An Overview of Colour History

A Decorative Accessory or Spiritual Medium in Itself?

There has never been a time when colour did not fascinate humanity and it has always been regarded as one of life's greatest mysteries.  Every civilisation had (and still has today) its myths and associations with colour, but oddly, none of them has named many colours.  In the 1960s anthropologists Berlin and Kay conducted a worldwide study of colour naming. Many languages only contained two colour terms, equivalent to white (light) and black (dark).  Of 98 languages studied, the highest number of basic colour terms was to be found in English - where we have eleven: black, white, red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, pink, grey and brown.  The other millions of colours have 'borrowed' names, based on examples of them, such as avocado, grape, peach, tan, gold, etc.

Colours are distinctive, and human beings become distinct through colours.  We grow pale under shock; we blush when we’re found out or when we fall in love.  Colours have always been referred to or used in order to convey mood or inclination.  It appears that red (blood) is assigned to femininity, and white (seed) to masculinity.  We find both as symbols of countries or states, in the colours of their flags.
Colour theory has a long history: the earliest records we have of colour modelling date from ancient Greece.  Aristotle, in the fourth century BC, considered blue and yellow to be the true primary colours, relating as they do to life's polarities: sun and moon, male and female, stimulus and sedation, expansion and contraction, out and in.  He associated colours with the four elements: fire, water, earth and air.  Furthermore, he felt there were seven significant steps of colour stretching from white through to black (his intermediates varied, but often included yellow, red, violet, green, and blue).  

Aristotle derived his hues from observations of the changing colour of daylight.  He believed, as did everyone until the 20th Century, that colours resided on the surface of objects.  Even today, most people unquestionably think that the objects and people we see “have” the colours that we see.  We are living in a curious age of transition, somewhat like a figurative Copernican revolution regarding the identity of colour.  The reason for this is that science has come to understand that no thing has a colour in itself, rather the colour of any thing results from the properties of light itself as this light interacts with the surface and undersurface of any thing.

Aristotle was the first to introduce the theory that art imitates nature. He considered the origin of art as a basis for his argument. Throughout his theory, he developed a method for evaluation and classification of art. 

Aristotle attributed the origin of art to the human affinity for imitation. From childhood, imitation is the primary method of learning. Aristotle concluded that it is natural for humans to "delight in works of imitation."

Aristotle presented three methods for classifying art based on the idea of art as imitation. The first method involves a difference in the means of imitation. In the first chapter of Poetics, Aristotle wrote, "Just as color and form are used as means by some . . .and the voice is used by others; . . .the means with them as a whole are rhythm, language, and harmony." These three elements, whether they are combined or employed separately, constitute the means of imitation. This definition provides a way to distinguish among music, poetry, dance, and drama. 

"It follows, therefore, that the agents represented must be either above our own level of goodness, or beneath it, or just such as we are;" In this way, Aristotle introduced the idea of virtue as a factor in the object of imitation. The object or action being represented is the main difference between a comedy and a tragedy. Both can be presented using the same means and with the same dramatic manner, but the actions being imitated in a comedy are positive like love and humor while a tragedy brings out the darker side of human nature. Aristotle's theory on art examines art as a productive science. The quality of the object produced determines the merit of the art. The art is found within the product not within the mind of the artist. This theory promotes critical evaluation because the evaluator doesn't need to consider the message or intent of the artist when evaluating the object. The message of the artist may be absent or unclear, but if the object itself is a nearly perfect imitation, it could be considered a wonderful piece of art. The circumstances or history behind the work are also insignificant during the assessment of its artistic value. 

Artists universally adopted his principles and applied them for two thousand years, until Newton's discoveries in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries replaced them in general colour theory.

Historically, a major criticism of Aristotle's theory on art has been his failure to differentiate between mechanical and fine arts. 

Hippocrates, the father of medical practice, was a contemporary of Aristotle (who apparently did not have a very high opinion of him). He used colour extensively in medicine and recognised, for example, that the therapeutic effects of a white violet flower would be quite different from those of a purple (violet) one. Another medical man, Avicenna in the eleventh century, in what is now Iran, believed that a person's physical colouring would indicate that person's predisposition to various diseases and always took account of the patient's colouring in diagnosis.

In the fifteenth century the famous Swiss doctor, von Hohenheim, known as Paracelsus, travelled extensively and his methods were considered highly controversial - he received more attention at the time than Copernicus. He placed particular importance on the role of colour in healing. Interestingly, he was a contemporary of not just Copernicus, but Martin Luther, Leonardo da Vinci and many other famous figures of the Renaissance - so his life and learning were conducted in an atmosphere of great transition in thought.

Aristotle's medieval translator, Robert Grosseteste, introduced a second dimension in his model of colour - that of "lightness". He felt that Aristotle had been wrong to place white and black alongside the other colours, suggesting that these formed a second dimension, with the seven (unidentified) hues shading towards white or black.

Once the art of the heralds, whose job it was to check the coats of arms of the knights at jousting tournaments. If the composition of a coat of arms was seen as an art form, then its actual realisation was even more so. Heraldic colours are used to create a clear differentiation of the individual parts. The four basic colours are red (Rosso), blue (Azzurro), black (Nero) and green (Verde). Purple (Porpora), which is seldom used, is added as the seventh colour, to form a relationship to the seven planets known at the time.
In the Renaissance, artists like Leon Battista Alberti and Leonado da Vinci took a more practical approach to colour - seeking to identify the primary pigments they could use to mix all other colours. Both identified yellow, green, blue, and red as primaries, though Leonardo added white and black. Battista preferred to approach it like Grosseteste, treating white and black as a separate dimension to colour. Battista's 'model' can be represented visually as a double pyramid, with the four 'colours' occupying the four corners of the base and shading up towards white or down towards black.

Colour was not something abstract, rather colours were pigments obtained as powders to be mixed with various oils by hand.  The process was laborious and time consuming.  The resulting oil or tempera paints were thereby precious and not to be wasted, rather to be employed in deliberate ways.  Certain pigments, cobalt blue for example, were very expensive to obtain and thus were held in high esteem on par with gold.  Painters were well aware of the emotional effects of colour chords employing deliberate combinations throughout the paintings which can be distinctly observed within the robes of figures.

In the following centuries, this kind of approach evolved into complex colour wheels, pyramids or spheres, almost invariably based on the mixing of paint pigments. In theoretical explanations, colours were often described as mixtures of the four elements - fire, air, water and earth - along with 'lightness' and 'darkness'.

A significant breakthrough was made by Isaac Newton at the end of the seventeenth century. Others had used prisms before him to produce spectrums, but these had been interpreted as changing or colouring white light. Newton argued (and proved) that the prism was not really changing the light, but was splitting it up into its component parts. He produced a simple colour wheel with the seven colours of the rainbow stretched around its rim and a white hole in the middle, indicating that when all these colours were mixed together they would form white. While this was an important discovery, we should note that Newton's model was as much aesthetic as scientific: he chose seven colours because a musical octave has seven sound intervals; and in bending the straight spectrum to form a neat circle he was actually joining together two colour bands (red and violet) that are not naturally adjacent in the spectrum.

Another important trajectory from the late eighteenth century was the development of the idea that colour could and should be represented with a third dimension. Colour had often been represented on 3-D spheres, cones and pyramids, but the colours were always wrapped around the shapes. For example, a globe might have pure hues of colour painted around its equator shading towards a white or black North or South pole, but no one had really considered that colour might exist within the shape, with the colours becoming less and less 'pure' as they approach a neutral grey core. Johann Heinrich Lambert proposed something like this using a pyramid shape in the 1770s, and Philippe Otto Runge produced a solid sphere of colour in the 1810s - around the same time as Goethe was producing his triangles. Runge actually adopted Goethe's red-blue-yellow primaries as the basis for his colour model. 

Newton's colour theory was opposed by the influential philosopher Johanes Wolfgang Goethe in the early 19th century. Goethe produced a triangle diagram with blue, red and yellow at its vertices. Within this he placed smaller triangles of secondary and tertiary colours. Goethe was not challenging Newton on scientific grounds, but on artistic or experiential grounds. He described and arranged his colours according to the 'moods' they could express or evoke. In doing so he was looked backward to the artist's practice of colour mixing and was anticipating the modern discipline of colour psychology.

By the early twentieth century, the nature of colour was fairly well understood: the distinction and relationship between additive and subtractive colour was clear, as was the understanding that colours could be described in terms of their hue (particular colour), strength (saturation or intensity), and brightness (lightness or darkness).  A three dimensional approach to modelling colour found an expression in the physical models constructed by the art teacher Albert Munsell. It also formed the basis for later perceptual colour models like HSL - Hue, Saturation and Luminance - a system used in some computer colour modelling.

The Munsell Color Order System grew out of the work of art lecturer Albert Munsell, in the early years of the twentieth century. He felt that earlier attempts to model and describe colour hadn't adequately represented the relationships between colours as humans perceive them. Like others, he saw a three-dimensional model of colour (hue, strength and brightness) as the most useful, but he felt that forcing the colours into a symmetrical shape was wrong. He also strongly objected to placing the 'pure' colours around the equator of a globe because, in his judgment, yellow was brighter than red and red was brighter than blue. Using coloured spinning tops (like Maxwell and others) and relying on his own visual sense, Munsell built a three-dimensional model in which he felt the steps between the adjacent colours were exactly equal. For some hues this resulted in more steps than others, producing a quite irregular shape. Because the result was not a sphere, he called it a colour tree.

The Munsell Color Tree (image courtesy of Michael Sitko)
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Munsell's system enabled people who were using colour to be very specific about which colours they were referring to. The Munsell Color Ordering System was endorsed by a number of standards bodies and is still in use today.

The Pantone Color system, developed in the 1960s, is also intended to enable people to refer precisely to colour, where such precision is critical (e.g. fashion and manufacturing industries). Unlike Munsell and many other colour reference systems, Pantone colours are specified as full strength (i.e. fully saturated) hues of colour, although in practice they are used at different percentages to produce varying tints of the colour.

Another Re-interpretation of Colour

The word “Colour” does not mean the same thing today as it did before the 20th Century.  Should we chose to speak of colour in the “old fashioned” ways of Aristotle, Da Vinci, Holbein, Goethe, Delacroix, Cezanne, or Picasso – to name a few – than we are essentially asserting an understanding of a particular phenomena that does not correlate with the contemporary scientific explanation.  In other words, we refuse to acknowledge the equivalent of a Copernican reinterpretation of the geocentric world or, even more apt, of the notion that the Earth’s heliocentric solar system as well as the universe as a whole has, in truth, no absolute center by virtue of one notable theory of relativity.

The reference to the Copernican Revolution and the Relativity Theory is by no means far fetched.  Colour, during the Renaissance in particular, became realized as having extraordinary qualities in its own right.  Even the desire to imitate a perceived colour with paint expressed to yearn to capture a kind of poetic or spiritual transfusion of emotion through the static fabric of the painting.  The Impressionists, among many others, carried the reverence of colour into the mainstream consciousness of western civilization.

With the contemporary scientific explanation of colour, the essential meaning of colour has grown into another stage of identity.  The spiritual and emotional qualities previously attributed to certain colours have been relegated to the kindergarten playroom, advertising design offices and layman conversations.  The “true” understanding (pronounced with a Galileo-an accent) of colour has nothing to do with this apparently wish-thinking mumbo-jumbo, rather colour has been purified of human connotations.  If we want or need a certain colour to convey a certain sentiment, this longing must be understood as an act of psychological projection on our part and has nothing whatsoever to do with the nature of this colour in itself.

Seemingly identical light sources or colours can actually be composed of very different distributions of wavelengths. This is the whole basis of additive and subtractive colour: using a small number of colours to simulate every other colour. As we suggested, the reason we are so easily fooled by this is that the human visual system (eye plus brain) is doing its colour interpretation based on just three sensors (red, green, blue).

But in order to accurately control and reproduce colour within an additive (or subtractive) colour system, we must know exactly what combination of primaries is required to match and simulate each real-world colour.  We should indeed recall Aristotle’s observation as to the human affinity for imitation.  This is the challenge that the science of colorimetry has set itself: to determine and map out these combinations whereby real-world colours can be perfectly reproduced. Each combination of red, green and blue are known as the tristimulus values for the corresponding real-world colour.

Colour is not a simple objective thing we can point to. It is the way we perceive the interaction of light on substances. None of the individual colours we name (red, purple, orange) exist in reality - they are categories we create in order to describe and control the experience we call 'colour'. As we will see, colour is the result of a number of processes and interactions - some of them natural, some technological and others historical or cultural.

It is the interaction of light on a substance, perceived by a human being. So in order to understand and effectively manage colour it is useful to have a basic understanding of all three parts of this process: (1) the nature and quality of light; (2) the way light interacts with material substances; and (3) the way that interaction is perceived by the human eye and brain.  

Light is a form of energy known as electromagnetic radiation (EM). the part of the electromagnetic spectrum that our eyes can actually detect ("visible light") is tiny, less than 1%. It stretches from about 780 nanometres in wavelength (i.e. 0.00000078 metres) down to 380nm.Diagram 1. Electromagnetic radiation from the Sun


Pure white light is an equal mix of waves from all parts of this visible spectrum. 

The second key element in our experience of colour is the substance upon which, or through which, light falls. Objects in the world are not really 'coloured'- they simply absorb, transmit or reflect particular wavelengths from visible light. If a collection of objects appear to us to be different colours, this is because each object differs in the way it responds to a particular light source.

A 'white' object reflects all or most of the light that falls upon it, while a 'black' object absorbs all or most of the light. Plants appears green because they have pigments which absorb wavelengths from the red and blue parts of the visible spectrum and only allow the 'green' wavelengths to be reflected on to a viewer.

In the same way that light sources can appear to produce light of the same colour, but actually be emitting very different combinations of light waves, substances can appear to us to be the same colour but actually be absorbing and reflecting light waves in quite different ways. This is an important point to grasp. As we'll see below, most of the "natural" colours we see in the world around us are capable of being simulated by different intensities of just three fairly narrow bands of the spectrum (either Red, Green and Blue, RGB, or Cyan, Magenta and Yellow, CMY).

The third key element in our experience of colour is the human visual system. Vision is a very personal, subjective experience, but the basic mechanics are the same for most of us. Light enters our eyes through the lens at the front of the eye and is focused onto the retina inside the back of the eye. The retina is covered with millions of light sensitive cells which pass on signals to the brain via the optic nerve.

There are two types of light sensitive cells in the retina, called rods and cones because of their shape. Each eye has about 120 million rods, which tend to be concentrated more around the outer edges of the retina. Rods are not sensitive to colour differences, but record information about lightness and darkness. They are good for detecting motion and for seeing in low light-levels.

The 6 million cones in each eyeball are sensitive to colour rather than lightness and are concentrated towards the centre of the retina where there is more light. Each cone contains photopigments which are attuned to a particular band of the spectrum. When they detect light within their range they produce an electrochemical response. In humans there are three main sorts of cone, which respond to either long, medium or short wavelengths. They are usually called red, green or blue cones because these are the predominant colours within each band. However, the spectral bands they detect are actually quite wide and overlap each other. Other animals have a smaller or greater number of different cones. Many animals also have cones capable of detecting ultraviolet light.

The way the information from the cones combines to provide our experience of colour is still not entirely understood, but it seems most likely that the outputs from all three cones are used to determine the colour and quality of the light by comparing the responses from the different cones.

The key point to grasp is that our eyes are particularly sensitive to the red, green and blue wavelengths in the light and colours we see. Because of this, by presenting different intensities of red, green and blue light, it is possible to fool our eyes into thinking that they are seeing other colours. This principle underlies the practice of colour reproduction, enabling us to reproduce or simulate a full spectrum of colours from just three "primary" colours: red, green and blue, in 'additive' colour processes; or their complementaries, cyan, magenta and yellow, in 'subtractive' colour processes. 

By varying the strengths of cyan, magenta and yellow, it is possible to create all of the other colours we can see printed in books or magazines. If we wanted to create red, for example, we would overlay a dot of magenta and a dot of yellow. The magenta would absorb green and reflect both red and blue light. The yellow would then absorb the blue, allowing just the red to reflect into our eyes. In theory, we could add a dot of cyan on top of these and this would absorb the red, allowing no light at all to escape (i.e. black). In practice, because inks are seldom pure, a little light would be reflected and the black wouldn't appear completely black. For this reason, printers usually use a fourth colour, black, to make sure their images appear as dark as they should. In addition to improving the quality, black dots are also often mixed in as a cost-saving measure, since black ink is much cheaper than coloured ink.1

Colour from a Medicinal Perspective 

Hippocrates, the father of medical practice, was a contemporary of Aristotle (who apparently did not have a very high opinion of him). He used colour extensively in medicine and recognised, for example, that the therapeutic effects of a white violet flower would be quite different from those of a purple (violet) one. Another medical man, Avicenna in the eleventh century, in what is now Iran, believed that a person's physical colouring would indicate that person's predisposition to various diseases and always took account of the patient's colouring in diagnosis.

In the fifteenth century the famous Swiss doctor, von Hohenheim, known as Paracelsus, travelled extensively and his methods were considered highly controversial - he received more attention at the time than Copernicus. He placed particular importance on the role of colour in healing. Interestingly, he was a contemporary of not just Copernicus, but Martin Luther, Leonardo da Vinci and many other famous figures of the Renaissance - so his life and learning were conducted in an atmosphere of great transition in thought.

For almost three hundred years after Newton, all further work with colour was essentially concerned with appearance and vision - and most of it strictly scientific. By the latter part of the nineteenth century, the medical community had virtually “outgrown” the age-old practice of colour therapy, dismissing it as 'mumbo-jumbo'. 

In the twentieth century, however, interest in colour exploded. The art of colour therapy was re-born and today even the most mainstream doctors use colour as an everyday part of their work. 

In the 1920s at the famous Bauhaus school, in Germany, where the teaching staff included such luminaries as Itten, Albers, Kandinsky, Mondrian and Klee, technology and art were completely reunited. Johannes Itten was particularly interested in the connections between colours and emotions, and colours and shapes. He also observed that each of his students seemed to favour the same palette for their work - and furthermore, the favoured palette appeared to be in some way related to that student's own physical colouring. Itten's seminal book 'The Art of Colour' is a 'must read' for anyone interested in colour. 

Nevertheless, when Angela Wright began to pursue deeper understanding of the effects of colour, in the mid 1970s, she found that not much progress had been made since the 1920s. There was no shortage of scientific material describing experiments to establish the psychological effects of different colours. However, the findings were often contradictory and no firm theories had emerged, so it was considered totally subjective, and therefore totally unpredictable. 

Her first response to this was that none of these experiments appeared to take account of the finer points of colour - nuances of shade, tone and tint. It is not part of a psychologist's remit to study colour, so they would, for example, describe experiments where they had 'used blue and orange, with full spectrum lighting.' She felt that this was relatively meaningless, as there are at least a million blues and just as many oranges. She felt that colour harmony was a major determining factor in the psychological effect. In simple terms, disharmony negates.

She formed a clear hypothesis, involving the links between patterns of colour and personality types, that approached colour harmony from a different perspective. Going back to Aristotle's idea that blue and yellow were the true primary colours, she classified all colours, first into cool and warm, then subdivided in terms of levels of intensity and the addition of black, white or grey. This produced four tonal families, which Angela Wright then associated with four personality types, defined with considerable reference to Jung's psychology theories, particularly the concept of extraversion (yellow) and introversion (blue). She developed a clear, rational colour system - the Colour Affects System - enabling individual response to specific colour combinations to be predicted with startling accuracy, and colour psychology to be practised with much more precision and understanding.2
Medieval doctors believed that all people can also be classified broadly into four categories.  Galen defined the four types in terms of bodily fluids - Melancholic, Sanguine, Choleric and Phlegmatic.  Melancholy came from the spleen and kindneys, its sad, pensive and gloomy nature took the form of black bile.   In contrast, the Sanguine temperment is seen as a ruddy complexion that radiates a kind of passionate, cheerful confidence that is optimistic and hopeful.  The Choleric character betrays his anger, irritability and ill humour in general with an ochre yellow hue.  The Phlegmatic, recalling the thick, green mucus that a cold can produce, was believed to cause sluggishness, dullness or apathy.

In the twentieth century, Jung defined the human individual in terms of predominant function - Thought, Feeling, Intuition and Sensation. The breakthrough in colour psychology came when the links were recognised between all the sixteen million shades, tones and tints available to us in a colour computer - classified into four categories - and the four personality types. Extroverts respond more strongly to colour in general and longer wavelengths in particular, while introverts prefer cooler, blander tones. There are four tonal families of colour - cool based and warm based, deriving from blue and yellow respectively, within which further classification comes from intensity. Each group contains variations of all spectral hues, so it is not necessary to draw from more than one group for any colour scheme. In fact, doing so will negate it. When all the colours used in any design project belong to the same group, they combine to create a relationship, which protects the positive perceptions of each individual hue. Therefore it is essential to establish which colour group, or psychological colour family, best represents the desired objectives of the brief. Thus a framework is created within which designers can work freely, secure in the knowledge that the colour scheme will fulfil its function.3
Several “Esoteric” Colour Theories

The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) wrote in his "Remarks Concerning Colours" (1,14): “If there would be persons to whom such expressions as "reddish green" or "yellowish blue" were genuinely natural, and who thus possessed capabilities which we lack, we would as a result not be obliged to acknowledge that they saw colours which we did not see. There is a generally accepted criterion with regard to what a colour is, namely one of our own.”  With this thought in mind, let us briefly glance at several other perspectives regarding the meaning and identity of colour.

Once upon a time, it was the art of the heralds to check the coats of arms of the knights at jousting tournaments. If the composition of a coat of arms was seen as an art form, then its actual realisation was even more so. Heraldic colours are used to create a clear differentiation of the individual parts. The four basic colours are red, blue, black, and green; with the addition of yellow, white and purple, which was seldom used, the seven colours form a relationship to the seven planets known at the time.
In the work "Des Couleurs Symboliques dans l'Antiquité, le Moyen-Age et les Temps Modernes", the French baron Frédéric Portal (1804 -1876) attempts to both record and systematically portray the symbolism of colours according to their principles. First published in Paris in 1857, this revolutionary work was to reappear one hundred years later in an unaltered edition. 
Two rules are dominant in Portal's system: the rule of composition and the rule of opposition. With the former, the mixed colours (pink, purple, hyacinth, violet and grey) are obtained from the five colours — white, red, yellow, blue and green. These colours acquire their special significance from the combination of the meanings of the colours from which they are composed. Here, the dominant colour provides the meaning, while the subordinate colour acts as a modifier. For example, red (love) and blue (truth) will form purple (the love of truth). If black is combined with other colours, the features will revert to their opposites: mixed with black, red, the divine love, when will become the symbol of a hellish love — egoism, or the "lower" passions. Contrary to expectations, the rule of opposition does not relate to the actual ratios of two colours, but describes the dual nature of one and the same colour. The rule of opposition bears a general relationship to the language of colours and to symbolism. Red signifies love and egoism in the same way as the snake in Genesis is not merely the embodiment of the Messiah and wisdom, but also the evil spirit; green can signify the Ascension into heaven or the slide into hell — either wisdom or madness.

Liturgical colours, both in the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches, signify the character of the various seasons and feast days, and thus symbolise the religious year. The colours find their use on the vestments worn during the service. Their application is not always governed by a general rule. Often relating to a late-Mediaeval custom, they can vary from region to region.
As part of the history of colours in the liturgy, it should be noted that the early church initially favoured pure white. It was Pope Innocence III who, in 1200, introduced a new arrangement of colours, which were regarded more mandatorily under Pius V, some three hundred years later. In the Catholic church, the alb, and the long vestment and the cord which holds it together, is always made of white linen. The planeta, (a robe with an opening for the head and open beneath the arms), the maniple (a band worn on the left arm) and the stole are all made from the same material, and are variously coloured: white, red, green, violet, black, pink or gold. These colours have the following meanings:
· White is the colour of purity and innocence and is worn on the feast days of Our Lord, the Holy Virgin Mary, the angels and the saints who are not martyrs. 

· Red symbolises fire and blood, and is the colour of martyrdom, the Holy Ghost, the Crucifix and the apostles. Although never worn for extended periods, the colour red is seen throughout the year, and denotes individual feast days. 

· Green represents life. It is present on ordinary Sundays, and after Epiphany and Easter. 

· Violet is the symbol of quietness and penitence. Violet is worn on the Sundays and weekdays of Advent, during Lent, on feast days at the beginning of each season, before a period of fasting and on pilgrimages. 

· Black is the colour of mourning worn on Good Friday, on All Saints' Day and at masses for the dead. 

· Pink marks the pauses for joy during periods of penitence and fasting. 

· Gold is permitted on holidays and can replace white, red and green but never black. 

Astrology relates the individual planets to the four elements (earth, fire, air and water), the signs of the zodiac, the bodily fluids, the temperaments, numerology, the rocks, the aromas and alchemic theory (which involves the ways that the human being relates to nature). Colours, too, are part of this complex of theories. A colour has been allocated to each zodiacal sign: red to Aries, red-orange to Taurus, orange to Gemini, orange-yellow to Cancer, yellow to Leo, yellow-green to Virgo, green to Libra, turquoise to Scorpio, blue to Sagittarius, indigo to Capricorn, violet to Aquarius and red-violet to Pisces (see also the system "Archéomètre").
Rudolf Steiner takes four basic colours, three of which we know and the fourth of which comes as a surprise. After the usual extremes of white and black, the first colour is the strongly represented green of nature. This trio is supplemented by the "colour of human incarnation" – the "colour of human skin" – which Steiner describes more precisely as peach blossom. Each of these four colours is now integrated into the anthroposophical colour system. Because, according to Steiner, the plant is the essence of life, he arrives at the basic idea that "green is the dead image of the life within the plant". Again, according to Steiner, human incarnation is the soul’s image without, itself, being a part of the soul. It is nevertheless alive, and thus forms the second principle of his teaching: "Peach blossom represents the living image of the soul".
· Green is the plant covering that envelops the earth. In addition to its "physical body", the plant possesses an "etheric body" which defines its actual life. Green is the dead image of the life within the plant. 
· Peach blossom, on the other hand, is the "colour of human incarnation", the "colour of human skin". This colour explains the moment when the human soul withdraws from the face, and the face assumes a greenish hue. Accordingly, says Steiner, we can view peach blossom as the "image of the soul", and more exactly, as the living image of the soul. Steiner emphasises that death does not lurk behind peach blossom (as is the case with green), since when the colour of peach blossom disappears the soul will indeed withdraw, but not life itself. 
· White is related not to an existence in the outer world, but to light and — through cosmic experience — to the sun. Steiner observes that there must be a special relationship between white, which shows itself as a colour, and light. Light is not perceived in the same way as other colours. Rather, it is equally a condition of the perceptibility of colours, and is necessary in order to reach the Self: "It connects our Self, in other words our spirituality, with this state of translucence ... the Self is intellectual, but must experience the soul". White, or light, is thus the "soul's image of the mind". 
· Black is the darkness. In nature, the experience of black is related to carbon. As white tends to point inevitably to black, so carbon points to the transparent. Carbon "can also be light and transparent — it is, after all, a diamond". If white is painted upon black, the white surface will be permeated by the spirit: "Black represents the mind's image of the dead". 

"Green is the dead image of the living, peach blossom the living image of the soul, white or light the soul's image of the mind, and black is the mind's image of death". 
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