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Sensory Disorientation and Olfactory Navigation stages an intriguing conversation between
two artists from different generations and smell cultures. Chinese artist Song Yuan
creates paintings and sculptures that confront visitors with visual/olfactory
contradictions. American artist Brian Goeltzenleuchter utilizes installation and
performance to hybridize smell with gustatory and sonic elements. Different as they
may be, both artists engineer multisensory conundrums that challenge the priority of
the visual and investigate unusual sensory combinations. These dynamic works
reconfigure the sensory hierarchy by bringing forward a more complexified notion of
aesthetics: dysaesthesia for Song, with an interest in "mismatching" or discordance
between the senses; and synaesthesia for Goeltzenleuchter, whose approach operates on
concordance, or the complementary integration of the senses. In either case, audiences
are compelled to participate by leaning in, sniffing, touching, listening, and otherwise

experiencing the art through a fully embodied manner.
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Artists engaging with the sense of smell can be traced back to Leonardo da Vinci's
fascination with perfume-making in the Renaissance and the incense game of kodo ("the
way of fragrance") in sixteenth-century Japan. The contemporary notion of an "art of
smells" arose in the nineteenth century with Symbolist artists and writers seeking
correspondences between odor, colors and sounds. In the first half of the twentieth
century, avant-garde movements such as Futurism, Dada and Surrealism employed
scent as a technique to shock bourgeois sensibilities and critique the narrowness of
modernist formalism. After the war, artists involved with Happenings, Fluxus, Arte

Povera, and post-Minimalism frequently featured smells in their activities involving

performance, installation and expanded notions of sculpture.
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Even with this long history, the notion of a specific "olfactory art" did not quite appear
until the late 1980s and early 1990s. Up until this time, smells in art tended to appear
intermittently in an artist's oeuvre, or as an indirect consequence of other practices, such
as using organic materials. For the generation of artists emerging in the era of
postmodernism, however, a confluence of trends coalesced into what could be called
the "olfactory turn" in art. Postmodernism brought forward a trenchant critique of
modernism's ocularcentrism, which then validated the meaningfulness of the non-
visual senses and led to the rise of the academic field of sensory studies. These years
also witnessed the artworld including a greater presence of women, artists of color and
those from non-Western locales and traditions, which fostered a more pluralistic range
of sensory aesthetics. Institutional critique questioned power structures and
interrogated conventional epistemologies, and works in this vein often used the senses

to cultivate experiential encounters and embodied forms of knowledge.
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These and other factors helped to prepare the conditions for a burgeoning number of
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distinctly olfactory artworks—ones in which smell was consciously and deliberately
present, rather than being incidental to the material constituting the work—but number
is only one indicator. Artists started to specialize in scent-based works. Rather than
completing just a few olfactory artworks, they created entire series that investigated

scent from different angles over the course of many years. These artists also studied



scent by training in perfumery and aromatherapy, as well as becoming conversant with
the burgeoning literature on smell in disciplines such as anthropology, sociology and
psychology. It could be argued that artists at this time started to function also as
practice-based researchers who inquired into the phenomenon of scent and performed
artistically-inclined experiments into the way smells are received, understood and
utilized. The success of this generation of artists and the following ones is evident in the
widespread popularity of olfactory art today. Numerous exhibitions focus on smell
around the world every year, institutes hold workshops and training in olfactory art,
commercial galleries sell olfactory art, and museums show and collect olfactory art --

proving that the genre is now a truly global field of practice.
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One of the outcomes of an olfactory art exhibition such as Sensory Disorientation and
Olfactory Navigation is the understanding that all art is fundamentally intersensory, and,
by extension, so too are identity, knowledge and culture. Even when art foregrounds
the visual, as in the traditional medium of painting, the other senses play a role by
virtue of one's physical bearing as well as the display site's atmosphere, architecture
and ambiance. Olfactory art privileges the sense of smell, certainly, but the experience
involves a tension with the totality of the sensory spectrum and environment. Olfactory

artworks and exhibitions set up a heightened encounter with smell that forces a re-

evaluation of the non-visual senses and recalibrates their usefulness and significance.



By unsettling conventional aesthetics, olfactory artworks prompt viewers to more
broadly question how an expanded sensorium might influence new ways experiencing
and knowing, an increased acceptance for diverse cultures and subjectivities, and a
reimagining of practices in both culture and politics. The works by Song and
Goeltzenleuchter may at first seem playful, intriguing or awkward, but the emphasis on
the olfactory implicates a profound shift by testing and implementing alternative ways

of perceiving, which can lead to new methods of thinking, being and relating.
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Jim Drobnick Ciitic, Curator and Professor of Contemporary Art and Theory at

OCAD University. One of the important pioneering scholars in sensory research
* | and olfactory art criticism in North America.



