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When the order of visuality is disrupted by scent, what kind of perceptual labyrinth are we
inhabiting?



This exhibition presents a profound dialogue on sensory hierarchy through the transmedia
practices of Chinese artist Song Yuan and American artist Brian Goeltzenleuchter. As pioneers
in olfactory transmedia art, they take divergent paths to jointly challenge the “ocularcentrism”
deeply rooted in philosophical and cultural tradition.

Here, the scent of durian dwells within the form of cherries, flowers and leaves exchange
whispers of their souls. On watercolor maps, scent becomes another traceable path. It drifts from
foreign kitchens and immigrant tables to the hidden resonance between 19th-century perfumer
and musical composer. Fragrance no longer lingers intangibly. It is inscribed, performed,
navigated, becoming a thread through time, culture, and memory.

The senses are redistributed, and the convention of perception quietly loosens its grip. As the
nose begins to “see” and the eye begins to “smell,” we momentarily step away from the visually
dominated order of perception. Lost, and yet finding our way anew. This exhibition is not an
artistic declaration made in haste. It is an invitation: come closer, inhale, lose yourself, and
rediscover the path. Deep within the chaos of the senses, perhaps lies a direction we have long
forgotten.
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Song Yuan, Contemporary Artist. As an important artist in the field of olfactory and transmedia
art, Song Yuan's creative philosophy is greatly influenced by conceptual art. Her works often
include multi-sensory art forms such as olfactory creation, installation, sculpture, painting and
imagery. Songyuan's background in spices and chemistry endows her with superb ability in
handling olfactory materials. Her laboratory located in Beijing ensures the creative freedom and
accuracy of the olfactory aspect of her works.

As anon academic art creator starting from concepts, she has a deep understanding and research
of Western philosophy and classical Chinese philosophy (especially Zhuangzi philosophy). Also,
as one of the earliest artists in China to engage in the practice and theoretical research of
"Olfactory Art", referred as the "pioneer of olfactory art in China".

Song Yuan graduated from Peking University, National Taiwan University, and National
University of Singapore, and currently resides in Beijing.
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Brian Goeltzenleuchter is an interdisciplinary artist working at the intersection of olfactory art,
social engagement, and image making. Goeltzenleuchter is widely recognized as a leading figure
in the field of olfactory art. His art and writing treat air as an artistic medium and breathing as a
vehicle for aesthetic and critical contemplation. His socially engaged projects investigate themes
of identity, ecology, and the boundaries between humans, institutions, and the natural world. His
approach bridges art and public health, and has influenced such diverse fields as environmental
studies, aesthetics, cultural geography, and disability studies.

Brian Goeltzenleuchter earned his MFA from the University of California San Diego. He has
been artist-in-residence at Banff Centre, Canada; Centrum Beeldende Kunst, The Netherlands;
Sculpture Space, New York; and Institute for Art and Olfaction, Los Angeles. He served as
Associate Professor of Art and Director of the MFA Program at Central Washington University.
He is currently the Darlene Shiley Honors Faculty Fellow at the Weber Honors College, and
Research Fellow at the Institute for Public and Urban Affairs, San Diego State University.
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Sensory Mismatched Fruits: Durian and Cherry

Mt Song Yuan, 2025
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Sensory Mismatched Fruits: Durian and Cherry

The rosy allure of a cherry may scarcely evoke the iconic olfactory synesthesia of durian, yet
artist Song Yuan, through her chemical methodology, intuitively completes this puzzle of the
impossible. By enacting a sensory mismatch between the visual and olfactory dimensions of fruit,
the work challenges and negates the primacy of the visual subject.

This series of mixed-media works continues the artist's established project of constructing an
olfactory cognition across media. Her creation is not merely the addition of scent to visual art.
Rather, it seeks to establish a counter-intuitive operation that engages the nose as one of the
primary participating senses. Through the integration of sculptural and painterly techniques, it
presents information about the "mismatched" object to which the scent refers, challenging
established logical modes of cognition and engaging in a sensory debate with the ocularcentrism
of Western academia.

Another challenge posed by this series concerns our very mode of apprehending objects. When
one, guided by visual precedence, sees and identifies the shape of a cherry, is the durian's scent
consequently relegated to a secondary position? Is this a durian-flavored cherry, or a cherry in
the form of a durian? The essence of this evenly matched sensory confrontation directly
implicates the sensory hierarchy embedded in our cognition. The philosopher Immanuel Kant



established a strict hierarchy, distinguishing between the higher senses of sight and hearing and
the lower senses of smell, taste, and touch. Smell was considered a purely sensuous satisfaction,
incapable of rising to the level of universal aesthetic judgment. Kant argued that smell cannot
provide reliable knowledge of an object, only a subjective physical reaction, and cannot
constitute an objective judgment of the object itself. Yet, here and now, within the artwork,
where visual and olfactory elements hold equally dominant positions, we are compelled to re-
examine whether this sensory hierarchy must be abolished or transformed. When potent
olfactory cognition stands in direct opposition to the visual, when established rules are once
more challenged by artistic practice, are we not inevitably plunged into disorientation?

Placing this series within the context of Sino-Western exchange, the theories of Chinese
philosopher Gong Huanan open another avenue of understanding. The conscious evolution of
Chinese thought and ideas follows a trajectory distinct from the West: from "knowing form" , to
"knowing sound" , and then to "knowing taste/ flavor" . Our cognition of fruit is achieved
through eating, chewing, swallowing, allowing it to penetrate our bodies and become one with us.
In appreciating this artwork, where the sense of taste is not activated, it is scent that merges with
the body. From this perspective, while the Western framework is dominated by vision, the sense
of smell may hold greater significance within Chinese culture. The Sensory Mismatched Fruits
series is, without doubt, a novel fusion of senses, cognition, and culture. And we who stand
within it are invited to fully embrace this disorientation.
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Sensory Displaced Plants No.3



Sensory Displaced Plants No. 3 (2026) exhibits a subtle yet significant shift in design compared
to its predecessor. The sensory displacement it engineers is more intricate. The artist imbues the
plant's flowers with the scent of its leaves, and the leaves with the scent of its blooms, thereby
continuing to challenge the exclusivity and coerciveness of the visual medium in contemporary
art. In terms of visual materials and techniques, the artist innovatively integrates traditional
cloisonné wire inlay into the shaping process of composite paraffin materials. Concurrently, in
the olfactory dimension, she meticulously recreates the rich and verdant aromas of the actual
plant's foliage and blossoms. This is a work that demands close-range olfaction. Its conceptual
subtlety can only be experienced if the viewer relinquishes their sole reliance on visual
appreciation. The work's formal presentation as a painting creates a perceptual paradox between
vision and smell. The pictorial logic tempts the viewer to grasp the whole from a distance
through sight, yet one must approach closely to smell and uncover the sense of displacement.
The irreconcilable contradiction between viewing from afar and smelling up close compels the
viewer to move back and forth before the work. This subverts traditional aesthetic habits and
simultaneously calls for the cultivation of an alternative, multi-sensory mode of perception.
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Disorderliness — 02

In Disorderliness — 02, the artist constructs an image that ostensibly adheres to visual logic, with
color, form, and composition unfolding in harmonious order across the two-dimensional plane.



Yet, from within this order, the scent of a particular form quietly defects. This is not a mere
layering of senses, but a meticulously orchestrated perceptual coup. As the viewer, following
visual logic, approaches the work, the anticipated aesthetic pathway is abruptly interrupted.
Olfaction intervenes with an almost violent intensity, shattering the visual monologue.

This very "disorderliness" reveals the transsensorial capacity of smell. It no longer consents to a
position of assistance or ornamentation but engages with vision in dialogue and confrontation on
equal footing. The rupture of pictorial regularity by scent signifies the destabilization of the
sensory hierarchy. When the viewer becomes aware that they can "see" with their nose and
"smell" with their eyes, the hegemony of vision begins its true dissolution. And within these
fissures, a new sensory order quietly emerges.
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The Pipes of Earth

The Pipes of Earth elucidates the concept of "earth's pipes" from the triad of "heaven's pipes,
earth's pipes, and human's pipes" proposed in the Zhuangzi. As Nan Guo Ziqi defines it, "the
pipes of earth are the sounds from all its hollows and orifices," the sounds emitted when wind
passes over the myriad cavities of the earth. Within the artwork, variations in visual depth
correspond to different scents, thereby expressing the notion that "each takes what it itself
chooses."

The pipes of earth represent a state of nature untouched by artifice or human contrivance. The
earth emits sound not through deliberate action, but because its inherent forms encounter the
wind. This is the meaning of "each takes what it itself chooses." All phenomena in the natural
world manifest change and expression as spontaneous outflows of their own intrinsic natures,
without the intervention of an external, wilful deity. This is the embodiment of the Dao.
Operating within this conceptual framework, Song Yuan diminishes her subjective authorial
presence, allowing a multitude of scents to layer themselves naturally. Released from the furrows
and grooves of a three-dimensional canvas, they depict an olfactory abyss of sensory
entanglement. This abyss, simultaneously seen and smelled, appears chaotic yet pulses with a
traceable rhythm. A microcosmic smellscape. As if guided by the Dao itself, it contains within its
infinite chaos an order born of spontaneity.

Neuroscientific research indicates that humans cannot reliably decompose mixtures of more than
three odor components. Consequently, when confronting this work, which comprises countless
superimposed scents, the viewer can only glimpse a fragment of this olfactory earth before
succumbing to disorientation. Yet this disorientation is not a failure, rather, it allows the viewer
to viscerally experience a vastness that transcends individual comprehension. It stands in stark
contrast to the utilitarian sounds of "human's pipes," which are filled with contention born of the
desire to prove and assert. The pipes of earth, however, merely follow their inherent nature,
sounding when the wind encounters them and ceasing when it passes. Devoid of self-interest or
purpose, they manifest nature and infinity. This artwork does not seek to articulate a message,
but rather hopes to offer the viewer an experience of this rare olfactory cosmos.
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Pragmatic Interventions for Kitschists
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Pragmatic Interventions for Kitschists

The Edge of Abjection Series -5

What is abjection? The French philosopher Julia Kristeva understands it as that which is
radically expelled, existing at the very edge where meaning collapses. Feces, menstrual blood,
sweat, these so-called “impurities,” when viewed outside the framework of modern scientific
hygiene, may equally be understood as “matter out of place,” as violations of order. Whatever
leaks from the boundaries and fissures that are meant to separate subject from object constitutes
the impure. By defining and expelling what it is not, the subject delineates the borders of identity
and establishes a coherent self. Such impurity may be material, but it may also be psychic or
moral, as in the doctrine of original sin in the Bible or the violence of killing in war.



As one of its most common receptacles, the toilet sustains an intricate relationship that binds us
inseparably to impurity. It occupies the liminal zone between the sanitized individual and
excremental matter. It is a site where identity and existence become entangled and destabilized.
A space of abjection.

Kristeva has argued that in a world where religion gradually recedes, we can neither ignore the
existence of abjection nor sacrifice ourselves because of it. Art becomes one means of
negotiating with it. Through creation, performance, and writing, human beings pay homage to
this threshold where sensation and corporeality intermingle and boundaries blur. When filth is
transformed into love, it gives rise to a state of plenitude, a living form of “beauty.” Impurity
thus becomes a necessary precondition for jouissance and for the aesthetic.

Human beings continuously emit odors, likewise, these outward excretions, in their mediality,
are akin to feces and urine, and thus constitute another form of abjection. In Pragmatic
Interventions for Kitschists (2025), artist Song Yuan introduces the variable of smell into this
millennia-spanning discourse. The choice of agarwood oil is hardly accidental. As early as the
Han dynasty, agarwood was regarded as a medium of communication between humans and
deities and was used in ritual sacrifice. In the Northern Song dynasty, Ding Wei described it in
The Biography of Heavenly Fragrance as something “esteemed alike by immortals and the
human world.” The agarwood piece Ranjatai, preserved in Japan’s Shosoin Repository and
revered as a national treasure, attests to its cultural stature. In the Arab—Islamic world, its value
has long rivaled that of gold. To this day, agarwood remains one of the most precious and
cherished ingredients in perfumery.

What it carries is not merely an opulent olfactory experience, but a transhistorical sacredness that
endures across ethnicities, nations, and epochs. When agarwood oil is combined with impure
matter, the fundamental distinction between the two lies in their opposing trajectories: the former
effects an inward fusion and sublimation with the body, whereas the latter is expelled outward in
purificatory exclusion. As the eyes lead us to confront abjection directly while the nose returns to
us a gift-like celestial fragrance, boundaries grow ever more indeterminate and identity
increasingly elusive. In this convergence, a different mode of subjective loss is achieved.
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Foodways Paintings (Series), 2022-2025

The Canadian geographer J. Douglas Porteous introduced in 1985 the concept of the smellscape,
a notion that has proven influential across multiple disciplines. He argued that just as we inhabit
an environment structured by sound, one possessing both spatial and temporal dimensions. We
likewise exist within an environment composed of odors. A smellscape is the composite whole
formed by the complex interweaving of various smells within a specific place, time, and cultural
context.



The interdisciplinary practice of the artist Brian Goeltzenleuchter offers another application of
multi-media integration. Rather than relying on stark or confrontational sensory contrasts, his
work adopts a mode of gentle, intimate, and harmonious fusion. His series Foodways Paintings
combines the softness of watercolor, the fragrance of cuisine, and the interrelated dimensions of
culture, history, space, and time into a form of sensory ethnography. Instead of producing an
antagonistic sensory experience, the works function as a harmonious, impressionistic
cartography of smell.

Each painting in the series begins from a bird’s-eye cartographic perspective of the Linda Vista
neighborhood in San Diego. The focal point marked on each map is a dish that the artist learned
to cook. Surrounding these focal points are annotations of representative ingredients, excerpts
from interviews between the artist and the cooks, and fragments of field notes recorded on site.
The recipes themselves originate from four immigrant family chefs. Through this project,
Goeltzenleuchter explores how knowledge is transmitted through food and illuminates the ways
immigrant cultures maintain culinary traditions within new environments.

Food and smell serve as crucial bonds in intercultural exchange among different ethnic
communities. Yet in early immigrant neighborhoods in the United States, this sensory medium
often carried heavy social divisions. The cooking odors associated with minority groups were
frequently labeled by mainstream society as negative or “polluting.” The scholar Hsuan L. Hsu
has pointed out that in contemporary urban spaces, Asian communities are often linked with
notions of a “toxic atmosphere,” as exemplified by the smell of Chinese cooking in New York
City’s Chinatown including aromas such as five-spice powder, smoked fish, and garlic.
Differences in cultural preference and culinary tradition are thus marked as “stink” within
dominant olfactory maps. This conflation of cultural otherness with environmental toxicity
constructs minority populations as biochemical threats to the bodily and psychological integrity
of white subjects, thereby rationalizing the exclusion of immigrant communities.

Olfactory memory constitutes a direct and enduring sensory impression. As a result, culinary
techniques, dietary traditions, and the aroma of prepared dishes transcend the materiality of food
itself, becoming symbols that carry the meaning of “home.” For diasporic communities, smell
functions as a form of spiritual inheritance through which a sense of safety and belonging can be
sustained in foreign lands. Goeltzenleuchter narrates precisely such processes of cultural
transmission through artistic form. The sweet pungency of onions, the spiciness of seasonings,
and the smoke released through the fusion of fat and oil converge upon a map that is
simultaneously visible, imaginable, and sensorially evocative.

Watercolor here ceases to be small-scale and private; instead, it becomes monumental and
authoritative like a map. By inscribing smell as a secondary safeguard for memory, the work
records cultural fusion and transmission. It constitutes a gentle yet resolute sensory protest
against social division, functioning as a form of olfactory navigation that transcends space, time,
and ethnicity.
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Within Chinese sensory thought, the concept of taste derived from gustatory perception—is
inseparable from smell and forms a crucial component of cultural cognition. The scholar Gong
Huanan, reflecting on its historical development, writes: “All things possess their own nature,
their own spatiotemporal conditions, and their own taste.” To understand the world through taste,
through this sensory medium that encompasses the full qualities of material existence, is likewise
a form of cognitive navigation through which different cultures may be apprehended. The
openness and inclusivity of Goeltzenleuchter’s work render it an especially fitting bridge for
scholarly exchange between China and the United States in the pioneering field of olfactory
intermedia art.
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A Sensory Score for Odophonics (2022)

Whether smell itself can function as an autonomous artistic medium remains one of the central
and most contested questions within the field of olfactory art. Critics frequently argue that the
perception of odor is excessively vague, subjective, and ephemeral. Unlike visual art or literature,
they claim, smell lacks formal structure and semantic depth, and is therefore incapable of
carrying complex ideas or narratives. Can olfactory art possess a structure that can be analyzed,
remembered, and revisited, much like a novel or a symphony? The answer is affirmative. The
philosopher Larry Shiner has systematically argued for the feasibility of olfactory objects
possessing structures analogous to those of music. He notes that high-quality perfumes and
olfactory artworks already contain an intrinsic temporal architecture: the striking opening of the
top notes, the full development of the heart notes, and the lingering resonance of the base notes.

This sequential unfolding over time, where elements complement one another and ultimately
merge into a unified whole, bears a profound analogy to the formation and progression of chords
in music. The aesthetic value of such structure can therefore reside within the smell itself,
evaluated through the ways different accords interact and evolve temporally, without relying on
associative references to external objects. This argument provides a theoretical foundation for
conceiving smell as an independent, self-referential artistic medium.

The artist Brian Goeltzenleuchter’s long-term project Odophonics exemplifies how this
theoretical possibility can be fully realized in artistic practice. The project traces its inspiration
directly to the nineteenth-century French chemist and perfumer Septimus Piesse. Piesse
introduced an entire musical vocabulary for describing and constructing smell. Individual
olfactory molecules were termed “notes,” combinations of several scents were described as
“chords,” and their relationships were further analyzed in terms of harmony and order. This
terminology proved remarkably influential and remains a foundational language within the
modern perfume industry for describing, designing, and understanding fragrance structures.

In 1858, Piesse also devised a chart, an Odophone, that that aligned various aromatic materials
with specific pitches in Western musical notation. Just as a composer arranges notes to produce a
melody, a perfumer could theoretically compose an olfactory harmony by selecting and
arranging scent “notes” according to this correspondence, creating compositions that might be
“performed” and “heard” through smell.

Goeltzenleuchter’s work constitutes both a tribute to and a continuation of this multisensory
artistic lineage spanning more than a century. Recognizing the performative potential embedded
in Piesse’s system Odophone, he translates it into the context of contemporary art. In his work
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Odophonics that took place in 2015, 2016, and 2023, smell is no longer confined to static
installations or liquids contained within bottles. Instead, it is situated within a dynamic, time-
based live performance synchronized with music. The work presented as a simultaneous
performance of musical sound and olfactory release. Hearing and smell thus enter a state of
temporal synchronization and resonance. The audience experiences a symphonic composition
written jointly in sound and scent. Through this performative experiment, the work demonstrates
not only that smell can possess structure, but also that it can engage in precise dialogue with
another highly structured art form—music.

A Sensory Score for Odophonics is a conceptual archival attempt to transcribe those live
multisensory performances into physical forms. It is a sensory map that records the Odophonics
show. It does not hastily seek to declare smell a fully autonomous artistic medium endowed with
unlimited expressive potential. Rather, it patiently reveals the experiential interconnectedness of
the senses. When the otherwise chaotic realm of smell is endowed with the order of a musical
score, harmonious combinations allow viewers to move beyond the Kantian conception of
olfaction as purely subjective sensation associated merely with “pleasant” or “unpleasant” odors.
Instead, smell becomes analyzable as a more complex and technical temporal performance.
Within the apparent disorder of sensory perception, a gradual emergence of order becomes
perceptible; within the act of performance, the medium itself finds a form of sublimation. In this
sense, such multisensory exploration constitutes yet another form of navigation in human

cognition.
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