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Rationales 

Film:  
Synaesthesia focuses on a young woman's rare condition of experiencing mixed senses. Told from her unique 
perspective, the film explores themes of personal identity, temporality and, most importantly, the human need 
to instill meaning in life. Her heightened senses set the protagonist apart – but does this gift define her? 
Filmed in an intimate and languid manner, the surreal world she experiences encapsulates the intangible and 
inexplicable feelings that arise as we try to grasp something as ephemeral as art. Thus on another level, the 
film also celebrates cinema as a synaesthete art form, and its profoundly emotional influence on us. 
 
Word Count: 100 
 
Trailer:  
In making the trailer I refrained the use of conventional techniques as to comply with the bizarre nature of 
synaesthesia. Contrastive to my film, I wanted to begin my trailer with an influx of discordant sounds and 
images that instantly provoked the audienceʼs attention. My use of extreme fast-cuts helped exaggerate the 
extent to which synaesthesia can overwhelm an individual. But most importantly, I wished to express 
synaesthesia without explicitly introducing it, therefore I selected ambiguous lines from the screenplay that 
hinted at the protagonistʼs ability, and ended the trailer with the enigmatic statement “…but one day everything 
stopped”.   

Word Count: 99 
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Pre-Production 

Initially, my partner and I were interested in doing a “coming-of-age” film, one that dealt with themes such as 
the ʻloss of innocenceʼ. However, it became clear that such a narrative couldnʼt be adequately expressed in a 
7-minute short film, since no character can realistically undergo such a dramatic transformation in a linear 
narrative of such short duration. Therefore, we began to explore the idea of a film that placed less emphasis 
on adhering to a conventional story structure, and veered more towards a slightly experimental style.  

In watching Terence Malickʼs The Tree Of Life and Wong Kar Waiʼs Chungking Express, I felt inspired to 
compose a film which presented its narrative through brief vignettes. Malickʼs elliptical style influenced this 
approach as he often used imagery that only subtly relates to the narrative itself. Thus, I structured my filmʼs 
narrative by following a protagonistʼs ʻstream of consciousnessʼ. I wanted the connection between the script 
and cinematography to remain as flexible as with Malickʼs films, whereby the visuals can often divert into a 
sceneʼs most intimate details, and the camera appears to move freely around characters and their 
surroundings. I wanted to achieve subjectivity – so that the audience could share the protagonistʼs bewildering 
sensory experiences. Thus the camera served as a window to her fleeting thoughts and imagination during 
the filmʼs central montage. 

Such a fluid way of storytelling felt entirely appropriate to explore ʻsynaesthesiaʼ, the concept of which 
stemmed from the aforementioned film Chungking Express and my own knowledge of the medical condition 
through personal reading. Wong Kar Waiʼs film not only appealed to me because of its familiar setting, but 

also because of its themes about temporality and change 
(addressed in the screenplay on the left), which seemed fitting for 
any film set in a city as overwhelming as Hong Kong. But rather than 
focusing on the more typical idea of ʻsensory overloadʼ in a modern 
city, it felt more interesting to explore the beauty of sense, of feeling.  

We wanted the film to welcome multiple 
interpretations; the protagonistʼs loss of 
synaesthesia can be read as an adolescentʼs 
transition into adulthood—since she loses an 
imaginative, uncorrupted and ʻchildishʼ vision of 
the world, and adulthood could be seen as a 
more passive, "black and white" world. 
Alternatively, synaesthesia is analogous to 
cinema as an art form and so the film celebrates 
sensory experiences as a whole. Rather than 
focus on the medical aspects of synaesthesia, I 
wanted to instill the message that while 
perception is vital to appreciating the world 
around you, it all depends on a personʼs 
mentality and philosophy of living. 

 

Right: Notes I took when developing the script; 
 I wanted to find a way to incorporate multiple 
themes into the narrative.  

Excerpts from The Tree Of Life (2011). I wanted to emulate Malick’s use of slow-paced montages and languid camera movement. 
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To enhance the filmʼs thematic message, it was crucial that my cinematography helped convey the 
protagonistʼs transformation. So I chose to film the beginning and end of the film at a remote beach in Wu Kai 
Sha, where the lighting served to emphasize a sense of change (the opening was filmed during noontime; 
final scene at sunset). Moreover, the contrasting blue and orange hues further express the protagonistʼs 
altered state of mind. She goes from being contemplative and isolated to gaining greater self-understanding, 
as she accepts the mental and physical change in her life. The warm palette, which connotes hope, reinforces 
this. And the symbol of the sunset encapsulates her ability to progress (or rather, mature) towards a new 
stage of her life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another change that can be noticed in the cinematography is the frequent 
use of wide/mid-shots in the filmʼs first act (which refrain from showing the 
protagonistʼs face), as compared to profiles and extreme close-ups used in 
the latter sequences. This was a conscious decision, as I wanted there to be 
a slight sense of enigma to the protagonist and also a sense of her opening 
up to the audience gradually.  

As she discusses her rare condition, the camera tracks her movement and 
she is often placed at the edges of the frame. But as the scene progresses, I 
utilize more close-ups and tight framing to evoke a more intimate tone, and 
this culminates in the first facial profile of the protagonist as she admits: “I 
have synaesthesia.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The proxemics and framing in the 
opening scene also establish her as 
different or isolated from her 
surroundings (in the second shot 
above, she is literally distanced from 
civilization). 

A preview from the storyboard is shown on the right. 

Use of negative space here again emphasizes her solitude and aloofness. 
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One of the shots in my montage sequence is 
greatly inspired by The Tree Of Life (shown right).  

For the ʻsynaesthetic montageʼ scene I attempted to imitate Malickʼs ʻdriftingʼ camera movement. The majority 
of my nature shots were completely handheld – therefore I could not perfectly capture the upwards tracking 
shot as seen in The Tree Of Life, but this still worked to my advantage as my montage was intended to be 
quite fluid and unrestrained.  I planned each of the shots as being handheld in order to allow the audience to 
experience a more subjective and active view of the protagonist.  

 
Moreover, I insisted to the editor that the sequence should 
progress in a slow pace – since the idea of having mixed 
senses in my point of view meant that images should 

seamlessly merge into one another, and this in effect would make the protagonistʼs synaesthetic experience 
seem pleasant. This is also expressed in my trailer, which features multitudes of images and voiceover 
dialogue that only implicitly relate to one another. I had intended to construct the trailer in this manner in order 
to evoke mild confusion, since although synaesthesia is a medical condition – it remains quite indefinable. 
Also, such slow editing and movement in my shots reflects the filmʼs theme of temporality, as later on the 
protagonist expresses her desire to “hold on to moments in time”. To her, synaesthesia enables her to cling 
on to experiences more deeply than others, and thus the long, languid takes are a reflection of this desire.  
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Ron Fricke’s Baraka (1992), shown left, was an influence on the light streak footage captured in my film. 

Lights were crucial to this montage, as they illustrated the vividness of the protagonistʼs senses. I wanted to 
capture a variety of shots which were permeated with either sunlight or city lights, and their blurred motion 
helped further exaggerate the bizarre nature of synaesthesia.  

Contrastively, in the second act of my film where the protagonist experiences the loss of her rare ability, I 
wanted the cinematography to lucidly reflect this dramatic change. This was most evident through the use of a 
desaturated palette and static shots. I also opted for longer takes, especially in the conversation scene 
between the protagonist and stranger. Such techniques were utilized to create a dull atmosphere - illustrating 
her belief that the world now appears “empty and still”.  

During the conversation, I strayed from using shot-reverse-shots and ensured that the camera remained 
fixated on the protagonistʼs face, with the unidentified man obscured in the background. By using close-ups, of 
which her face dominates a large portion of the frame, I am able to establish a more personal relationship 
between the protagonist and the audience – as they empathize with her sense of loss and struggle in dealing 
with this unfamiliar and mundane reality.  

 

Production 

Throughout the process of shooting the film, I used a Canon EF 24-70mm zoom lens and a 60mm macro lens. 
The majority of my shots were achieved using the latter – with the exception of time-lapse footage. I shot in 
macro in order to attain a large aperture (f/2.8) and a shallow depth of field—both of which helped create a 
blurred, surreal atmosphere. In doing so, I felt that I effectively portrayed the subjective, fantastical view of the 
protagonist. This also applies to the many facial shots that occur in the film, as the protagonistʼs face is always 
the center of focus, while her surroundings incessantly shift around her. The purpose of this is not only to draw 
direct focus towards the protagonist, but also to isolate her from everything else, since her ability sets her 
apart. Additionally, I wanted the camera to pick up trivial details in the frame, thereby depicting the intensified 
sensory experiences of one who suffers from synaesthesia.  
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Inspired by Chungking Express, the scene shown above was shot on location in Chungking Mansion, and 
exemplifies of how the use of macro lens helped distinguish the protagonist from her surroundings through 
blurring. Furthermore, I utilized a low shutter speed of 1/30 in an attempt to increase motion in the 
background, again emphasizing the filmʼs central theme of change. 
 
Perhaps the most difficult challenge we faced during shooting was the lighting. In one of the scenes detailed 
earlier, when we shot continuously from late-noon to sunset, it was crucial that I used the correct white 
balance (I used customized settings to exaggerate blue hues or red hues), in order to create a noticeable 
contrast between the two time frames. I avoided the use of artificial lighting throughout the production, relying 
on sunlight constantly instead—which meant that opportunities for shooting were limited and often interrupted.  

 
Whilst artificial lighting wouldʼve surely augmented the ʻsynaestheticʼ feel to the film, I felt adamant about 
keeping the cinematography completely based in naturalism. This is because my personal vision of the film 
does not necessarily focus on the specific medical symptoms of synaesthesia, but rather the philosophy of 
experiencing life richly and deeply. And so I felt that nothing was more fitting to illustrate this notion than 
nature itself. Synaesthesia allows the protagonist to detect things that are otherwise neglected by ʻnormalʼ 

In using the sun as my single source of lighting, I was able to shoot an interesting mixture of light and dark as well 
as produce shadows in a lot of my shots – which accentuated certain details of the shot, making it sharper and bolder.  

“Everything is always moving and changing…time passes by without notice. It’s rather sad.” 
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people, and thus by grounding her beautiful perception of the world in a heightened, yet fully existent reality, 
the filmʼs underlying message can be conveyed more powerfully.  

Lastly, in ensuring that I had spare footage reserved for my trailer, I held an extra day of shooting in the city as 
I hoped to address a different setting. I wanted to portray the protagonistʼs extraordinary senses in the context 
of a contemporary city, especially one as chaotic and restless as Hong Kong.  

 

Post Production 

Following the production of the film, I assisted the editor with colour-balancing as well as sound editing. The 
former was completed without any major problems, but sound presented us with more difficulty as the 
voiceovers were recorded in various settings, some of which did not contain detectable ambient sound, and 
thus a great deal of volume inconsistency had to be dealt with.  

For my trailer, I wanted to use overlaying effects as a means of visually demonstrating the ʻmixingʼ of senses. 
This effect, as well as increased saturation, helped highlight the rare and almost magical quality of the 
protagonistʼs vision. It was important that synaesthesia was portrayed in an aesthetically pleasing manner 
through slow-paced editing and vivid imagery so that the audience can identify with the protagonistʼs profound 
appreciation for her gift (and so upon its loss in the film, they can react sympathetically). 

 
 

 Word Count: 1735 

 

 

Use of overlay effect in the film to exaggerate the unique nature of synaesthesia. 


