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Leaf kicking time of year 
again, eh?!  

I rather look forward to 
Autumn because for me the 
colour of the word ýts so very 
well - my óaô is red and my óuô , 
ótô and ómô s are varying shades 
of yellow and orange.

I wonder if anyone else 
out there feels the same 
about seasons?  Do their 
colours ómatchô their overall 
appearance?

I  hope that everyone had a 
balmy summer.  Iôm teaching at 
an English Language  School, 
so didnôt see very much of it, 
but have found that quite a 
few of my students (from ALL 
over the world) have coloured 
letters and days of the week.

Next month Iôm giving a 
lecture on synaesthesia 
to 300 of our students, 
so Iôm looking forward to 
ýnding a few more surprise   
ó v e r y - n e a r l y - b i l i n g u a l ô 
synaesthetes out there!

Please note that our email 
address has changed. It is now 
uksynaesthesia@hotmail.
com.

I hope you all have a wondeful 
autumn, and wish you every 
joy during the festive season 
(see back page for some 
fantastic Christmas cards 
available from artist Jane 
Mackay).

See you in the New Year!

Athene
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2005Animating Synaesthesia 
and Sound 
                               Sam Moore

As a novice to the world of synaesthesia I went to the UK Synaesthesia 
Association annual meeting in April with a sense of fear. Would I 
understand what they were talking about? Would they spot me as a 

fraud (Iôm not a synaesthete or a scientist)? Would they guess that I failed O-level 
biology? Iôm an animator, and usually conferences that I go to deal with such tricky 
issues as whether or not Bugs Bunny was a cross dresser. Luckily for me the whole 
event was far more down to earth and accessible than I had feared. The speakers were 
incredibly varied in their approaches, yet despite the complexity of the work they had 
done, most managed to communicate it in a way that made sense to even the most 
scientiýcally challenged (i.e. me). 

What impressed me the most was the way in which people with synaesthesia and 
scientists studying it interacted so seamlessly. There was a mutual respect and 
understanding, plus a healthy level of debate, which seemed unusual and perhaps 
unique between the óstudiersô and the óstudiedô. I loved the response to a discussion 
about colour synaesthesia; the audience broke out in a dissatisýed hum the minute a 
large cerise ó2ô was put on the screen, and soon synaesthetic people in the audience 
began to shout out a] alternatives to this colour choice and b] a running critique of 
the colour palette modern computers offer. Maybe it wasnôt so very dissimilar to an 
animation conference after all...

My interest in synaesthesia stems from a project I am 
working on, about synaesthesia and sound, funded by the 
Wellcome Trustôs ósciartô programme, which fuses science 
and art. I am involved in developing an animated ýlm based 
on synaesthetic reponses to music. Over the next couple of 
months, working with Dr Jamie Ward at UCL and the New 

London Orchestra, I hope to interview synaesthetic people and get detailed descriptions 
of their visual responses to musical notes. These descriptions will be translated into 
animated sequences, which will then be used as the basis 
for further study into synaesthesia. I hope that the material 
I collect will also be used as the basis for a short animated 
ýlm on the subject. Iôm very interested in using animation as 
a vehicle for documentary ýlm-making ï in the past I have 
made short ýlms about subjects as diverse as competitive 
sweet pea growing, and the experience of having a multiple 
pregnancy and birth! 

From its earliest days at the beginning of cinema animation has consisted of tangential 
and unusual combinations of image and sound. Animators like Oskar Fischinger 
combined beautiful abstract colour and movement with classical music (see the image 
from óAlegrettoô, 1936-43).  This inspired ýlms such as Disneyôs Fantasia (1940). 
Synaesthesia, for the audio-visual synaesthete, also blends colour and sound in a 
unique and potentially inspiring way. By using animation to express this fascinating 
condition I hope to bring a better understanding of it to those of us whose brains only 
work in ómonoô! 

If you think that you may be interested in taking part in the 
study of audio-visual synaesthesia, please contact Sam at  
S.Moore@wlv.ac.uk, or telephone her on 01743 244024. 



Proýle and 
interview with 
Denise Leigh 

Winning Operatunity (along with 
fellow soprano Jane Gilchrist) 
has made Denise Leigh a 
household name and brought 

many exciting opportunities with it. 

Denise was born with a condition resulting in blindness 
and grew up in the small Staffordshire village of Audley.  
Her mother, Maureen, was also blind. 

From her earliest childhood Denise has loved music, 
but her career as a soprano didnôt begin until the age of 
sixteen, when she appeared as the narrator in a school 
production of Joseph and the Technicolour Dreamcoat.  It 
was there that she was talent spotted, awarded a three 
year sponsorship for musical tuition from Lord Sainsburyôs 
Gatsby Trust and her amazing journey really began.

She was awarded a place at the Royal Northern College 
of Music to study for a degree in Opera.  In 1993, Denise 
ýnally became an Associate of the Royal College of 
Music.  

In 2001, a friend suggested that she apply for the 
English National Opera / Channel 4 reality TV programme 
Operatunity, which was searching for a new young opera 
star.  ñI didnôt want to enter the competitionò, I thought 
it would be very elitist, I thought I was too old and that 
I had the wrong background, but he nagged and nagged 
at me ï and thanks goodness he did.ò  

She has performed at venues such as the Royal Albert 
Hall, and Kensington Palace (for members of the royal 
family, including the Queen) with orchestras such as 
the Royal London Philharmonic  and she has taken part 
in events as diverse as BBC Proms In The Park, Songs 
of Praise, Friday Night Is Music Night and has recently 
reunited with the English National Opera in a special 
oratorio For The Public Good, in a role written speciýcally 
for her.

Most recently, Denise is delighted to have sung at the 
unveiling of Marc Quinnôs statue óAlison Lapper Pregnantô 
at Londonôs Trafalgar Square on 15th September in 
the presence of the artist, the model and Mayor Ken 
Livingstone.

To date, Denise has released two 
albums.  The ýrst, Operatunity: The 
Winners, was a best seller in Britain 
and Northern Europe, remaining at 
number one in the Core Classical 
chart for ýve months.  It was 
nominated for a BRIT award in 
2004.

Her second and current album, Pie 
Jesu, is her debut solo venture.  
Released by EMI Classics in 
September 2004, it features 
numbers as diverse as Gershwinôs 
Summertime and Rutterôs Pie Jesu.

UKSA talks to Denise Leigh about her 
personal experiences of music and 
synaesthesia

What types of synaesthesia do you have?  (e.g. 
coloured letters, numbers, music, days of the 
week; seeing numbers or time in space; tasting, 
smelling, touching synaesthetically?

My synaesthesia is colours and textures.  Everything 
has a colour and texture,  eg. Wednesday is Lime Green 
and squashy.   E þat is Electric Blue and smooth.

When did you ýrst realise that not everyone has 
synaesthesia and that you were unusual?

I was quite young.  It was when I tried to explain it to 
my mum, telling her that the word May is brown, but 
the month of May is yellow.  She seemed interested, 
but didnôt seem to understand what I meant.  This is 
strange as she herself has a form of synaesthesia as far 
as I can tell, where names have shapes.

Do you think your synaesthesia helps you 
musically in any way?

Certainly it helps.  I memorise everything from a very 
early stage, and synaesthesia helps me to memorise 
key changes and positions of the notes on the staves, 
as I have a clear shape of the music in the air in front 
of my mindôs eye as I sing.  Also, as Iôve said, all keys 
have a colour, and a have very good relative pitch, 
[some say perfect pitch but I donôt think so,] and Iôm 
not thrown by complicated chord sequences.  Although 
it can be difýcult if Iôm singing against a piano which is 
out of tune.  If I think Iôm singing in F, which is beige, 
and the piano is a semi tone þat, making it E major, 
which is sky blue, thereôs a real conþict.

When I was in the studio recording Pie Jesu last 
year, the conductor [Leo Siberski] knew that I had 
synaesthesia, and would ask me to get effects from the 
coloratura by imagining it was a stone rolling down a 
hill, or that he wanted a blue colour bringing in.  This 
really helped.
 
At what age did you become blind and do you 
think you had synaesthesia before?  Do you think 
your synaesthesia compensates for a lack of 
vision in any way?

I was born blind, so Iôve always lived with synaesthesia 
alongside my blindness.  Although I had a lot more 
vision when I was a little girl. I donôt know about it 
being compensation in any way, but it does help me 
with a strong sense of colour. Funnily enough, I know 
another blind person, who has very similar synaesthesia 
to me.  Colours and textures.  We argue over the colour 
of Thursday, and the texture of Mozart all the time!




