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 Chapter 1    
Smellscape, An Ekphrasis

The term “smellscape” was first coined by geographer John Douglas 
Porteous in 1985. He used the term to suggest that places can be 
characterized by particular combinations of smells.1 In 2014, urban 
planning researcher Victoria Henshaw expanded the meaning of 
the term, using it to describe the overall olfactory environment, 
incorporating human memory and experience. According to 
current research definitions and descriptions, “smellscape” involves 
significant factors like places, environment, human experience, and 
participation.2

In my research, “smellscape” includes descriptions of both the ob-
jective and subjective aspects, capturing the intersection of these di-
mensions. The next chapter will provide further information on this 
topic. However, before discussing this issue, we must first address the 
question of how smells can be recorded and described. The statement 
“everyone smells scents differently, and scents are difficult to de-
scribe” is insufficient. As mentioned in the Introduction, our limited 

1 J. Douglas Porteous, “Smellscape,” Progress in Physical Geography: Earth and Envi-
ronment 9, no. 3 (September 1985): 356–378.

2 Xiao, Jieling, Francesco Aletta, Antonella Radicchi, Kate McLean, Larry E. 
Shiner, and Caro Verbeek. “Recent Advances in Smellscape Research for the 
Built Environment.” Frontiers in Psychology 12 (2021), accessed May 4, 2024,  
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.700514.

https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1514
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vocabulary for describing smells originates from a longstanding lack 
of understanding that could make smelling more precise. This chap-
ter will begin by describing smells, the first step in translating senso-
ry input into cognition. It will explore how different cultures record 
olfactory experiences, how the natural information and social values 
carried by the specific medium of smell are translated, and how a 
“scape” is reconstructed for participants in contemporary contexts.

﻿

 1.1  Documenting Smells: Scientific Categorization and 
Artistic Archives

Environmental scientists have developed specific methods for char-
acterizing smells. First, the concentration of a smell can be measured 
using Olfactometry, physical methods, gas chromatography, and 
chemosensory analysis methods, calculated in European odor units 
(OU/m3).3 Second, the smell intensity can be modeled according to 
the Weber-Fechner law.4 The intensity calculated by this law essen-
tially rates whether the smell is strong or weak based on the formula’s 
value.

Environmental scientist John D. Spengler presented a scien-
tific classification of smells. This categorizes seven primary scents 

3	 A.P. (Ton) van Harreveld, Paul Heeres, and Hendrik Harssema, “A Review of 
20 Years of Standardization of Odor Concentration Measurement by Dynamic 
Olfactometry in Europe,” Journal of the Air & Waste Management Association 49, 
no. 6 (June 1, 1999): 705–15.

4 I = a×log(c) + b, where I is the perceived mental intensity at the dilution step of the 
butanol scale, a is the Weber-Fechner coefficient, c is the chemical concentration, 
and b is the intercept constant (defined as 0.5). See John Jiang, Patrick Coffey, and 
Brendan Toohey, “Improvement of Odor Intensity Measurement Using Dynamic 
Olfactometry,” Journal of the Air & Waste Management Association 56, no. 5 (May 
1, 2006): 675–83.
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responsible for most smells worldwide: putrid (e.g., rotten eggs); pun-
gent (e.g., vinegar); camphoraceous (e.g., mothballs); pepperminty 
(e.g., mint gum); ethereal (e.g., dry cleaning fluid); floral (e.g., roses); 
and musky (e.g., perfumes and aftershave).5 

Of these seven smells, the first two are perhaps considered un-
pleasant, and the last three are often deemed pleasant (though this 
classification may vary between individuals). Camphoraceous and 
pepperminty scents lie between these categories, as opinions on 
them can differ. Environmental scientists can also use the pleasant/
unpleasant distinction to measure the impact of subjective elements, 
i.e., hedonic characteristics, on smell perception.

However, this categorical approach to odor description has en-
countered some skepticism. The neuroinformatician Benjamin Auf-
farth rejected this qualitative classification method. He argued that 
olfaction is a perceptual phenomenon generated by neural computa-
tion, and therefore information processing plays a vital role in un-
derstanding it. Olfactory physiology, psychophysical, computational, 
and psychological studies should jointly construct a model of olfacto-
ry perception.6  Auffarth’s view does not conflict with the predictive 
coding of cognition discussed in the Introduction. He fundamentally 
concretizes the process of prediction-modeling in cognitive mecha-
nisms at a scientific level.

In the future, science and computation may assist in construct-
ing models of olfactory perception, allowing scientists to document 
smells with precise numbers and codes, just as we do with colors. 
Despite this, describing smells, and especially the smellscape, inte-
grates objectivity and subjectivity. Language is necessary to describe 
the senses, even though, smells are currently challenging to translit-
erate precisely through linguistic classifications.

5 See John D. Spengler, Jonathan M. Samet, and John F. McCarthy, Indoor Air 
Quality Handbook (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2001), 21.3.

6 Benjamin Auffarth, “Understanding Smell—The Olfactory Stimulus Problem,” 
Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews 37, no. 8 (September 1, 2013): 1667–1679. 
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The smell-focused artist Sissel Tolaas has established a laboratory 
in Berlin housing a smell archive to collect and analyze smells from all 
over the world. The archive contains 6,763 different smells emitted by 
specific objects.7 These collected objects are hermetically preserved 
in the same aluminum boxes. Advanced technological methods now 
enable the comprehensive collection, preservation, and exhibition of 
smells. Tolaas uses specialized machinery to collect the smells of ev-
eryday life, with two technical devices removing oxygen to preserve 
the pure smells. Micro-encapsulation techniques allow smells to be 
transported and exhibited, activating them through touch.

How to document the smells in the archive? Tolaas realized that 
even though people can detect up to 15,000 different smells, our vo-
cabulary to describe them is very limited. To document this smell 
archive objectively, each box has a label with information about the 
smell’s source, collection method, time, object, and reason for inclu-
sion. Each box is also assigned a unique number corresponding to the 
associated stories stored in her computer database.  

In the process, Tolaas created an olfactory vocabulary, the 
NASALO dictionary, to describe the collected smells. The dictionary 
currently contains approximately 4,200 vocabulary entries. For 
example, some entries refer to specific objects, such as TCKOO 
for take-away food smells. Others refer to the smell of a specific 
environment or situation, such as SKUNKA for a metallic smell 
reminiscent of mouse, fish, snake, coins, and humid earth. Though 
different sources, they evoke similar olfactory sensations for Tolaas. 
There is also a group of words that suggest a form of linguistic 
ekphrasis, such as FRE, which means “wet and rainy streets after a 
sunny day;” CIKIN, which means “smells from perfume and soaps 
that smell ok but are somehow displaced.”8 

7 Sissel Tolaas, “An Alphabet for the Nose,” Journal for Artistic Research (2011), ac-
cessed May 4, 2024, https://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/7344/7350/398.5/0. 

8 Tolaas, “An Alphabet for the Nose.” 
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All the words, to be specific, are created by the artist herself. 
While she attempts to create seemingly meaningless, completely con-
text-free and fantasy-free words, the description, classification, and 
meaning of these smells dictate that they cannot be generated without 
context. Tolaas documented the information in the smell archive in a 
relatively objective way, then combined it with her own vocabulary to 
symbolize, decontextualize, and personalize the smells. By integrat-
ing subjectivity and objectivity, she transforms her smell archive into 
a display of smellscape.

However, Tolaas’s display of smellscape is more than a simple ex-
hibition and collection of smells, in the same way that an archive or 
an 18th–19th century French salon exhibition displays paintings. Nor 
is it a Warburgian atlas either. These smellscapes do not exist in a 
rigid manner. Temporality, materiality, and spatiality are simultane-
ously present. They do not require the visitors to explore potential 
connections between them, but rather to summon their individual 
statement, content, and significance through the interaction of the 
“participants” with them. Tolaas creates an “archive fever” in her lab-
oratory, just as Jacques Derrida emphasizes the relationship between 
temporality and the practice of mediating archives and metaphors: 
archives not only tell us how to deal with the past, but also cast ques-
tions into the future—how we resolve and articulate the unanswered 
questions of the known and the unknown.9 According to Tolaas’s 
practices, her smell archive is both a symptom and a method of re-
search. It is also a statement of autonomy.

9 Jacques Derrida and Eric Prenowitz, “Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression,” Di-
acritics 25, no. 2 (1995): 27.
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 1.2  Depictions of Olfactory Experiences in Chinese 
Characters

In the earliest contexts, ekphrasis was considered a way of speak-
ing that could bring non-existent things to the listener’s attention 
through vivid, precise, and detailed verbal descriptions (enargeia), 
and evoking emotions. Over a long historical period, various schol-
ars have discussed the relationship between artworks and verbal 
descriptions, images and words, poems, and paintings, which have 
enriched the meaning of ekphrasis.10 In a broad sense, ekphrasis re-
fers to the verbal description of anything. More narrowly, it relates 
closely to describing artworks or visual art. In the 21st century, dis-
cussions of ekphrasis have expanded beyond language and painting. 
Language is no longer the only medium through which ekphrasis can 
be produced, and the objects it addresses are no longer limited to the 
visual sphere. The plurality offers a way to describe the subjective 
dimension of olfaction.

The smellscape itself is an ekphrasis, or more precisely, offers a 
multidimensional ekphrastic form. Describing smells and construct-
ing smellscape align with various discussions on ekphrasis as it devel-
oped in different periods (such as poetry, sign, likeness, metapicture, 
transmedium). It also deepens the notion’s role and significance 
across diverse media. This section will use the description of smells 
and olfactory experiences in the Chinese language and Chinese char-
acters as a case study to explore this issue.

The most basic level of ekphrasis involves description in poetry. 
In the Chinese context, using poetry to describe smells and olfactory 
experiences is a systematic literary tradition. Appreciating incense in 
ancient China was primarily a social activity among the literati. Poet-
ic and prose forms have therefore been used as a means of recording 

10 See Gabriele Rippl, “Ekphrasis,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Literature,  
June 25, 2019, https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.1057, accessed  
May 4, 2024.
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olfactory experiences, exchanging perceptions, and expressing ap-
preciation for incense burners. A vast array of such poems have been 
preserved in historical literature. Examples of scent ekphrasis by lite-
rati across different eras almost mirroring the Western tradition. As 
an example, Chapter 4 discusses Su Shi and Huang Tingjian’s poems 
on burning wensi xiang. How Chinese poetry described smells is a 
vast topic that some literary scholars have deeply researched, such as 
Stuart Sargent’s “Huang T’ing-Chien’s ‘Incense of Awareness’: Poems 
of Exchange, Poems of Enlightenment.”11 This book will not focus on 
this specific area of research.

For over 1,500 years, handbooks dedicated to Chinese incense 
culture have offered new perspectives on how this ancient art of scent 
was appreciated and acknowledged. These handbooks featured great-
er detail about using and appreciating incense in daily lives, estab-
lishing incense culture as a specialized academic field with bibliog-
raphies, literature reviews, historical texts, and citations of previous 
poems, articles, odes, and literary works. For example, the 17th-cen-
tury incense handbook, Xiang Sheng (The History of Incense), con-
tains sections on incense species, recipes, anecdotes, a catalog of 
burners, and incense seals. It also incorporates guidance on using 
incense utensils, incense tea, and incense medicine.12 Two chapters 
contain 34 poems and 22 essays describing fragrance by contempo-
raneous literati. 

Even though such a handbook does not contain a complete or sys-
tematic literary collection, these chapters exemplify how the equiva-
lent concept of “ekphrasis” formed a component of ancient Chinese 
olfactory perception. Literary description was a structural part of the 

11	 Stuart Sargent, “Huang T’ing-Chien’s ‘Incense of Awareness’: Poems of 
Exchange, Poems of Enlightenment.” Journal of the American Oriental Society, 
vol. 121, no. 1. (Jan.-Mar. 2001): 60–71.

12 Zhou Jiazhou 周嘉胄 (1582–ca.1659). Xiang sheng 香乘 (The History of Incense). 
Reprinted in Siku Quanshu 四庫全書 子部九 譜錄類一 器物之屬, 1778. Chinese 
Text Project, http://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&res=1978925&remap=gb, accessed 
May 4, 2024.
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intellectual framework of the “art of incense,” even if ancient Greek 
ekphrasis was likely unknown at that time. 

Secondly, there is a perspective of the “sign.” In Ekphrasis: The Il-
lusion of the Natural Sign, Murray Krieger discussed the relationship 
between ekphrasis and natural signs. According to Krieger, ekphrasis 
is “word painting,” the verbal counterpart of visual art. It provides us 
with a linguistic icon, “the verbal equivalent of an art object sensed in 
space.”13  The ekphrastic method is inextricable from ekphrasis since 
humans are driven by the desire for natural symbols—“for the im-
mediate presence of the object signified.”14 Although Krieger’s view 
has been questioned by many scholars since its original publication, 
this semiotic account of ekphrasis becomes even more relevant when 
applied to describing the smellscape. In particular, the Chinese lan-
guage and Chinese characters render his perspective more persua-
sive.

Chinese characters can be traced back to ancient oracle bone 
scripts of the 13th century BCE, a system of hieroglyphics or picto-
grams conveying meaning through pictorial resemblance to physical 
objects. Although these characters have evolved over 3,000 years, 
many Chinese characters still maintain significant aspects of their 
original forms and meanings. These characters function simultane-
ously as pictures and signs, serving as both signified and signifier in 
their descriptive capacity.

The Chinese language (characters) has its own way of recording 
and describing smells. The Chinese character xiang 香 is a general 
term for describing incense, spices and other fragrant materials as 
well as the aromas they produce (Figure 1.1). The form of the xiang 
character in the oracle bone script remains remarkably similar to the 
modern character. The earliest form comprises two distinct elements: 

13 Murry Krieger, “Ekphrasis and the Still Movement of Poetry; or Laokoon Revis-
ited,” The Poet as Critic. Ed. Frederick P. W. McDowell (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1967), 9.

14 Krieger, “Ekphrasis and the Still Movement of Poetry; or Laokoon Revisited,” 10.
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Figure 1.1  Chinese characters Xiang and Chou. Illustrated by Qiao Hu.

the upper part depicting “standing grass” and the lower part repre-
senting “sweet” (shown as a smiling mouth).15 This pictographic com-
bination defines “fragrant”: sweet grass and its smell bringing hap-
piness. In early contexts, “sweet grass” primarily referred to crops 
like wheat and rice. Over 3,000 years ago, in ancient agrarian soci-
eties, a full meal was a rare pleasure, and crops produced welcome 
aromas. Subsequently, pleasant smells from other sources became 
associated with this satisfying experience, thus expanding the mean-
ing of fragrant. As people’s olfactory experiences developed and their 
knowledge of plants increased, their appreciation of smells expand-
ed beyond crop fragrances, necessitating additional smell-describing 
characters.

In modern Chinese, the character chou 臭 represents unpleas-
ant smells (Figure 1.1). This character, derived from oracle bone 

15 Xu Shen 許慎 (ca. 58–ca. 147). Shuowen jiezi 說文解字 (Explaining Graphs and 
Analyzing Characters). Vol. 7. Reprinted in Sibu congkan chubian 四部叢刊初編. 
Jing riben yanqishi jingjiatang cang beisong edition景日本岩崎氏靜嘉堂藏北宋刊
本. Chinese Text Project, http://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=77390&page=111, 
accessed May 4, 2024. 
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inscriptions, has preserved its original structural elements. The up-
per part depicts a nose, while the lower part represents a dog—an 
animal renowned for its acute sense of smell. Interestingly, in its ear-
liest usage, chou carried a neutral connotation for smell. Over a long 
period of history, the character was used to describe both pleasant 
and unpleasant smells, although it has now predominantly come to 
signify unpleasant odors. Nevertheless, the concept of a “sensitive 
dog’s nose” persists as an ekphrasis for smells in the Chinese context.

The Kangxi Dictionary16 lists 53 Chinese characters containing 
the radical xiang 香, all describing smells. Apart from pictograms, 
a substantial number of Chinese characters are pictophonetic com-
pounds, consisting of two parts: a semantic radical and a phonetic 
component. Thus, with the radical xiang, these 53 characters repre-
sent pleasant fragrances. About half of them are graphic variants of 
archaic characters, while the remainder describes different concen-
trations and levels of fragrance. Even though some characters share 
the core meaning of fragrance, they have been used in various con-
texts. For example, fei 馡, refers to the lingering scents; ai 馤 suggests 
evening fragrances; xian 馦 was applied to describe grassy smells; 
xin 馨 means pervasive fragrance, sometimes used metaphorically 
to praise one’s fame.17 These characters mirror Chinese imaginations 
and interpretations of the relationship between olfactory experiences 
and the environment, serving as ekphrases for olfactory experiences.

16 The Kangxi Emperor (1654–1722) organized a group of scholars who compiled a 
Chinese dictionary in the early 18th century. The dictionary, consisting of more 
than 47,000 characters, was regarded as the standard dictionary in East Asia. 
Since it contains almost all characters, both commonly used and rare in Chinese 
historical texts, the dictionary is the most complete lexicon of the Chinese lan-
guage. 

17 Zhang Yushu 張玉書 (1642–1711) and Chen Tingjing 陳廷敬 (1638–1712). 
“Xiang bu” 香部. Kangxi zidian 康熙字典 (Kangxi Dictionary) vol. 33. Reprinted in 
Siku Quanshu《四庫全書》經部十 小學類二 字數之屬. 1778. Chinese Text Proj-
ect, http://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&file=57885&page=141&remap=gb, accessed  
May 4, 2024. 



Smellscape, An Ekphrasis

35

Although Chinese characters associated with the sense of smell 
were once widely used in ancient literature, most are no longer com-
monly used in everyday modern life. Apart from those specializing in 
olfaction, the general public has little exposure to these characters. 
For contemporary people, these characters usually retain only vague 
conceptions, with their specific usages and contexts gradually fading 
alongside historical changes.

At the level of natural signs, ekphrasis for smells seems to have 
declined over time as many of these characters have fallen out of use. 
For our current generation, these characters describing olfactory ex-
periences show the aromatic world of agrarian societies. Even though 
that aromatic world is now mysterious, unfamiliar, and somewhat il-
lusory to people today, it inspired the creation of Chinese characters 
and supported the development of sensory culture and literature in 
the past.

In addition to the generic pictorial character xiang, Chinese uses 
other characters to describe olfactory perceptions. These characters 
are based on descriptions of materials—the things that produce the 
smell. This “ekphrastic” association of objects and smells provides a 
kind of likeness or resemblance that exists at both visual and mate-
rial levels.

According to the historical text Lüshi Chunqiu 呂氏春秋 (Lü’s His-
tory), there were five basic smells: shan 膻/羶 (mutton smell), jiao 焦 
(burnt smell), xing 腥 (fishy smell), fu 腐 (rot smell), and the fragrant 
smell of xiang (Figure 1.2).18 

The earliest form of shan comprises images of multiple goats (typ-
ically two, three, or four). The character thus represents the smell of 

18 Lü Buwei 呂不韋 (ca. 292CE–235CE). Lüshi chunqiu 呂氏春秋 (Lv’s 
History). Reprinted in Sibu congkan chubian 四部叢刊初編, Chinese 
Text Project. Accessed May 4, 2024. The descriptions of five primary 
smells and their correspondence with different seasons can be found at:  
https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/san-yue-ji/zhs; https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/
si-yue-ji/zhs; https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/wu-yue-ji/zhs; https://ctext.org/lv-
shi-chun-qiu/liu-yue-ji/zhs; https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/qi-yue-ji/zhs. 

https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/si-yue-ji/zhs
https://ctext.org/lv-shi-chun-qiu/si-yue-ji/zhs
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goat/sheep or mutton. Jiao depicts a bird being roasted over a fire, 
conveying the smell of burning. Xing shows a fish positioned below 
a nose, representing a fishy smell. Fu’s image illustrates meat stored 
inside a house for an extended period, suggesting rotting and its re-
sulting unpleasant odor.

The images of these characters simulate the contexts in which 
smells occur, and these symbols refer to meanings that serve as 
ekphrasis for those images. Images represent nature through natural 
similarities, while words themselves function as images—embodying 
not only visual similarities but, more precisely, situational similarities. 
This relationship challenges traditional discussions on the connection 
between images and words in ekphrasis, such as Ernst Gombrich’s 
view that natural images transcend conventional symbols like 
human language by showing true visual similarity;19 and Jonathan 

19 E. H. Gombrich, “Image and Code: Scope and Limits of Conventionalism in 
Pictorial Representation,” Image and Code. Ed. Wendy Steiner. (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1981), 12.

Figure 1.2  Chinese characters Shan Xing Jiao Fu. Illustrated by Qiao Hu.
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Culler’s contention that semiotics cannot adequately explain natural 
similarities, placing images outside its analytical scope.20

In the Chinese context, language and verbal descriptions consist 
of groups of micro-images—symbols that inherently carry natural 
similarity. However, the mental images evoked by such ekphrasis 
may differ from the original micro-images for modern readers. For 
instance, the term “burnt smell” might now evoke images of a forest 
fire rather than a roasting bird. Ekphrasis here does not establish a 
hierarchical opposition between language and image but rather cre-
ates a recursive relationship reminiscent of infinite regression. From 
images to images, or describing images with images, this process 
generates what could be termed metapictures.

In W.J.T. Mitchell’s discourse on ekphrasis, power relations and 
gender hierarchies are emphasized. Visual works are often perceived 
as feminine and passive, requiring “expression” through male voices. 
The relationship between image and text is framed as one of mascu-
linity and femininity.21 Mitchell’s discussion on ekphrasis is a chap-
ter of Image Theory, where he centers on the “pictorial turn” as the 
next stage after Richard Rorty’s “linguistic turn.” During this period, 
the dominant linguistic-textual model limited the understanding of 
images, which transcended language and became a new central is-
sue, taking on an independent existence parallel to that of language. 
Mitchell’s discussion on ekphrasis is situated in this context. In the 
same book, Mitchell proposed the solution of how to construct an im-
age theory that belongs to the image itself, that is, to speak of itself in 
terms of images, using metapictures as a tool.22 

Metapictures are, in short, images about images that can self-re-
fer and speak for themselves. Mitchell’s metapicture seeks to create 

20 Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study of 
Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), 16.

21 W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (Chica-
go: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 151–181.

22	Mitchell, Picture Theory, 35–81.
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a meta-language for images, attempting to dissolve the distinction 
between image and language, and altering images’ passive stance as 
linguistic illustrations. Mitchell considers metapicture a means of 
reconciling the power relations and gender hierarchies underlying ek-
phrasis. This theoretical framework, however, takes on different im-
plications in the Chinese context, where ekphrasis and metapictures 
merge. For instance, ekphrastic Chinese characters can be viewed 
as a form of “atlas,” consisting of small images. However, the scene 
depicted through language differs fundamentally from the atlas 
composed of characters. As in René Magritte’s 1966 work, The Two 
Mysteries, the overall picture and its metapicture—The Treachery of 
Images, “Ceci n’est pas une pipe”—are both related and contradictory.

 1.3  Cross-Media and Cross-Sensory Ekphrasis in Smell-
Mediated Works 

In examining the characters for the five primary scents, in addition to 
signifier and signified at the pictorial level, these smells correspond 
to the Chinese Five Elements (or phases)—an essential philosophical 
system describing the interactions and relationships between phe-
nomena. In this system, mutton smell corresponds to wood; burnt 
smell corresponds to fire; fishy smell corresponds to metal; rot smell 
corresponds to water; fragrant smell corresponds to earth.23 Al-
though some modern connections may seem illogical (for example, 
fishy smell matching metal instead of water), others are more intu-
itive, like burnt smell matching fire, and fragrant smell matching 

23 See Constance Classen, David Howes, and Anthony Synnott, Aroma: The Cultural 
History of Smell (Taylor & Francis, 1994), 119–122. Joseph Needham and Ling 
Wang, Science and Civilisation in China: Volume 2, History of Scientific Thought 
(Cambridge University Press, 1956), 232.
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earth—because earth and crops were important in an agricultural 
society. 

The five elements often explain relationships between various 
phenomena through “generative” or “destructive” interactions, such 
as colors, directions, human organs, celestial bodies, and emotions. 
Through this framework, different categories become indirectly 
interconnected, including smell, color, music, and taste. Within 
Five Elements theory, each element creates a network of sensory 
correspondences: wood links mutton smell with blue-green, sour 
taste, and the musical note E; fire connects burnt smell with red, bitter 
taste, and note G; metal associates fishy smell with white, umami 
taste, and note D; water connects rot smell with black, salt taste, and 
note A; while earth links fragrant smell with yellow, sweet taste, and 
note C.24 Thus, these five smells not only carry richer visual meanings 
but also connect with other human senses, forming a trans-sensory 
ekphrasis.

The example of Chinese characters demonstrates that one can 
describe the sense of smell not only with words, but also with picto-
grams, constituting a unique form of ekphrasis. As part of the inter-
connection within the Five Elements system, taste and hearing may 
also be treated as a special ekphrasis for smell.

The sense of taste is closely intertwined with smell, expressing 
olfaction in another way. In the above examples, the mutton smell 
and sourness represent the experience of eating lamb; burnt smell 
and bitterness are the sensations of eating roasted chicken; fishy and 
freshness are the sensations of eating fish; fragrance and sweetness 
precisely capture sensations of people in the distant past when they 
ate rice; rot and saltiness correspond to the taste of cured meat. Thus, 
the integration of gustatory elements into olfactory descriptions pro-
vides a more complete sensory representation.

24 Regarding correspondences between five elements and other cultural phenomena, 
please reference Kiiko Matsumoto and Stephen Birch, Five Elements and Ten Stems 
(Paradigm Publications, 1983).
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Today, we may not know the exact logic behind the association of 
notes with smells over 2,000 years ago. However, attempts to combine 
the senses of hearing and smell in ekphrasis have persisted. The 
Guggenheim Museum organized several performances of an opera 
titled “Green Aria” in 2009.25 The opera consists of four movements 
that chronicle the emergence of base metals and their role in industrial 
development. Conflict arises when humans attempt to usurp nature’s 
creative power, eventually finding resolution when the “Green Aria” 
advocates for a harmonious alliance between nature and technology.

Unlike traditional concerts, this special ScentOpera featured an 
invisible orchestra and musicians, with audiences experiencing only 
the orchestral music and vocal performances—without lyrics or liter-
al interpretation. Artists Stewart Matthew and Christophe Laudamiel 
installed custom scent devices (scent microphones) at each seat, con-
nected to a “scent organ” via tubes. The performance featured over 
20 distinct scents, each associated with a specific smell, such as 
freshly cut grass, industrial chemicals, burnt stoves, or damp soil. As 
performers sang, corresponding scents were released briefly before 
transitioning to the next, and when chords played, the scent speakers 
released harmonious blends of multiple scents.

This work breaks away from the traditional language-image de-
bate and presents a cross-sensory ekphrasis. The narrative of the op-
era is conveyed not through lyrics or visuals, but through the trans-
mission of sound and olfactory stimuli. Audiences cannot derive the 
storyline by watching actors’ costumes, expressions, or movements. 
The narrative relies primarily on smell and hearing in darkness, with 
smell and sound forming alternative ekphrasis. 

However, in a scent opera utilizing aromas from nature and in-
dustry, how different audiences comprehend the overall narrative 
remains ambiguous. In this cross-sensory narrative, the relative cer-
tainty of textual and visual communication transforms into subjective 

25 Roxanne Khamsi, “Smells like Green Spirit,” Nature 459, no. 7246 (May 1, 2009): 
513.
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and open interpretation. This form of ekphrasis invites audiences not 
to accept a predetermined narrative from the “author,” but to con-
struct meaning through their personal experiences. It enables the 
interaction of diverse sensory experiences across time and space, po-
tentially generating either empathy or discord.

Developments in cognitive poetry and digital humanities have 
expanded ekphrasis theory in the 21st century. According to schol-
ars like Renate Brosch, describing one medium in terms of another, 
or imitating one medium through another, can disrupt traditional 
methods of reproduction.26 Additionally, as Gabriele Rippl posited, 
ekphrasis, acting as a trigger for cognitive engagement and function-
ing like intermediate referents, significantly influences the reception 
process.27 From a digital humanities perspective, Cecilia Lindhé ex-
amined the importance of enargeia (vividness), orality, and imme-
diacy in defining ekphrasis, as well as the significance of the sense 
of touch. She aimed to “reinscribe the body in ekphrastic practice by 
adding touch to the abstracted visualism of the eye.”28  

Although contemporary discussions of ekphrasis still do not break 
away from the relationship between text and vision—specifically, 
which textual elements enhance visual imagination—they now con-
sider the involvement of different media, the positive impact of ekph-
rasis on the viewer or participant in cross-media dissemination, and 
the importance of bodily involvement and immersive experiences for 
understanding and cognition. As Lindhé pointed out, combining an-
cient rhetoric with interactive technologies like ekphrasis plays a vital 
role in rediscovering, interpreting, and utilizing cultural heritage.29 

26	Renate Brosch, “Images in Narrative Literature: Cognitive Experience and Iconic 
Moments,” in Handbook of Intermediality, ed. Gabriele Rippl (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2015), 343–360.

27 Rippl, “Ekphrasis.”

28 Cecilia Lindhé, “‘A Visual Sense is Born in the Fingertips’: Towards a Digital 
Ekphrasis,” DHQ: Digital Humanities Quarterly 7, no. 1 (2013), accessed May 4, 
2024, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/7/1/000161/000161.html

29 Lindhé, “‘A Visual Sense is Born in the Fingertips’: Towards a Digital Ekphrasis.”
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These studies provide a foundation for discussing cross-sensory cog-
nitive experiences.

The ScentOpera represents a form of cross-media ekphrasis that 
transcends both visual and textual elements, without imitating one 
medium through another. Although the “author’s” intentions are 
partially expressed through multi-sensory experience, memory, and 
emotional responses of different individuals, the extent of this ex-
pression remains questionable. Although participants subconscious-
ly interpret each singer’s role through scent and sound, the narrative 
varies among individuals. Throughout this work, Roland Barthes’ no-
tion of “the death of the author” shows through participants’ diverse 
understandings and reflections, which become the primary compo-
nents of meaning-making. Some artists have further challenged the 
“author”s’ intention, as exemplified by Berlin-based Austrian artist 
Wolfgang Georgsdorf’s installation work Osmodrama. 

In 2016, Wolfgang Georgsdorf presented his olfactory installation 
Smeller 2.0 in Berlin (Figure 1.3).30  The installation consists of mul-
tiple source chambers that store scents and individually controlled 
air ducts. More than one hundred computer-controlled magnetic 
valves regulate the smells emitted by the device. The entire mech-
anism is concealed behind a perforated wall containing dozens of 
circular apertures that connect the air ducts to their corresponding 
source chambers. A “whiff mouth,” or “Olfactorium,” is created where 
participants can experience the scent emanating from the device.

While Osmodrama also incorporates musical elements, it fun-
damentally differs from ScentOpera where hearing and smelling 
function as independent yet complementary senses. Georgsdorf ap-
proaches the narrative by translating smells into musical notation, 
creating a system where odors can be recorded, orchestrated, and 
performed. The installation employs 64 primary smells, deliberately 

30 For more information about this work, see its official websites. “Osmodrama–
Osmodrama is the art of time-based olfactory storytelling via Smeller 2.0.,”  
Osmodrama, accessed May 4, 2024, https://osmodrama.com. “smeller.net - scent 
projector - olfactorium,” https://smeller.net. 
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Figure 1.3  Wolfgang Georgsdorf, Smeller 2.0, exhibited in the exhibition 
SINNESRAUSCH, Linz, Austria, 2012. © Wolfgang Georgsdorf



Chapter 1

44

corresponding to the 64 notes in the Western musical scale. Through 
a custom-developed notation system, these smells can be represented 
as musical notes, enabling the creation of olfactory chords, melodies, 
and rhythms that can be documented in score form. 

According to the artist, these 64 scents can theoretically combine 
into more than 264 different scent combinations through varying 
rhythms (concentrations)—exceeding the number of atoms on Earth. 
These scent notes can be stored as MIDI files and edited like musi-
cal arrangements. During playback, the basic scent components as-
signed to each note are released through their respective pipes from 
the “whiff mouth.” Although the installation operates without actual 
musical sounds, the olfactory experience functions as an ekphrasis of 
auditory perception.

In collaboration with composers and perfumers, Georgsdorf cre-
ated narratives and interpretations of different scenes within the in-
stallation, including A Childhood, House Fugues, Miniatures, Silent 
Pieces, Mountain Time, and The Caravan. For example, one move-
ment in A Childhood titled “My First Circus” incorporates the odors 
of popcorn, tiger urine, elephant dung, animal cage waste, marsh-
mallows, sawdust, sweat, and caramel apples.31  

Osmodrama presents a purely olfactory narrative, eschewing vi-
sual or textual elements. This olfactory experience embodies both a 
symbolic system and an operational logic at the auditory level, gen-
erating a bidirectional ekphrasis—smell translating into sound and 
sound into smell. Each modality serves simultaneously as both rep-
resentation and documentation of the other. This cross-sensory ek-
phrasis dissolves the traditional hierarchical relationship between 
words and images, establishing a narrative on equal terms.

Smell can also function as a linguistic system, as demonstrated 
by Belgian artist Peter de Cupere’s Olphabet. The artist collaborated 
with seven visually impaired individuals to create unique scents 

31 “Osmodrama via Smeller 2.0: Storytelling with Smells,” smeller.net, accessed  
May 4, 2024, https://smeller.net/about/.
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corresponding to each of the 26 letters of the alphabet. For the 
visually impaired, smell becomes a primary sensory modality. De 
Cupere synthesized scent molecules, informed by the participants’ 
lived experiences, into specific, detachable white modules. These 
modules can be assembled to create scented words, which in turn 
form scented sentences and texts. Alternatively, individuals can learn 
to associate specific scents with each letter of this olfactory alphabet. 
Analogous to traditional language acquisition, learners can master 
the olfactory signatures of words constructed from different letter 
combinations and translate them into recognizable lexical units. De 
Cupere envisions implementing this olfactory alphabet in the lives 
of visually impaired individuals, providing them with an additional 
means of describing and perceiving the world. In this system, smell 
becomes an encodable and decodable language, where each inhalation 
translates into text and knowledge.

This chapter examines the connection between smellscapes and 
ekphrasis. The analysis reveals two significant dimensions: first, 
how olfactory descriptions embedded within Chinese characters and 
cultural contexts both illuminate and extend contemporary literary 
theories of ekphrasis—covering poetry, semiotics, representation, 
and word-image relationships. Second, how smellscapes and smell-
mediated works broaden the conceptual framework of ekphrasis 
across diverse media. Recent examples demonstrate an evolution from 
mere olfactory description to positioning smell as an autonomous 
descriptive medium. 

The subsequent chapters will elaborate on this framework through 
specific case studies, examining how smellscapes—as synthetic 
constructs involving both subjective experience and objective 
materiality—provide alternative narratives of urban spaces, social 
structures, environmental conditions, risk assessment, economic 
factors, and spatiotemporal dimensions. Furthermore, they will 
investigate the potential of olfactory perception to illuminate 
pathways toward addressing ecological challenges.


