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The enigma of arrival 
Michael Smither 
 
The following text is taken from the book “One Song, Three Composers”, 2012. 
 
 
As a boy I was exposed to the idea of miracles and drama every Sunday. 
 
As a young man I saw Walt Disney’s “Fantasia”. 
 
As a composer and a painter preferring the freedom of the Renaissance to the Age of 
Specialisation I was born into, I found myself making paintings I wanted performed and 
performances I wanted painted. 
 
I needed codes that could solve this dilemma. 
 
Inspired by the visual aspect of pianola (piano) rolls I made graphic scores giving voices or 
instruments different colours. 
 
Later I became aware of similarities between the spectrum of colour and octave of sound. 
Uniting these two phenomena I chose red, the lower end of the spectrum as ‘A’, the note 
orchestras tune to. Mozart regarded ‘C#’ as the brightest key and Beethoven ‘G’ as the 
darkest. In my opinion this lent some weight to my theory. 
 
During the exhibiting of a series of paintings called “The Polyphonic Chords” that first 
employed the colour spectrum on glissending shapes based on whale and dolphin songs, I 
encountered people who were synesthetic (synesthetes). I observed variable responses that in 
hindsight I recognised as individuals’ harmonic reactions rather than the hoped for proof of 
my simplistic theory. This redirected me to explore the nature of the harmonics of a musical 
note, in relation to a colour in the spectrum, however in doing so I lost colour as a simple 
code for instrument or voice as it was obvious that every note included several accompanying 
harmonics. I designed a screen-print “The Harmonic Chart” which demonstrated the 
harmonics associated with each note in the basic octave. 
 
Now I understood how colours sang to each other across the composition of a painting, 
seeking out harmonic sequences through the process of eye scans. I began to consider the 
final adjustments and alternations of a painting as the same process as tuning a musical 
instrument. Sequences of colour cut from “The Harmonic Chart”, reassembled as collage, 
developed into scan cards where these colour combinations encourage the eye to move over 
them in a variety of ways, and become and aid to musical improvisation. 
 
More recently I have made these dimensional painted assemblages that employ harmonic 
sequences based on arrangements of each colour in the octave layered between its first three 
harmonics. An interesting spiral begins to emerge demonstrating the incredible complexity 
and unity of harmonic structure. 
 
My work in allying the sense of sight and sound has led me to some disquieting thoughts 
regarding the nature of our existence. We are made of universal energy. We invent codes to 
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express our emotional life. Our world exists because we say so. Unfortunately the needs of 
science to measure and formulate have resulted in the drastic isolation of our senses, one from 
the other. Synesthesia, the brain’s ability to recognise relationships between the senses, has 
long been considered an aberration by medical science. However it is possible that the 
synesthetic experiences that rise up through the chaos and psychosis caused by the isolation 
of our senses could be a fragile link with the brain’s universal simplicity. 
 
It is encouraging that in the recent history of our desire to reconnect at least the senses of 
sight and sound, many different positions have been chosen on the continuum of universal 
energy. This connects well with Shannon Novak’s work “One Song, Three Composers” that 
allows for differences of opinion being part of a larger creative force. 
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