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  Sound of Colors is likely the best-selling book on disabilities in recent Chinese-

language culture. Printed in a format like The Cat in the Hat series and evoking the style 

of Jean-Jacques Sempé, Sound of Colors is drawn and written by the Taipei-based Jimmy 

Liao, a cancer survivor commonly known as “Jimmy” to the Chinese-language reader.  

In eighty pages, Sound of Colors unfolds a sequence of watercolor paintings 

showing a fifteen-year-old girl always in motion, regular, trained, and self-disciplined. 

The book dutifully depicts the girl’s Sisyphean routines of subway commuting, one cycle 

repeated after another. She walks into a subway entrance with a white stick, the stick 

conventionally adopted by the blind, climbs from the upper left corner of the verso 

diagonally down to a platform at the lower right corner of the verso, squeezes herself into 

a packed train, and climbs from the lower left corner of the recto diagonally up to a 

subway exit at the upper right corner of the recto. The girl greets nobody during her 

commute, as if she never bumps into anybody she knows. With her tinted glasses and 

occasional smiles, the girl looks nondescript rather than either attractive or unattractive. 

The drawings are laced with short sentences, which serve more as the girl’s interior 

monologue than explanatory notes to the reader or communications with any character in 

the book. It is never clear why she commutes or what her destination is. She does not go 

to a hospital (which would define her as a patient), a workplace (which would define her 

as a wage earner), or a shop (which would define her as a consumer).  

In Sound of Colors, two worlds coexist: the one world, seen through the eyes of 

the able-bodied, is remarkable for its constraint, while the other world, in the mind’s eye 

of the blind girl, is redolent of liberation. The first, normal world is drawn in low-

saturated colors and is what the able-bodied passengers are supposed to see. By contrast, 

the alternative world is fantastical, with free-floating, richly saturated colors. The 

heroine’s cycles of commuting exemplifies what de Certeau calls “pedestrian speech 

acts,” where “the act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to 

language” (97). During her pedestrian speech acts, the heroine, as a creative user of space, 
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can be said to “transform each spatial signifier into something else” (de Certeau 98). She 

can see the “sound of colors,” the English title of the picture book; the title recalls 

Charles Baudelaire’s and Arthur Rimbaud’s poetic experiments, in which visual signs are 

associated with the aural rather than the optical sense, as analyzed by such scholars as 

Naomi Schor (Schor, 76-104). The myriad spectacles the heroine sees, such as stained 

glass and fairy tale figures, look markedly non-Chinese or generic, as global capitalism 

looms large.  

Unlike the above texts that accentuate the local features of the global cities, this 

book created in Taipei notably shows no local characteristic of Taipei or in fact any other 

Chinese-language city. The absence of a recognizable Taipei might be owing to the visual 

impairment of the heroine, who of course does not see the physical realities of the city. 

Nonetheless, in her mind’s eye, these images she captures look like stock images of an 

imagined Europe as displayed in a shopping mall. European poems, rendered in both 

Chinese and English translations, also decorate the beginning and end of Sound of Color: 

the book opens with a quotation from Wisława Szymborska’s “We’re Extremely 

Fortunate,” and concludes with one from Rainer Maria Rilke’s “The Blind Woman.” The 

Szymborska quotation demonstrates that it is extremely fortunate to live in uncertainty, 

whereas Rilke’s speaker announces that she senses colors as, and through, sounds, so that 

she, who relies on the aural rather than the visual, is not afraid of the eye-plucking Death. 

Both quotations affirm the values of the nonrational world of serendipity.  

It remains a question whether this heroine is truly solitary. She claims she has fed 

her cat before she leaves home for the subway, but the cat does not appear in the book. 

Although a puppy – far from the standard service dog companion for the blind – follows 

rather than guides her in the book, the relation between the girl and the puppy, which 

stays physically distant from the girl, remains vague. However, towards the end of the 

book
1
, the heroine suddenly bows on an imagined stage toward somebody unspecified 

(but clearly not toward the puppy). She announces, “I have always forgotten to say thanks 

to you. I thank you for always keeping me company.” This salutation is startling, for the 

heroine, preoccupied with herself, does not seem to recognize any “you” in the book at 

all. It is possible either that this you is the reader, who is supposed to follow the flaneuse 

all along, or that the heroine, who does without any partner, is sarcastically mocking the 

presumption that a blind girl must be assigned company. 

The Chinese-language reader of Sound of Colors could be so attracted to “the 

imaginary of exoticism” and “the imaginary of modernity” in the book to find the blind 

girl’s autonomy deeply unsettling. “The imaginary of exoticism” is peopled by the 

visions of an imagined Europe, whereas “the imaginary of modernity” is represented by 

the subway system. The picture book’s original title in Chinese is “Subway,” which 

likely connotes innovation far more strongly to the Chinese-language reader than it does 

to the English-language one. Unlike their counterparts in first-world countries, subways 

                                                
1
 The book has no pagination. 
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are relatively new in Chinese-language cities: Beijing’s was inaugurated in 1969; Hong 

Kong’s in 1979; and Taipei’s, where Jimmy is based, in only 1997, just four years before 

the publication of the book. The imaginaries of exoticism and modernity effectively 

distract the Chinese-language reader from the basic life of the heroine so that the heroine 

is left alone to enjoy her autonomy.  

A comparative reading of the Chinese original and the English adaptation reveals 

that the blind heroine’s autonomy is so discomforting, as if the blind were never allowed 

to be left alone, that it is to be quietly diagnosed as a problem to be resolved. The English 

version adapted by Sarah L. Thomson, which has license to depart from the Chinese 

original, announces that the blind girl is guided by a butterfly in the way a blind 

pedestrian trusts a service dog
2
. In other words, an unlikely relation – with an insect – is 

imposed on the girl. The Chinese edition sends the message that uncertainty in life is to 

be savored, but this message is suppressed in the English adaptation, from which the 

quotations from Szymborska and Rilke, and the girl’s seemingly mysterious salutation to 

an invisible “you,” are all removed. It seems that the reader of the English text, unlike the 

reader of the Chinese original, cannot be distracted forcibly enough by the imaginaries of 

exoticism and modernity, that this reader cannot but look at the bare life of the blind 

heroine. Thus, the heroine in the English adaptation is tailored to be less autonomous, 

less unpredictable, and thus more acceptable to the ableist mainstream.  

 

 

                                                
2
 The original edition shows the very same butterfly, whom she overhears but does not follow, or 

trust. 


