow graduate in political economy and law. He rejected a professorship to follow his inner need to study painting in Munich (Kandinsky v). He was a pure synaesthesia--person affected by synaesthesia (Ione and Tyler 62). According to Rose-Carol Washton Long, Kandinsky believed that his art would have a great impact to the future society (Occultism 38). He described that sound is manifestation of spirit. Inner need and sound can guide artists to discover the essence of color and form. In abstract painting inner sound is more important than point, line, plane, color and form (Hardy 332). He then explained the relationship between painting and sound: painting contains neural and spiritual sounds. Neural sound is symbolized by non abstract painting, and spiritual sound is represented by abstract painting (Hardy 330). Responding to Kandinsky’s beliefs, this paper will describe in three main points of interest that relate to Kandinsky’s artwork and theory: the synaesthesia in form and color, the synaesthesia in music, and the synaesthesia in abstract painting.

Before scientific evidence had supported synaesthesia, most people trusted that this strange behavior may have a connection with occultism. Some studies reveal that synaesthesia is not unique to Kandinsky alone. Blueler and Lehman reported that a synaesthesia study on the sensation of color-sound association influences seventy two out of six hundred people (Ione and Tyler 60). In 2004, M.S. Steven of the Oxford University studied the “colour grapheme” synaesthesia--printed letter and number emerge with unique color (Kemp and Blakemore 515). He found that only one out of two thousand people are color-vision synesthete, and seventy percent out of one third non- synesthetes experienced sensation of color-vision association with graphemes (Kemp and Blakemore 517). The study of synaesthesia literature shows that synaesthesia is common in some artists, and Kandinsky was one of the painters who developed true synaesthesia from the time when he was a child (Ione and Tyler 62). Ione and Tyler then point out that term synaesthesia as deviant behavior had been removed by scientists who conduct synaesthesia studies (64).   

In time, Kandinsky’s long term effort to bring public understanding toward his art is strengthened by scientists who conduct numerous synaesthesia studies, although Ione argues that Kandinsky’s motivation to build up his theory into scientific term is controversial, since his theory does not have scientific evidence (152). Long comments that Kandinsky utilized abstraction as a vehicle to convey his supernatural beliefs and idealism to the public (Kandinsky’s Abstract Style 217). Long points out that Kandinsky thought his art could lead the way to the future; nevertheless the majority of non-synesthetes will not get synaesthesia impact (Occultism 43). 

In his essay titled “Concerning the Spiritual in Art”, Kandinsky acknowledged many different ideas about his subjects. He said that when one looks on a colorful object, it produces dual results: A short term superficial impression which is purely physical and does not impact the soul, and a long term impression which is pure and does impact the soul (23). Then he pointed out that painting has two distinct elements: color and form; form can stand alone as an object, color cannot. Kandinsky claimed that painting has a form that has its own soul; and color is framed by form; a good frame can reveal the essence of color. In addition he explained the essential connection and mutual influence between color and form are abundant and never ending (28).

Most of Kandinsky’s abstract painting is inspired by music. Kemp and Blackmore comment that Kandinsky may have experienced synaesthesia, as Kandinsky illustrated that he saw irregular lines and colors in essence when he attended Richard Wagner’s opera performance in St. Petersburg (514). Then they report that Kandinsky interpreted sound in music into colors and transferred them into art media becoming an abstract painting (515). Kandinsky’s great interest in music brought close friendship with Arnold Schoenberg--a Viennese composer, symbolizing a new emergence of art and music. This collaboration led to the improvement of both art works. Their artwork has played a major role in influencing many modern artists in the twentieth century (Hardy 35). 

When you see colors while attending a music performance, and notice the movement while watching an abstract painting, you are probably a synesthete. Kandinsky described that his paintings titled “Impressions”,” Improvisations”, and “Compositions” are inspired by music (Hardy 36).Then he added that painting as a musical composition is alive (Southgate 1275). Southgate responds that a Kandinsky‘s painting titled “Untitled Improvisation III” is representing Kandinsky’s belief that a painting needed neither object nor title (1274). She then observes that Kandinsky’s paintings titled “Improvisations” are a depiction of Kandinsky’s expression of objects essence that shows as non geometric abstract patterns. In addition she adds that Kandinsky’s paintings titled “Impressions” and “Compositions” are simply direct vision observation on objects (1275). On the other hand, Long writes that hidden geometric patterns in Kandinsky’s artwork are more important for the soul rather than the eye (Kandinsky’s Abstract Style 217).

Due to the fact that many people do not understand Kandinsky’s abstract painting, non-synesthetes may ask how to appreciate his artwork? On the other hand, synesthete viewers may also have different perspectives in appraising his paintings. Both Kemp and Blackmore illustrate that Kandinsky’s abstract paintings show only turbulence dazzling colors, and irregular lines (515). Ashmore remarks that Kandinsky’s paintings bring a source of visual, auditory and other sensations representing a spiritual universe. Then he criticizes that Kandinsky’s painting is complicated; also he points out that non-synesthetes may not be able to comprehend his painting (334). In spite of this, Kandinsky suggested that synaesthesia can be achieved by understanding art and music (Ione and Tyler 63). 

Does synaesthesia in abstract painting exist? According to Webster’s Dictionary the word synaesthesia was emerging around 1891, when Kandinsky was twenty five years old. It is not clear whether or not Kandinsky was a synaesthesia pioneer. Kandinsky’s synaesthesia journey was real for him, and it will also be real for synesthetes who devote themselves to dig out unlimited possibilities in creating pure arts. In due course, Kandinsky’s thoughts that his art could lead the way to the future are in progress and strengthened by scientific evidence. In relation to Richard Wagner’s opera performance, Kandinsky may have synaesthesia not only triggered by sound but also by vision. 

Synaesthesia studies have presented evidence benefiting synesthetes who may suffer from a negative label of synaesthesia as occults and abnormal behaviors. In the future, synaesthesia research may discover compounded synaesthesia--multiple sensations triggered by various stimuli. It seems that understanding synaesthesia will increase non synesthetes’ ability to appreciate Kandinsky’s abstract arts, and replace the term “Kandinsky’s abstract painting” with “Kandinsky’s synesthetic painting.”          
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