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Abstract

This study investigates linguistic synesthesia in the famous poet Xu
Zhimo’s love letters through the lenses of synesthetic models proposed by
Ullmann (1957) and Williams (1976), aiming to present an overview of the
various types of synesthesia found in the letters as well as to probe into the
degree to which Xu’s synesthesia corresponds to the synesthetic models. The
data for this study is gleaned from a published anthology of Xu’s written
correspondence with his lovers. The synesthetic expressions in the letters are
first categorized according to their source domain and later their target domain.
It is found that taste is the predominant source domain whereas emotion is the
most frequently employed target domain. In addition, unidirectionality is found
in Xu’s letters. Finally, the analysis of Xu’s writing is only partially consistent

with the models in terms of the hierarchical order of different sensory modalities.
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This study concludes with potential causes of the discrepancy between previous
research and this study on Xu’s letters and suggests possible directions for

future cross-linguistic study on synesthesia.

Keywords: linguistic synesthesia, Xu Zhimo, love letters, directionality,

unidirectionality
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I. Introduction

Synesthesia is a neurological and linguistic phenomenon. In linguistic
synesthesia, the language user expresses or describes one sense modality
through another sense modality. A case in point is cold colors, where cold
originally means the quality of being at a low temperature (touch), yet here it
describes the colors (vision) that make people feel calm, distant, or disengaged
(emotion). Transferring from the tactile sense of temperature to emotive feelings
of being calm, cold colors is a typical example of synesthetic transfer. Sense
modalities include touch, smell, taste, vision, emotions, and so on, which will be
further elaborated in the following sections of this study.

Linguistic synesthesia is commonly understood through Ullmann’s (1945,
1957) theories of sensory transfers based on a hierarchical and directional
pattern. Efforts have been made into the research on linguistic synesthesia in
Indo-European languages (Ronga et al., 2012; Shen, 1997; Ullmann, 1945, 1957,
1964; Williams, 1976), the Chinese language (Huang & Xiong, 2019; Zhao et
al., 2018, 2019, 2022), the Thai language (Techacharoenrungrueang &
Luksaneeyanawin, 2015), and so on. According to Huang and Xiong (2019),
“modifier-head collocations at the phrasal level,” such as sharp eyes have
dominated the attention of previous studies on linguistic synesthesia. However,
focusing on Chinese data, Zhao et al. (2018, 2019, 2022) reached the conclusion
that linguistic synesthesia of Mandarin gustatory adjectives demonstrated
transfer patterns that are different from their English counterparts. It thus brings
into question whether there is cross-linguistic universality in terms of the
synesthetic transfer patterns, as indicated by Williams (1976).

With such a discrepancy in mind between Chinese and Indo-European
languages, this study aims to further shed light on the variety of linguistic

synesthesia employed by the famous Chinese poet and writer, Xu Zhimo, with
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particular focus on his correspondence with his lovers. Admittedly, Xu is
famous for his expressive and poetic language, which makes him an ideal
candidate for studying linguistic synesthesia. Regarding the choice of love
letters, Nguyen and Depner (2025) also consider them rich in emotions and
metaphors with a personal touch. That is, they are different from formal genres
such as political discourse or academic writing in that they allow for greater
creative linguistic usage and figurative expressions. Intimacy and affection
between writer and recipient are synonymous with spontaneous and
affect-driven language, which is particularly conducive to synesthetic metaphors.
It is on these grounds that Xu Zhimo’s love letters are an ideal genre for
investigating synesthetic expressions. This study is set to achieve two research
goals: (1) Compiling the range of sensory modalities in Xu’s love letters, and (2)
discussing the extent to which the synesthetic expressions in the letters
correspond to the linear model of linguistic synesthesia proposed by Ullmann
(1957) and the hierarchical order proposed by Williams (1976).

This study is composed of six sections. The introduction takes an overall
look at the topic of synesthesia. The literature review elaborates on the relation
between synesthesia and language, as well as the directionality of linguistic
synesthesia. In data collection, information on the study subject, data source,
and method of collection is provided for clarity, followed by data analysis. The
fifth section seeks to apply the results of data analysis to the two research
questions raised in this study. Last, the conclusion section will sum up this

study.

II. Literature review
Synesthesia in general is a neurological phenomenon where one

experiences one sense through another sense (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025),
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such as when one sees a color at the sound of certain music, or when one is
likely to have an olfactory sensation at the sight of an item. Linguistic
synesthesia, on the other hand, refers to “a metaphorical process of transfer from
one sensory modality (source) to another (target)” (Lievers, 2015). Also, it was
pointed out that across a wide range of “genres, time periods, and language
families,” we are to encounter linguistic synesthesia (Ullmann, 1957; 1963/1966;
Williams, 1976; Shen, 1997; Lievers, 2015, 2017; Zhao, 2018). Among these
studies, the directionality of such sensory transfers has been the focus of
research attention, that is, whether the transfers follow a fixed pattern or
manifest reciprocal mappings.

As pioneers in synesthetic research, Ullmann (1957) outlines a linear
synesthetic structure, whereas Williams (1976) proposes a more flexible and
nuanced approach. More specifically, Ullmann posits unidirectionality whereas
Williams suggests possible bidirectionality based on the usage frequency and
evolving semantic contexts of synesthetic adjectives. The model proposed by
Williams (1976) emphasizes that lexical meanings are not static but subject to
change through repeated metaphorical use in various genres and communicative
settings. However, recent studies question the universal applicability of both
models. For instance, Zhao et al. (2018, 2019, 2022) reveal culturally specific
tendencies in Mandarin that defy these models whereas Lievers (2015) raises a
more dynamic model of directionality that is shaped by metaphorical salience
and lexical frequency. These contemporary developments urge us to treat
traditional models as heuristic rather than prescriptive. The issue of
directionality, whether it be unidirectional or bidirectional, sets apart different
models of linguistic synesthesia. On one hand, Ullmann (1957) vouches for a
unidirectional model of transfer (e.g., touch — vision, but not vision — touch),

which is hierarchical and linear in nature. On the other hand, arguing for
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bidirectionality, Williams (1976) believes that sensory attributes can be
transferred in both directions, depending on context and usage over time. For
instance, ‘sharp’ may transfer from tactile to auditory (sharp sound) whereas a
transfer in the opposite direction, namely, from auditory to tactile, can also be
found, such as in the sound piercing through the silence, where a sound is
conceptualized as having a physical and penetrating quality and thus evokes a
tactile sensation. This theoretical contrast regarding directionality serves as the
basis for assessing whether Xu Zhimo’s patterns reflect universal tendencies or
culturally specific structures.

A case in point is jian 22 ‘sharp.” While it refers to the quality of
sharpness in physical objects, it is often used in Mandarin to describe
high-pitched sounds or voices, such as in shéng yin hén jian B F{RZL ‘voice
is quite high-pitched.” In this instance, the tactile sense of sharpness is the
source domain whereas the sense of hearing is the target domain.

Various researchers have proposed reasons why there is linguistic
synesthesia in the first place. On one hand, gustatory synesthesia can be induced
by certain phonemes (Ward & Simner, 2003; Bankieris & Simner, 2014). This
adds credence to the idea that taste-based synesthesia is both an inherent
neurological quality and a culturally-shaped semantic development. On a
neurological level, our brain is equipped to make associations across senses,
such as when a melody stirs the memory of sweetness, or when a sound triggers
a sensation of taste. Besides, one is to find abundant examples of culture and
language implicated in such connections. ‘Sweetness,” for example, often
describes affection and denotes intimacy in English while ‘bitterness’ usually
brings to mind sorrow or betrayal. Interestingly, front-vowels as more likely
than other phonemes to bring up a synesthetic transfer of a bitter taste in their
subjects (Ward & Simner, 2003; Bankieris & Simner, 2014). On the other hand,
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Ramachandra (2016) delves further by pointing out a myriad of other factors
involved in gustatory synesthesia, indicating links between phonological, lexical,
and semantic factors as causes of gustatory synesthesia. In line with his research
findings, Ramachandra (2016) believes in an underlying rule in governing
gustatory synesthesia.

Another factor that is considered responsible for linguistic synesthesia
deals with lexicons. It was found out by Blazej and Cohen-Goldberg (2016) and
Mankina, et al. (2016) that the way humans process reading texts correlates with
linguistic synesthesia, with the latter group further suggesting certain compound
words as more conducive to color-related synesthesia.

Aside from phonemes and lexicons, linguistic synesthesia is considered to
prevail cultural and geopolitical borders, albeit differently from language to
language (Techacharoenrungrueang & Luksaneeyanawin, 2015). They came to
the conclusion that while synesthesia can be observed in both Thai and English,
the same synesthetic expressions are not necessarily induced by the same sense
in either language. Recent scholarship, particularly Zhao et al. (2018, 2019,
2022), has questioned the cross-linguistic universality of synesthetic patterns
and emphasized that sensory hierarchies vary across languages and are in fact
often shaped by cultural metaphors. In fact, Zhao et al. (2018, 2019, 2022)
pointed out that “linguistic synesthesia is grounded in embodiment,” referring to
the fact that linguistic synesthesia is dependent on the “perceived similarity” and
“sensory integration” between experiences (Zhao et al., 2018, 2019, 2022).

It has been called into question regarding whether emotion is qualified as a
category of sensory modality. On one hand, traditional models (Ullmann, 1957;
Williams, 1976) do not treat emotion as a core sensory model like vision or
touch, but interpretations in recent decades have expanded the notion of target

domains of synesthesia to include affective or emotional domains. As Zhao et al.
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(2018, 2019) point out, emotions often emerge as frequent targets in Chinese
synesthetic expressions, especially when it comes to cultural metaphors. This
semantic shift, where emotion becomes conceptualized as sensory, underscores

the cultural specificity of sensory-emotional mapping.

II1. Data collection and methodology

This study focuses on Xu Zhimo’s love letters. Admittedly, Xu Zhimo’s
love letters are different from his more stylized poetry, prose, or public essays,
in that love letters take the form of a personal narrative rich in literary
expressions, emotional depth and intimate reflections. Compared with poetry,
the language of the letters is less constrained by formal metrical devices and
allows for spontaneous language use. Therefore, love letters are chosen for
studying how synesthetic or metaphorical expressions function in an intimate
and emotionally charged context.

An anthology of love letters between Xu Zhimo and his lovers, Xu Zhi-mo
Qingshiji #EFEEEEE (The Anthology of the Love Letters of Xu Zhimo),
was chosen for our research purpose since this book offers the only exhaustive
collection of love letters penned by Xu (2006). Throughout the book, readers are
presented with Xu’s letters and journal entries exchanged with Zhang Youyi,
Lin Huiyin, and Lu Xiaoman. Only letters are referred to for this study. As it is
discussed in the previous section, the choice of love letters as corpus material
for this study is not incidental. Rather, the genre of love letters abounds in
heightened emotions, rhetorical creativity, and an intimate tone. All these
characteristics give rise to sensory and metaphorical expressions. In fact, these
contextual factors explain the higher frequency of taste being treated as a source

domain and emotion as a target domain. Besides, the emotional intimacy
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embedded in love letters may also reinforce unidirectionality, as feelings are not
only described but intensified through metaphorical layering.

The data is first organized by the category of letter recipients, and then by
the source domain of the synesthetic transfers. In most cases, each word or
phrase contains only one source domain or target domain, and counts as only
one instance of synesthetic transfer. Yet, the word or phrase counts as two
examples of synesthetic transfer if there are either two source domains or two
target domains in a word or phrase. In total, 127 tokens of synesthetic transfers
are collected from the data and analyzed in the subsequent sections. Three
criteria were adopted in this study to determine whether a lexical item qualifies
as a synesthetic expression. They are semantic incongruity between source and
target domains, metaphorical transfer across sensory modalities, and contextual
confirmation that the meaning is not literal. Dictionary definitions
(Contemporary Chinese Dictionary, 2016; Revised Mandarin Dictionary, 2021)
were consulted to identify the literal senses, while context and affective tone
were used to determine figurative usage. In cases where ambiguity persisted,
expressions were excluded unless clearly supported by parallel usage in
comparable texts. For example, chi ki 775 was categorized as synesthetic
only when its metaphorical mapping from taste to emotion was contextually
emphasized. That is, it is clearly reinforced by surrounding emotional language,
such as reference to suffering, endurance or emotional burden, instead of
physical labor or financial difficulties. Similarly, tidn mi #H% and xin xian #r
it were included only when the sensory term clearly encoded a non-literal
affective quality. Literal or lexicalized phrases without metaphorical tension
were excluded. For example, yan yan gfigf ‘brilliant’ and qing xiang JE&
‘fragrant’ are both excluded under this rule since the former describes the

vibrant colors of women’s embroidered gloves and the latter refers to the
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refreshing smell of the mountain air. Neither carries metaphorical connotations
based on the context from which they are taken.

The directionality models of linguistic synesthesia brought up by Ullmann
(1957) and Williams (1976) serve as the theoretical background of the current
study. In his Principles of Semantics (1957), Stephen Ullmann delves into works
of poetry in the 19th century by English, French, and Hungarian authors to
analyze synesthetic expressions. Ullmann proposes a pattern of synesthetic
transfer which is not random and which is based on a hierarchy of sensory
modalities. As discussed previously, the directionality and hierarchy proposed
by Ullmann (1957) have been adopted across languages including Vietnamese
(Nguyen & Depner, 2025), Mandarin (Zhao et al., 2019), and southern Min
(Lien, 1994), reinforcing its cross-linguistic applicability. Figure 1 illustrates

Ulmman’s linear model of synesthetic transfers.

Figure 1
Ullmann’s Hierarchy of the Senses

Touch > Heat > Taste > Smell > Hearing > Sight

In Ullmann’s findings, most synesthetic transfers work from left to right,
with touch being the most frequently seen source domain and sight being the
most common target domain. Hence, expressions such as soft music are used
more often than delicious music. Ullmann’s explanation for such a hierarchical
order is that there is more extensive vocabulary for sight, so other senses on the
sequentially lower levels need to compensate with external descriptions
(Ullmann 1957: 283).

The directionality proposed by Ullmann has been confirmed in studies of

different languages. For example, Ramachandran and Hubbard (2003: 51)
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pointed out there is a neurological basis for synesthetic metaphors as well as
synesthetic preferences, both of whose patterns have their origins from
evolutionary and neural constraints. Also, it is suggested that synesthetic
transfers begin from concrete concepts to abstract ones (Shen & Aisenman,
2008), yet Lievers (2015) believes it still remains a contested view since it is not
easy to rank senses on the levels of abstractness.

Aside from Ullmann’s linear model, Williams (1976) looked into the
semantic evolution of synesthetic adjectives in English by using the Oxford
English Dictionary (OED) and the Middle English Dictionary (MED). Figure 2
gives a demonstration of the general transfer of linguistic synesthesia proposed
by Williams (1976). He proposed a detailed hierarchy of synesthetic transfers in
order to shed light on the general diachronic progression of sensory meanings.
Ullmann believed that in cases where “a lexeme metaphorically transfers from
its earliest sensory meaning to another sensory modality” (Williams, 1976), we
are bound to see English synesthetic adjectives follow the directional patterns as

proposed in his hierarchical model.

Figure 2
The general transfer of synesthetic schema (Williams, 1976: 463)
I » color
touch — » taste —» smell dimension I
I : > sound

Apparently, there are differences between Williams’ model and Ullmanns’.
To begin with, Williams’ model is more inclusive and comprehensive than
Ullmann’s by including not only a spatial dimension to his hierarchy of sensory

metaphors but also qualities such as size, shape, and extent. Williams also
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focused only on color in the visual category by downplaying visual and spatial
qualities in the sensory domain. Last, as opposed to Ullmann’s findings,
Williams’ hierarchy indicated the sensory domain of smell does not demonstrate
synesthetic transfers to other senses like sound and sight.

Both of these models provide invaluable insights into how we are to
interpret and analyze synesthetic expressions across languages, with differences

in directionality and the types of sensory modalities investigated.

IV. Data analysis

Based on the 127 tokens collected from Xu’s correspondence, a number of
conclusions can be drawn with regards to the source domain, target domain, and
the dominance of the sense of emotion over other sensory modalities. An overall
look at the compiled data can be seen in Table 1 below.

There are various senses discovered in the source and target domains in
Xu’s synesthetic expressions. Overall, six senses can be found as the source
domain, namely, the sense of smell, sound, taste, temperature, touch and vision.
The source domain is clearly dominated by the sense of taste, accounting for
40.15% of all the tokens. It is followed by the sense of touch at 19.68%, the
sense of temperature at 18.11%, and the sense of dimension at 11.81%. The
other three senses take up between 2.36% and 4.72%.

In addition, four sensory modalities can be interpreted as the target domain
in Xu’s synesthetic metaphors, that is, the sense of sound, touch, vision, and
emotion. The target domain is dominated overwhelmingly by the sense of
emotion at 87.4%, followed by the sense of dimension at 6.29%, the sense of
sound at 4.72%, and the sense of touch at 1.57%.

Overall, emotion is the predominant sensory modality compared with the

other three in target domain, yet none of the source domains contains emotion.
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Table 1

Compilation of synesthetic expressions in Xu's letters

Target domain

Source .
Temper- Dimens-
domain Smell Sound Taste Touch Color . Emotion Total
ature ion
Smell NA 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 3
Sound 0 NA 0 0 0 0 0 4 4
Taste 0 0 NA 0 2 0 2 47 51
Temperature 0 1 0 NA 0 0 4 18 23
Touch 0 2 0 0 NA 0 1 22 25
Color 0 1 0 0 0 NA 0 5 6
Dimension 0 1 0 0 0 0 NA 14 15
Emotion 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 NA 0
Total 0 6 0 0 2 0 8 111 127

A. Synesthesia of sound

Of the 127 tokens of synesthetic expressions, four tokens deal with sound
as the source domain, with emotion being the target domain for all four
instances. Of the four tokens where sound serves as the source domain, three
refer to jing ¥, which can be defined as tranquil, silent, or in low volumes,
whereas one refers to nao [f, which usually suggests the quality of being noisy,
chaotic, lively, or boisterous.

The first point worth noting from the data is that the same word may be
used as different tokens. A case in point is found in the word jing &% from
example (1) and (2). In example (1), tian jing [EEF ‘tranquil” is used as an
adjective to describe the wit and sense of humor of Xu’s lover, which, in this

regard, brings Xu feelings of tranquility and serenity, putting him at ease. In
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example (2), on the other hand, jing % is used as an adverb, as in jing ying &#
& ‘silently recuperating.” While referring to a metaphor different from example
(1), here jing yang F#& is also associated with feelings or an atmosphere of
peace and tranquility as the recipient of the letter is advised to take time to
recuperate and recover from a bout of illness.

As opposed to the quietness or silence in previous examples, nao [ is
treated differently in example (3). By definition, ré %4 denotes a high
temperature, and yet, nao i is actually associated with considerable noise and
commotion or different sources of high-volume sounds or voices in general.

Together, ré ndo Z4fF evokes emotional feelings of exhilaration or enthusiasm.

According to Russell’s (1980) circumplex model of affect, emotions can be
classified along a valence dimension, ranging from pleasant to unpleasant. In
our study, the valence dimension from Russell’s (1980) circumplex model of
affect is adopted to ensure consistent classification of emotions. That is, positive
emotions are defined as those associated with pleasant affective states (e.g., joy,
warmth, serenity), while negative emotions correspond to unpleasant states (e.g.,
sadness, pressure, melancholy). In line with his model, expressions dealing with
heaviness or bitterness are categorized as negative. Those on sweetness or
tranquility are considered positive. However, some terms like ré nao #AfF may
exhibit context-dependent valence. Such terms are classified based on Xu’s
intended emotional tone within each context.

(1) sound - emotion
yong ni tian _jing de xié qu huo you mo lai weén run
25 I I B /Y FE& & 2 W B K RO

use your quiet wit or humor to  wet

wo juchu de ki suo

B EBERE B O R

my abode desolation

‘Make my desolate abode warm and moist with your tranquil wit or humor.’
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(2) sound = emotion

ni shuo yao bu yao jing ydng
{4} ) 2o~ B =
you say  whether or not quietly  recuperate

‘Do you think you need to recuperate quietly?’

(3) sound = emotion

ting qi lai re nao qié  you  jing shen
1= g ok B H A fE
sound hot lively and spirited

‘It sounds lively and spirited.’

B. Synesthesia of smell

Of the 127 tokens of synesthetic expressions, three (2.36%) tokens deal
with smell as the source domain, with emotion being the target domain for two
(1.45%) tokens, and sound being the target domain for one (0.78%) token.

In comparison to other sensory modalities, the synesthesia of smell is the
least employed in Xu’s love letters, and in cases where it is adopted, it denotes
positive emotions or sounds that elicit a welcoming feeling. For instance, in
example (4), the fragrance of flowers is compared to feelings of affection that
Xu has for his lover. Originally meaning an aroma, xiang 7 is now used to
describe how Xu feels.

Also, in example (5), xiang 75 is used again, albeit differently from
example (4). In this example, xiang & is used to describe the dancing music.
Since xiang & means fragrant and aromatic by definition, such examples are
evidence of synesthetic transfer from smell to emotion. They suggest that
pleasant and welcoming feelings are evoked in both instances.

On the other hand, in example (6), Xu turns to wéi Bf ‘smell” as a

metaphor for his feelings. By itself, wei Bf does not point to any particular
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smell yet refers to any smell in general. In this example, weéi f is used as a
noun in conjunction with qi lidng JZ£% ‘desolate.” It suggests a synesthetic
transfer from smell to emotion as i lidng ;&5 by definition denotes feelings

of sadness, isolation, or melancholy.

(4) smell > dimension
xiang feng yu  guohou de cdo se yu hua xiang -
(C- S - A O &t &H_

like wind rain after grass color and flower _
fragrance

zai__ wo de xinlingdi hudn  hudn de liv chi

YR S A £ O M VI S T - % o m

at my heart  bottom slowly flow

‘Like the grass color and fragrance of flowers, flowing out from the bottom
of my heart.’

(5) smell = sound
zhe tiaowi de  yii vueh  duo  xiang rou ya

s Bk B BHY % = e F
this dancing music how fragrant  smooth

‘How fragrant and smooth this dancing music is.’

(6) smell > emotion
zuo tian zai louwailou shang wéi xun shi na gilidng wei
e X £ #H # L e EEOHF O OADE R R
yesterday at connected buildings intoxicated desolate smell
“Yesterday, on the rooftop of the connected buildings, [I felt] desolate while

being slightly intoxicated.’
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C. Synesthesia of vision
Of the 127 tokens of synesthetic expressions, 21 (16.53%) tokens deal with

vision as the source domain. This study further divides synesthesia of vision into
two sub-categories, that is, synesthesia of dimension and that of color. As for the
target domain, 19 (14.96%) deal with emotion and two (1.57%) deal with sound.

By definition, xian yan ##%5% refers to bright and brilliant colors, usually
used to paint a scene of vibrancy and colorfulness. Xu, however, compares his
mother’s generous use of metaphors and old sayings to the myriad of brilliant
colors, which suggests that his mother uses various metaphors and old sayings
freely and that Xu himself enjoys conversing with his mother. As its original
meaning indicates, xian yan fif &5 is used in a fond, positive way in
example(7).

While xian yan fi£85 may denote a positive image in (7), (8) and (9), the
synesthetic transfer of color sparks emotions of the negative kind. In (8), shii
song Fi%% is used to describe a way of life that is not bound by requirements,
ambitions, or specific goals, while its original definition refers to something
loose or not tightly packed. Items or goods that are not physically tightly bound
together are a metaphor for a life not even remotely filled or packed with duties,
obligations, or objectives. The phrase yao bu dé Z~15 that follows this
synesthetic expression means unacceptable or undesirable. The context clearly
suggests Xu’s distaste of such a “loose” lifestyle in Shanghai, where he lives an
aimless life by himself.

In example (9), however, dimensional synesthesia is employed differently.
lia cha i ‘flow out’ originally means the movement of a liquid or gas from
one space to another, but in this example, it is used to compare the flow of
autumn thoughts, which are usually associated with feelings of melancholy or
nostalgia in Chinese. Just as Ye (2001) and Bowring (2015) suggest, the season
of autumn often evokes such feelings in Chinese.
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(7) vision (color) = sound

womade bi yu yu g ldohua jiu bu shdo you shi
HAER b BHIE EFE O®M A DL A/ R
my mom’s metaphors and  old sayings quite many sometimes

ding xian yan de

JH fe S8 WY

quite  colorful

‘My mom uses quite many metaphors and old sayings, which are sometimes
very bright and colorful.’

(8) vision (dimension) = emotion
shang hdi zhe zhong shiisong shéng huo shi zai yao bu dé
E B B2 ® ®HK ¥ 4 FH B £ # K =
Shanghai  such loose life isreally  can’t be had
‘I have a hard time accepting such a loose lifestyle in Shanghai.’

(9) vision (dimension) = emotion

dan tong shi qiil st réeng yudnyudn de liu chu
B E B & 5 F_JF By R Y
but meanwhile autumn thoughts still profusely flow out

‘But, meanwhile, thoughts about autumn have been flowing out.’

D. Synesthesia of taste

Of the 127 tokens of synesthetic expressions, 51 (40.15%) tokens deal with
taste as the source domain. As for the target domain, 47 out of 51 (92.15%)
tokens rely on emotion, with two (3.92%) tokens relying on vision and touch
respectively.

Firstly, when it comes to the flavors used in synesthetic metaphors of taste,
26 (50.98%) tokens deal with bitterness, 12 (23.52%) tokens deal with

sweetness, 11 (21.56%) tokens deal with sourness, one (1.96%) token deals with
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freshness, one (1.96%) token deals with lusciousness, and one (1.96%) deals
with the sense of taste in general without referring to any specific flavor.
Spiciness, on the other hand, is referred to in none of Xu’s correspondences with

his lovers.

e

In example (10), ki T ‘bitterness’ is used as a noun, as a synesthetic

transfer for the hardships and suffering endured during Xu’s time at the Chinese
civil war, which is meant to spark emotions of empathy in readers. As opposed
to the negative denotation of bitter, tidn EH ‘sweet’ refers to the taste of
sweetness by definition. As can be expected, it is used fondly in expressions
denoting pleasure, satisfaction, and sheer delight, such as in example (11).
Usually used to describe the taste of food or anything edible that is not old
or preserved but new and natural, xin xian ¥ ‘fresh’ is used by Xu to
describe his heartbeats. In example (12), no specific taste is referred to, yet xin
xian Frff ‘fresh’ is used. The context in the example implies that Xu the
speaker does not feel any “fresh” heartbeats, hinting the lack of enthusiasm and
energy in his emotions. However, a more comprehensive interpretation requires
considerations of diachronic semantic shifts and possible regional variation. For
instance, xIn xian ¥fE ‘fresh’ referred to taste-related freshness while also
denoting novelty or emotional stimulation in the early twentieth-century usage.
In fact, the Revised Mandarin Chinese Dictionary (2021) from National
Academy for Educational Research indicates that it is common to find the
phrase of xin xian ¥7#if ‘fresh’ interpreted as “novel” or “emotionally
stirring” figuratively. Therefore, Xu’s expression shown in example (12) below
may reflect a sense of emotional fatigue rather than a loss of sensory intensity.

This highlights the need for contextualized lexical analysis in historical texts.
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(10) taste = emotion

zai zhan g  néi pdo ldi pdo qu chi le bushdode ki

£t B B A BmARWEE 2T A F

during the war running around ate quite bitterness

‘During the war, constantly running around gave me plenty of trouble.’

(11) taste = emotion

jin  tian zdo shang de shi ke -+ guodé tian  ji le
S KRR &Kz # 5 H O Of&T
today morning moment live sweet quite

“The time this morning felt very sweet.’

(12) taste = emotion

wo de xin shang zai méiyou Xin xian de tiao dong
o8 oLk H 2 A HfE B B
my heart top no longer has  fresh beating

‘My heart no longer beats freshly.’

E. Synesthesia of touch

Of the 127 tokens of synesthetic expressions, 25 (19.68%) tokens deal with
the tactile sense as the source domain, second only to taste as discussed
previously. As for the target domain, 22 out of 25 (88%) focus on emotion, two
focus on sound, and one focuses on vision. An overwhelming majority of the
emotions referred to in Xu’s letters are feelings of negativity. Examples of
positive and negative expressions will be discussed in the ensuing paragraphs.

From the examples, we can see that an expression denoting heaviness
evokes negative feelings whereas lightness and smoothness are associated with
feelings of delight, enjoyment. In example (13), zhong E ‘heavy,” while
referring to the state of weighing considerably for the tactile sense, is compared
to the abstract weight of pressure on the writer. In this instance, the pressure Xu
feels is presumably overwhelming and unbearable.
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3

smooth’ is used to describe the

3

On the other hand, in example (14), réu Z
dancing music in the hall. By definition, réu 3% ‘smooth’ refers to a texture or
surface that has neither holes, bumps, nor sudden rises or falls, such as silk. Xu
compares the feelings evoked by the music to the tactile sense of smoothness.
This choice of synesthetic expression implies that the music is gentle, relaxing,
and delightful, similar to how silk feels on the hands.

While zhong EE ‘heavy’ and réu 2 ‘smooth’ are consistent with the
emotions they evoke, as heavy goes with unwelcoming pressure and smooth
goes with pleasant music, tong kuai Jig[# ‘happy’ is used to describe Xu’s
feeling when there is hope. According to the Contemporary Chinese Dictionary
(Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 2016), tong kuai Jgft is defined as
“feeling both pleased and relaxed.” On its own, tong Y means “pain.” But in
this collocation, it does not imply a mixture of pain and joy. Rather, tong Jgg
serves to heighten the positive feeling of kuai [}, which means “happy” or
“pleasant.” In a word, tong kuai Jig ‘happy’ is best understood as a deep sense
of relief or joy. Judging from the context of the collocation, it is unlikely a literal
clash between pain and pleasure but an expression of hope or emotional release.

Unlike in example (13) and (14), Xu aims to highlight the level of
happiness he felt by contrasting it with the pains or aches caused by hardships.
The remaining hope, as he suggests, brings only joy and happiness.

(13) touch - emotion
wo zhé xinshang va dé duozhong ya
BEL B BB Z =2 W
My this  heart press how heavily
‘How heavy is this pressure on my heart.’

(14) touch - sound

zhe tiao wi de yin yué dubé  xiang rou a
5 Bk A ¥ O % & EX |
This dancing music how  fragrant  smooth

‘How fragrant and smooth this dancing music is.’
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(15) touch = emotion

zhe  yr you XxI  wang - xin tou jiu  tong kuai
B 7 & ¥ 0 BEO H IR
this once has hope heart happy

‘The heart feels happy as long as there is hope.’

F. Synesthesia of temperature

Of the 127 tokens of synesthetic expressions, 23 (18.11%) tokens deal with
temperature as the source domain. As for the target domain, 18 (78.26%) focus
on emotion, four (17.39%) focus on vision, and one (4.34%) focus on sound.

From the examples (16) to (18), we can find that Xu prefers using
temperature as the source domain for synesthesia to express feelings of
indifference, aloofness, or desolation. As can be seen in example (16), han &
‘chill’ originally refers to a feeling of cold, yet in this instance, Xu describes
with it the lack of interest or involvement he observed from the Britons he came
across on the ship. Similarly, in example (17), léng /4 ‘cold’ is synonymous

=>4

with han 3£ ‘bitter cold’ in example (16), yet it is used in the phrase léng yan

I

~HE ‘cold eyes,” yet again denoting the social distance between people and the

lack of motivation to engage oneself with others in social interactions. Also,

p===g

while denoting low temperatures, same as han J& ‘bitter cold’ and léng /%
‘cold’ in previous two examples, [q1 qi lidng liang ;3F55] ‘dreary and
chilled’ evokes a scene of desolation, loneliness, and slight despair in the
context. The reduplication, as in ;32 and 54, serves to underscore how
strongly Xu feels.

While expressions of low temperatures are employed by Xu to bring to
mind feelings of negativity, high temperatures, such as ré £t ‘hot’ in example

(18), evoke feelings of passion, enthusiasm and liveliness. It is worth noting that



U ERARASURE - B 15 B 2 1

example (18) is the only instance in the collected data where high temperature is
juxtaposed with low temperature, as in 1éng yan /5HE ‘cold eyes’ and ré nao Z4

VIRRY

i ‘hot commotion.” They evoke contrasting emotions felt by Xu and the rest of

the crowds respectively.

(16) temperature = vision
yin ¢l -’ chudn shang chong mdn bu lie dianrénde  han qi
g fs B ox® odm ASE AN E R
therefore the ship full of the British people’s chill
‘So, the ship is filled with the indifference and aloofness of the British.’

(17) temperature = vision
leng ydn  kan rén jia re nao
2 R EF# A % #H W
cold eyes watch others hot commotion
‘I witness others’ commotion with cold eyes.’

(18) temperature > emotion

zhishiwo yi rén gqi qi lianglidngde zai zhan fangli men zhe

HEH — N 2 #F H g ) £ B F & 0F
just me alone cold and melancholy in the inn bored

‘It is just that ’'m alone in the inn, feeling melancholy and bored.’

V. Discussion
This study seeks to answer two research questions, that is, to look into
the range of sensory modalities in Xu’s love letters, and to gauge the extent to

which the synesthetic expressions in Xu’s love letters correspond to the linear
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model of linguistic synesthesia theorized by Ullmann (1957) and the
hierarchical order by Williams (1976).

The source domain of Xu’s synesthetic expressions is dominated by the
sense of taste while the target domain mostly belongs to emotions. It shows the
rich variety of the synesthetic transfers, with 127 tokens collected in total. Both
Table 1 on the compilation of synesthetic expressions in Xu’s letters, as
provided in the previous section, and Figure 3 below give a visualization of the
patterns, frequency and the directionality of the synesthetic transfers found in

Xu’s love letters. Several conclusions can be drawn from these two graphs.

Figure 3

The pattern of synesthetic transfers in Xu'’s letters

Smell Emotion
‘ A
Sound Dimension
Taste Color
Temperature Touch

First, in terms of the source domain, touch does not serve as the primary
sensory modality in Xu’s synesthetic expressions, as theorized by Ullmann
(1957) and Williams (1976). Instead, taste is the predominant sense, followed by
touch, temperature, dimension, color, sound, and smell. Second, emotion is not

found in any source domain, but is the primary target domain in Xu’s letters,
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accounting for 87.4 % of all the synesthetic expressions. In addition, Xu’s
synesthesia employed in his letters demonstrates only unidirectionality, which is
supported by Ullmann (1957), yet shows no signs of bidirectionality proposed
by Williams (1976). Furthermore, as opposed to what was suggested by
Williams (1976), smell functions as the source domain for emotion, dimension,
and sound in Xu’s letters, which is only partially reflected in Ullmann’s (1957)
model, where smell serves as the source domain for hearing and sight.

However, the analysis of Xu’s synesthesia does indicate a certain degree of
consistency with the theories of Ullmann (1957) and Williams (1976). To begin
with, taste takes predominance over smell, in Xu’s letters, as in Ullmann’s and
Williams® model. Additionally, as in Williams (1976), dimension dominates
color, and color trumps sound in Xu’s data. Interestingly, both this study and
Nguyen & Depner’s (2025) work on Vietnamese love letters identify
“dimension” and “emotion” as dominant source domains. Their findings add
credence to a possible regional preference in using spatial metaphors to express
affective states. All these conclusions support the existence of hierarchy in Xu’s
synesthetic expressions.

From a stylistic standpoint, Xu’s wuse of synesthetic expressions
underscores both personal and literary intentionality. That is to say, Xu’s
metaphors are not merely linguistic artifacts but stylistic devices that highlight
his emotional depth and poetic sensibility. Or, synesthesia serves as a cognitive
and cultural phenomenon on one hand, but on the other hand, it also functions as
a tool of aesthetic expression. The stylistic layering, such as pairing contrasting
sensory domains like 1éng ydn /S HE ‘cold eyes’ and ré nao ZAfF  ‘hot
commotion,” adds rhetorical complexity to the letters and is consistent with

broader trends in contemporary writings (Zhao, 2011).
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In fact, the generous use of taste-related expressions in Xu’s letters reflects
a broader cultural pattern found in Chinese synesthesia. It is pointed out by Zhao
et al. (2018, 2019) that Chinese gustatory terms often denote emotional or
evaluative meanings. Examples discussed in previous sections, such as chi ki [1Z,
T ‘eating bitterness’ or tidn mi F{ZE ‘sweetness’, use taste to express complex
emotional states and attest to what Zhao et al. (2018, 2019) has discovered about
Chinese linguistic synesthesia. These patterns of dominance are proof of the
prevalent conceptual metaphors in Chinese synesthesia, where the body and
food-related experiences closely hinge on emotional states (Zhao et al., 2018).
This is backed up by Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) theory that metaphors operate
on the basis of humans’ embodied experience, where sensorimotor domains
serve as the foundation for abstract reasoning. As they state: “Our ordinary
conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is
fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p.3).
Familiar expressions like “sweet love” or “bitter truth” in both Chinese and
English are evidence that taste is commonly projected onto affective and
emotional experience. Yet, Xu’s preference for taste-to-emotion metaphors such
as Z7; ‘eat bitterness’ or % ‘sweetness’ reflects not just physical and
sensory basis, but also culturally-embedded values such as endurance, nostalgia,
or romantic melancholy.

Such a preference can also be interpreted from psychological and cultural
perspectives. On the one hand, it is argued that “cognitive neuroscience
highlights the link between our strong emotional responses and physical
sensations such as taste” (Ramachandran & Hubbard, 2003, p. 49). Culturally,
as discussed in previous sections, metaphors in Xu’s letters underscore a broader
Chinese cultural tendency to express internal emotional states through external

physical experiences. A case in point is example (11), where tidn EH ‘sweet,’
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originally a gustatory term describing sweetness, denotes positive reflections.
Also proving this point is example (12), where xin xian ¥ifif ‘freshness’ refers
to emotional energy and feelings of vitality instead of the literal meaning of
freshness. This is also consistent with the theory of embodied cognition (Lakoff
& Johnson, 1980).

Interestingly, taste-feeling synesthesia is less pronounced in Western
literary traditions, where sensory metaphors often move from touch to sight
(Ullmann, 1957; Williams, 1976). In comparison, Xu’s letters offer an
alternative embedded in Chinese culture. It is worth noting that this study
intends not to challenge the frameworks proposed by Ullmann and Williams, but
to explore to what extent their ideas hold up in the context of early
twentieth-century Chinese vernacular writing. The results show that while some
aspects of Western models do appear, key differences, like the emphasis on taste
and emotion, reveal the need for more culturally sensitive approaches. A number
of the synesthetic patterns observed from the collected corpus, such as the
prominence of taste-to-emotion mapping, may have stemmed from diachronic
changes in word meaning. A case in point is xin xian ¥f#. While the phrase
indicated the freshness food originally, it came to denote novelty and emotional
vitality during the early 20th century (Zhang, 2011). Moreover, it is also argued
that regional dialects and rhetorical traditions could have shaped the perceived
sensory-emotional associations in Xu’s language and that lexical semantics in
modern Chinese is often influenced by both historical usage and regional
variation (Zhang, 2011).

VI. Conclusion
This study compiles the range of sensory modalities in linguistic

synesthesia in Xu’s love letters and to examine the degree to which Xu’s data
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corresponds to the model proposed by Ullmann (1957) and Williams (1976). It
is found that Xu’s synesthetic patterns only partially reflect the directionality
and hierarchical order theorized by the two afore-mentioned researchers. Such a
discrepancy is echoed by Zhao (2018; 2019) in her study on Chinese synesthesia,
where she argues that her data on Chinese gustatory verbs is consistent with
neither Ullmann’s (1957) nor Williams” model (1976) and attributes such a gap
to linguistic and cultural differences. Specifically, the prominence of taste as a
source and emotion as a target as well as the absence of bidirectionality
indicates a need to adapt these models to include culturally sensitive factors
such as rhetorical style, emotional discourse, and genre effects. These findings
advocate for widening the scope of current synesthetic frameworks to
accommodate emotional and stylistic dimensions that are not duly represented.

This study also offers potential applications in modern language education
besides raising theoretical implications. Understanding linguistic synesthesia in
contemporary genres rich in emotions like love letters can help learners cultivate
greater sensitivity to figurative language and metaphorical structures. These
insights help learners move beyond literal Chinese-English translation, fostering
skills in reading, analysis, and creative writing by showing how sensory
language conveys tone, mood, and character depth. Also, the frequent
taste-emotion synesthesia brings our attention to the role of cultural literacy in
second and foreign language education. A competent communicator requires
more than just surface-level grammatical or lexical proficiency. It reminds
educators and learners that language teaching must incorporate both semantic
nuance and cultural resonance.

Despite care taken to ensure the comprehensiveness of this study, certain
limitations deserve the attention of researchers who wish to probe further into

the issue of linguistic synesthesia in Chinese. Firstly, this study focuses merely
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on the love letters of Xu Zhimo, yet aside from love letters, journal entries and
poetry are also among Xu’s highly acclaimed literary works. Secondly,
etymology can also be taken into account to further determine the source
domain and target domain of synesthetic transfers, as done by Zhao (2018; 2019)
in her study on Chinese gustatory verbs. It is thus believed that with the
above-mentioned two constraints addressed, we are bound to derive a further
insight into the world of linguistic synesthesia.

The last limitation of this study lies in its absence of etymological analysis.
Deeper insight into the historical trajectory of sensory meanings and their
metaphorical extensions might have been derived from the etymological
perspective. As shown in Zhao’s (2018, 2019) studies, such analysis can reveal
underlying semantic patterns and reinforce or complicate surface-level
interpretations. Future research should consider integrating etymological data to
further strengthen the semantic analysis of synesthetic expressions.

Truthfully, the implications of Xu’s synesthesia pose a challenge to the
established universality of traditional synesthetic hierarchies. This study
suggests that emotional target domains should be formally incorporated into
models of linguistic synesthesia. In fact, emotional and genre-based constraints
also appear to influence linguistic synesthesia. Therefore, it seems reasonable to
call for a reconceptualization of directionality that integrates cultural and
stylistic contexts. Overall, findings proposed and discussed in this study
highlight the unique yet partially consistent nature of Xu’s synesthesia, and

contribute insights to the study of linguistic synesthesia in literary texts.
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A Zen Road of Centuries: A Research on the
Modern History of the Tour of Mount Shi Tou
Shan, Miaoli(1895-1940)

Cheng-hsien Wu"

Abstract

Mount Shi Tou Shan, located in Miaoli County, has been a famous scenic area; as
early as in the end of the Qing dynasty, monks came for their religious practices; during
the Japanese rule period, senior government officials and intellectuals came for the
natural ecology and magnificent scenery. With the respective developments of the Shi
Tou(#iBH) area and the Shi Wei(fiiF2) area, several temples of traditional religions
established, thus merged into the features of the centuries-old zen road of Mount Shi
Tou Shan. This research is to explore how, with the civil and governmental resources,
the Shi Tou Shan area developed into a characteristic scenic spot of Chikunan
Distret(fTEEl) in the Japanese rule period, and also to discover how the scenic spots
originated the attractiveness of the trails in the Shi Tou Shan area. Furthermore, through
historical literatures, we may rediscover and experience the same sights, voices, and

even smells sensed by the ancient travelers and have an intercourse with them to see the
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replayed films of the “historic scenery” of the Shi Tou Shan area. The improvement of
the transportation to the Shi Tou Shan area, just as two sides of the same coin, not only
increased the access convenience, but also decreased the pleasures of walking through
the creeks and reaching for the remote sceneries. This research tries to reconstruct the
“Zen Road” in a century ago in the Shi Tou Shan area, for a different reflection and

inspiration of today’s tours around it.

Key terms @ Shi Tou Shan, Chikunan District, Chuen Hua Tang Temple, the period of

Japanese rule
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Teaching Practice before USR: Cultgrowth

through Students’ Learning Experience

Chang Yu-chuan

Abstract

Based on the experience of implementing the University Social
Responsibility course, this article reflects on whether to plan and implement the
practical character of teaching before executing USR goals, through systematic
training, it can generate short-term plans and long-term practical power for
society. For courses, the most effective results come from students’ experiences.
This article is based on the students’ experiences written after two consecutive
semesters of “Community Farmer Power”. Through students’ observation and

reflection, it can also present the goals of cultgrowth set by this course.

Keywords : USR, curriculum, teaching practice, cultgrowth
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