An Historical Overview of Interpretations Regarding Colour 

Aristotle    (b. 384 BC):  Beautiful colours less valuable than clear outline.  Art as imitation of nature.

Plotinus     (b. 205 AD):  divine nature of colour as metaphor for divine grace, claritas, splendor and opulence.

St. Aquinas    (b. 1225):  Beauty is of order, rationality and integrity.  Line conveys rationality.

Cennini    (b. 1370):  Know that there are seven natural colors, or rather, four actually mineral in character, namely, black, red, yellow, and green; three are natural colors, but need to be helped artificially, as lime white, blues--ultramarine, azurite--giallorino.


“Puro” – Style of naturalistic colours


“Ornato” – Refers less to visual reality than to iconographic requirements

Jan van Eyck    (b. 1395): credited with first oil painting.

Alberti    (b. 1404):  Italian architect, art theorist, and humanist.  In 1435, first treatise portraying colour as visual phenomena.  Alberti's Della Pittura is the first “modern” treatise on the theory of painting.  Although the art Alberti advocates is based on training acquired under a master and apprentice system, it gives the artist and his art the means of breaking away from such a system to attain the individualism familiar since the High Renaissance.  Colour system based on 4 primaries:  red, blue, green and grey.  Colour chord concept producing harmony and enhancement.  “No one would deny that the painter has nothing to do with things that are not visible The painter is concerned solely with representing what can be seen.”
Leonardo da Vinci    (b. 1452):  illusion of relief more important than colour.  4 primaries:  red, yellow, green and blue (green later secondary).  After him, colour often used to amplify tonal differences rather than significance in itself.

Poussin    (b. 1594):  “Colours in painting are blandishments to lure the eyes.”

Roger de Piles (- 1673): Colour makes painting distinct from other arts.  Rubens ultimate master.

Isaac Newton (- 1666):  Prism dissects white light.

Kant    (b. 1724):  Colour is sensual.  Design above colour.

Goethe   (b. 1749):  Emphasized symbolism of colour.

Hegel    (b. 1770):  Painting becomes more spiritual through colour.

Turner   (b. 1775):  continued Newton’s experiments.  Colour wheel for mixing pigments.  Distinguished between spectrum colour and material colour.  Symbolic potential of colour.  

Ingres   (b. 1780):  Neo-classical academic tradition, colour enhances painting, but she is only a lady in waiting (to linear, outlined rationality).

Delacroix   (b.  1798):  Explored possibilities of near-complementaries, subtle and effective enhancement, red and olive green, yellow with blue-violet shadows, gradations (blue on blue) evoking a vibration of colour.  Friendship with Chopin (b. 1810) reflected the current nearing of art and music as they become more closely related.  Friendship with Baudelaire (b. 1821): “perfumes, colours and sounds answer to one another.”

Van Gogh   (b. 1853): greater stress on symbolism.  Used ready mixed oil pigments in tubes.

Seurat   (b. 1859):   Science of colour following Blanc.  Colours obey fixed laws.  3 primary, 3 composite (binary or secondary) – violet, green and orange.  Used ready mixed oil pigments in tubes.

Gauguin   (b. 1839):  “Forms and colours arranged harmoniously of themselves produce poetry.”  “Pure Colour!  Everything must be sacrified to it.”

Cezanne   (b. 1839):  “When the colour has attained richness, the form has reached plentitude.”

Kandinsky  (b. 1866):  Credited with first non-figurative painting.  Grammar of painting similar to music.  Constant search for rhythm in painting, for mathematical, abstract construction combined with symbolic and associative colours.

Mondrian   (b. 1872):  Colour chords produced by rectilinear patterns.

G. Braque   (b. 1882):  Colour and line subordinate to effect of the painting to convey a fractured sense of an object’s entirety (Cubism).

Duchamp    (b. 1887):  Philosophical idea above all (Dada).

Albers    (b. 1888):  Reduction to minimal colour chords.

Moholy-Nagy    (b. 1895):  Bauhaus reinterpretation of clear rationalism, non-figurative compositions with clean, linear forms.

Rothko   (b. 1903):  Colour reduced to painted colour chords (whose effect can only be achieved by hand-applied paint), developing into a medium for inducing spiritual states of meditation.

De Kooning (b. 1904):  Colour as means of expressing the artist’s own vigorous interaction with urban life.

Barnett Newman   (b. 1905):  Colour as subject.  Reduced visual sensation with no visible mark of the artist (Colour Field).

Vasarely    (b. 1908):  Explored the optical and psychological effects of colours and patterns (Op-Art).

Francis Bacon (b. 1909):  Colour as means of achieving unusual psychological intensities.  Pronounced

Pollack   (b. 1912):  Reveals the act and process of painting as a means in itself, with the resulting work being more of a record of this effort.  Colour paint itself as object, as a texture with a meaning of its own (Abstract Expressionism).

Mathieu    (b. 1921):  Colour paint as calligraphic tool to express personal vitality and mood.

