
V: The Effect of Color 

If you let your eye stray over a palette of colors, you experience two things. 
In the first place you receive a purely physical effect, namely the eye itself 
is enchanted by the beauty and other qualities of color. You experience satis 
faction and delight, like a gourrnet savoring a delicacy. Or the eye is stimulated 
as the tongue is titillated by a spicy dish. But then it grows calm and cool, like 
a finger after touching ice. These are physical sensations, limited in duration. 
They are superficial, too, and leave no lasting impression behind if the soul 
remains closed. Just as we feel at the touch of ice a sensation of cold, forgotten 
as soon as the finger becomes warm again, so the physical action of color is 
forgotten as soon as the eye turns away. On the other hand, as the physical 
coldness of ice, upon penetrating more deeply, arouses more complex feelings, 
and indeed a whole chain of psychological experiences, so may also the super 
ficial impression of color develop into an experience. 
On the average man, only impressions caused by familiar objects will be 

superficial. A first encounter with any new phenomenon exercises immediately . 
an impression on the soul. This is the experience of the child discovering the 
world; every object is new to him. He sees a light, wishes to hold it, bums his 
finger and feels henceforth a proper respect for flame. But later he learns that 
light has a friendly side as well, that it drives away the darkness, makes the day 
longer, is essential to warmth and cooking, and affords a cheerful spectacle, 
From the accumulation of these experiences comes a knowledge of light, in 
delibly fixed in his mind. The streng, intensive interest disappears, and the 
visual attraction of flame is balanced against indifference to it. In this way the 
whole world becomes gradually disenchanted. The human being realizes that 
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trees give shade, that horses run fast and automobiles still faster, that dogs 
bite, that the moon is distant, that the figure seen in a mirror is not real. 

Only with higher development does the circle of experience of different 
beings and objects grow wider. Only in the highest developrnenr do they ac 
quire an internal meaning and an inner resonance. lt is the same with color, 
which makes a momentary and superficial impression on a soul whose sensi 
bility is slightly developed. But even this simplest effect varies in quality. The 
eye is strongly attracted by light, clear colors, and still more strongly by colors 
that are warm as well as clear; vermilion stimulates like flame, which has 
always fascinated human beings. Keen lemon-yellow hurts the eye as does a 
prolonged and shrill bugle note the ear, and one turns away for relief to blue 
or green. 

But to a more sensitive soul the effect of colors is deeper and intensely 
moving. And so we come to the second result of looking at colors: their 
psychological ef!ect. They produce a correspondent spiritual vibration, and 
it is only as a step towards this spiritual vibration that the physical impression 
is of importance. 
Whether the psychological effect of color is direct, as these last few lines 

imply, or whether it is the outcome of association, is open to question. The soul 
being one with the body, it may well be possible that a psychological tremor 
generates a corresponding one through association. For example, red may 
cause a sensation analogous to that caused by flame, because red is the color of 
flame. A warm red will prove exciting, another shade of red will cause pain or 
disgust through association with running blood. In these cases color awakens 
a corresponding physical sensation, which undoubtedly works poignantly 
upon the soul. 
If this were always the case, it would be easy to define by association the 

physical effects of color, not only upon the eye but the other senses. One might 
say that bright yellow looks sour, because it recalls the taste of a lemon. 

But such definitions are not universal. There are several correlations be 
rween taste and color which refuse to be classified. A Dresden doctor reported 
that one of his patients, whom he designated as an "exceptionally sensitive 
person," could not eat a certain sauce without tasting "blue," i.e., without 
"seeing blue."! lt would be possible to suggest, by way of explanation, that in 
highly sensitive people the approach to the soul is so direct, the soul itself so 
impressionable, that any impression of taste communicates itself immediately 
to the soul, and thence to the other organs of sense (in this case, the eyes). This 
would imply an echo or reverberation, such as occurs sometimes in musical 

1. Freudenberg, "Spaltung der Persönlichkeit" (übersinnliche Welt, 1908 No. 2, p. 64-65). 
The author also discusses hearing color, and says that no rules can be laid down. But see L. Sbane 
jeff in Musik, No. 9, Moscow, 1911, where the imminent possibility of laying down a law is clear. 
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instruments which, without being touched, sound in harmony with an instru 
ment that is being played. Men of sensitivity are like good, much-played 
violins which vibrate at each touch of the bow. 

But sight has been known to harmonize not only with the sense of taste but 
with the other senses. Many colors have been described as rough or prickly, 
others as smooth and velvety, so that one feels inclined to stroke them (e.g., 
dark ultramarine, chromoxide green, and madder-lake). Even the distinction 
between warm and cool colors is based upon this discrimination. Some colors 
appear soft (madder-Iake), others hard (cobalt green, blue-green oxide), so 
that fresh from the tube theyseern tobe "dry." 
The expression "perfumed colors" is frequently met with. 
The sound of colors is so definite that it would be hard to find anyone who 

would express bright yellow with bass notes, or dark lake with the treble.2 
The explanation in terms of association will not satisfy us, in many important 
cases. Those who have heard of chromotherapy know that colored light can 
inßuence the whole body. Attempts have been made with different colors to 
treat various nervous ailments. Red light stimulates and excites the heart, 
while blue light can cause temporary paralysis. If the effect of such action can 
be observed in animals and plants, as it has, then the association theory proves 
inadequate. In any event one must admit that the subject is at present un 
explored, but that it is unquestionable that color can exercise enormous in 
fluence upon the body as a physical organism. 
The theory of association is no more satisfactory in the psychological sphere. 

Generally speaking, color directly influences the soul. Color is the keyboard, 
the eyes are the hammers, the soul is the piano with many strings. The artist 
is the hand that plays, touching one key or another purposively, to cause 
vibrations in the soul. 
lt is evident therefore that color harmony must rest ultimately on purposive 

playing upon the human soul; this is one of the guiding principles of internal 
necessity. 

VI: The Language of Form and Color 

The man that hath no music in himself, 
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds, 
Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils; 

2. Much theory and practice have been devoted to this question. People have thought to paint 
in counterpoint. Also, unmusical children have been successfully helped to play the piano by 
quoting a parallel in color (e.g., of flowers). Mme A. Sacharjin-Unkowsky has worked along these 
lines for several years and has evolved a method of "so describing sounds by natural colors, and 
colors by natural sounds, that color could be heard and sound seen." The system has proved 
successful for several years both in the inventor's own school and the Conservatoire at St. Peters- 

45 



The two aspects of form define its two aims. The external boundary is pur 
posive only when it realizes expressively the meaning of form.5 The external 
aspect of form, i.e., the boundary, may assume different shapes: but it will 
never overstep two external limits: 

( 1) Either a form aims at delimiting a concrete object two-dirnensionally, 
(2) Or a form remains abstract, a purely abstract entity. Such abstract 

entities, which have life in themselves, are a square, a circle, a triangle, a 
rhombus, a trapezoid, etc., many of them so complicated as to have no mathe 
matical formula. All these forms are of equal rank in the abstract realm. 

Between these two boundaries lie the innumerable forms in which both 
elements exist, with a preponderance of either the abstract or the concrete. 
These forms are at present largely the treasure from which the artist draws all 
the component elements of his creations. Purely abstract forms are in the 
reach of few artists at present; they are too indefinite for the artist. lt seems to 
him that to limit himself to the indefinite would be to lose possibilities, to 
exclude the human and therefore to weaken expression. 
Nevertheless, there are artists who even today experience abstract form as 

something quite precise and use it to the exclusion of any other means. This 
seeming stripping bare becomes an inner enrichment. 
On the other hand, there exists no purely material form. A material object 

cannot be absolutely reproduced. For better or worse the artist depends on his 
eye, his hand, which in this case are perhaps more artistic than his soul that 
would confine itself to photographic aims. But the discriminating artists who 
cannot be content with an inventory of material objects seek to express objects 
by what was once called "idealization," and later "stylization," and which in 
the future will again be called something else.6 
The impossibility and, in art, the purposelessness of copying an object, the 

desire to make the object express itself, are the beginning of leading the artist 
away from "Iiterary" color to artistic, i.e., pictorial aims. And this brings us to 
the question of composition. 
The purely pictorial composition has in regard to form two aims: 
1. The composition of the whole picture. 

5. The phrase "expressively" must be clearly understood. Form often is most expressive when 
subdued, lt is often most expressive when reticent, perhaps only a stroke, a mere hint of external 
meaning. 

6. The function of idealization was to beautify the organic form, to make it ideal, whereby it 
easily resulted in schematically dulling its inner personal note, "Stylization," developing from im 
pressionist foundation, had, as its first aim, not the beautifying of the organic form, but a strong 
characterization through an omission of incidental details, The resulting harmony had an entirely 
personal character but with a prevailing external expression. The coming treatment and change of 
the organic form aims at baring or uncovering inner harmony. The organic form here no longer 
serves as direct object but is only an element of the divine language, which needs human expression 
because it is directed from man to man. 



2. The creation of the various forms which, by standing in different relations 
to each other, serve the composition of the whole.1 Many objects (concrete, 
abstract and purely abstract) have tobe considered in the light of the whole, 
and so arranged as to suit this whole. Singly they will have little meaning, 
being of importance only so far as they help the general effect. These single 
objects must be fashioned in one way only; this, not because their internal 
meaning demands that particular means, but because they must serve as 
material for the whole. Here we have defined the first problem, which is the 
composition of a whole canvas.8 
Thus the element of the abstract is creeping into art, although yesterday it 

was derided and ignored for mundane ideals, Its gradual advance and eventual 
success is natural enough, for as representational form falls into the back 
ground, the abstract gains. 

But residual organic forms possess, nevertheless, an internal sound of their 
own, which may be similar to that of their abstract parallel (thus producing 
a simple combination of the two elements) or different (in which case the 
combination may be complex and possibly discordant). However diminished 
in importance organic forms may be, their internal sound will always be 
heard: for this reason the choice of natural objects in painting is an important 
one. The spiritual accord of naturalism with the abstract may strengthen the 
appeal of the latter (either by concord or counterpoint), or may be disturbing 
to it. The subject may possess only a casual sound, which would not effect an 
essential change in the fundamental harmony if the subject were replaced. 
Let us suppose a rhomboidal composition, made up of human figures. The 

artist asks himself: Are these human figures absolutely necessary to the compo 
sition, or could they be replaced by other organic forms, without affecting 
the fundamental harmony of the whole? If the answer is in the affirmative, we 
have a case in which the materialistic appeal not only does not help the abstract 
but damages it directly. An indifferent sound in the object weakens the sound 
of the abstract. This is not only logical but an actual artistic fact. Therefore, 
in this case another object should be found which is more suitable to the 
inner sound of the abstract (either through similarity or contrast), or this 

7. The general composition will naturally include little compositions which may be antagonistic 
to each other, though helping - perhaps by their very antagonism - the harmony of the whole. 
These little compositions have themselves subdivisions of varied inner shades. 

8. A good example is Cezanne's "Bathers," which is built in the form of a triangle (the mystical 
triangle). Such geometrical composition is an old principle, which was abandoned because academic 
usage bad made it Iifeless, But Cezanne has given it new life by emphasizing pictorial-compositional 
elements. He does not use the triangle to harmonize his groups, but as a final artistic aim. Here is the 
geometrical form which is simultaneously the means to the composition in painting; stress is laid 
on purely artistic aims with strong accompaniment of the abstract. He distorts the human figure 
justifiably. Not only must the whole figure follow the lines of the triangle, but each limb is driven 
upward, as it were, becoming ever lighter and more expansive. 
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entire form should, generally speaking, remain a purely abstract form. 
Once more the metaphor of the piano applies: for "color" or "form" sub 

stitute "object." Every object (whether a natural form or man-made) has its 
own life and therefore its own potency; we are continually being affected by 
spiritual potency. Many results will remain in the "subconscious" (where they 
continue to be alive and creative). Many rise to the "super-conscious." Man 
can free himself from many of these by shutting his soul to them. Nature, that 
is to say, the ever changing surroundings of men, sets in vibration the strings of 
the piano (the soul) by manipulation of the keys (various objects with their 
specific potentialities). 
The effects we receive, which often appear chaotic, consist of three ele 

ments: the action of the color of the object, of its form, and of the object per se, 
independent of either color or form. 
At this point the individuality of the artist asserts itself and makes use of 

these three elements. Here too the purposive prevails. lt is clear, therejore, 
that the choice of an object (i.e., one of the elements of form) must be decided 
by a purposioe vibration in the human soul; therejore, the choice of the object 
also originales from the principle of internal necessity, 
The freer the abstract form, the purer and more primitive the vibration. 

Therefore, in any composition where corporeal form seems superfluous it may 
be replaced by abstract or semi-abstract form. In each case this translation 
should be guided by our feeling. The more an artist uses these semi-abstract 
or abstract forms, the deeper and more confidently will he advance into the 
sphere of the abstract. And after him will follow those who look at his pictures, 
who will in turn gradually acquire familiarity with the language of abstract 
art. 

Must we then altogether abandon representation and work solely in abstrac 
tion? The problem of harmonizing the appeal of the concrete and the abstract 
answers this question. Just as each spoken word rouses an internal vibration, so 
does every object represented. To deprive oneself of this possibility of causing 
a vibration would be reducing one's arsenal of means of expression: anyhow, 
that is the case today. But besides this, there is another one which art can 
always offer to any question beginning with "must": There is no "must" in art, 
because art is always free. 
With regard to the second problem of composition, the creation of the forms 

which are to compose the whole, it must be remembered that the same form 
with the same relations will always have the same internal appeal. Only the 
relations constantly vary. The result is that: (1) Ideal harmony alters accord 
ing to its relation with other forms; (2) Even in similar relations, a slight ap 
proach to or withdrawal from other forms may affect the structure.9 Nothing is 

9. This is what we mean when we speak of "movement." For example, an upright triangle is more 
steadfast and quiet than one set obliquely on the surface. 



absolute. Form composition is relative, depending on (1) alterations in the 
relations of one form to another, and (2) alterations in each individual form, 
down to the very smallest. Every form is as sensitive as smoke, the slightest 
wind will fundamentally alter it. This extreme mobility makes it perhaps 
easier to obtain similar harmonies from the use of different forms than from 
a repetition of the same one: apart from the fact that, of course, an exact repe 
tition can never be produced. So long as we are susceptible mainly to the ap 
peal of a whole composition, this fact is of theoretical importance. But when 
we become more sensitive, by a constant use of abstract forms (which have no 
material interpretation), it will become of great practical significance. On the 
one hand, the difficulties of art will increase, but at the sarne time the wealth 
of forms of expression will also increase in quality and quantity. Simultane 
ously the problem of distortion in drawing disappears and is replaced by the 
problem of how far the internal structure of a particular form is veiled or 
bared. This changed point of view will lead further and to greater enrichment 
of the media of expression because veiling is of enormous power in art. The 
combining of the veiled and bared will form a new possibility of Zeitmotivs 
in form composition. 
Without such development as this, form composition is impossible. To any 

one who cannot experience the internal structure of form (whether natural or 
abstract), composition must be meaningless and arbitrary. Apparently aimless 
alterations in arrangement make art seem a senseless game of forrns. Here we 
find the sarne criterion and principle which thus far we have encountered 
everywhere as the only purel y artistic one free from the unessential, the princi 
ple of inner necessity. 
If, for example, features of the face or parts of the body are changed or dis 

torted for artistic reasons, one encounters not only the purely pictorial ques 
tion but also that of anatomy, which hampers the pictorial intention and im 
poses upon it the consideration of unimportant details. In our case, however, 
the unessential disappears automatically and only the essential remains, the 
artistic aim. These seemingly arbitrary but, in reality, well-reasoned altera 
tions in form are one of the sources of an infinite number of artistic creations. 
The flexibility of each form, its internal, organic variation, its direction 

(motion) in the picture, the relative weight of concrete or of abstract forms 
and their combination; further, the concord or discord of the various elements 
of a pictorial structure, the handling of groups, the combination of the hidden 
and the stripped bare, the use of rhythmical or unrhythmical, of geometrical 
er non-geometrical forms, their contiguity or separation - all these things are 
the elements of structure in drawing. 

But as lang as color is excluded, such structure is confined to black and 
white. Color itself offers contrapuntal possibilities and, when combined with 
design, may lead to the great pictorial counterpoint, where also painting 
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achieves composition, and where pure art is in the service of the divine. The 
sarne infallible guide will carry it to the great heights, the principle of internal 
necessity. 

Inner necessi ty originates from three elements: ( 1) Every artist, as a creator, 
has something in him which demands expression (this is the element of per 
sonality). (2) Every artist, as the child of his time, is impelled to express the 
spirit of his age (this is the element of style) - dictated by the period and par 
ticular country to which the artist belongs (it is doubtful how long the latter 
distinction will continue). (3) Every artist, as a servant of art, has to help the 
cause of art (this is the quintessence of art, which is constant in all ages and 
among all nationalities). 
A full understanding of the first two elernents is necessary for a realization 

of the third. But he who realizes this will recognize that a rudely carved In 
dian column is an expression of the spirit that actuates any advance-guard 
work. 
There has been in the past, and there is now, much talk of "personality" in 

art. Talk of the coming "style" is more frequent each day. But in spite of their 
importance now, these questions will lose their edge under the perspective 
of time. 
Only the third element - that of quintessential art - will remain forever. 

Time, far from diminishing its importance, increases it. An Egyptian carving 
moves us more deeply today than it did its contemporaries; for they judged it 
with the restrictive knowledge of period and personality. But we can judge it 
as an expression of an eternal art. 

Similarly, the greater the part played in a modern work of art by the ele 
ments of style and personality, the better will it be appreciated by people 
today; but a modern work of art which is full of the third element will fail to 
reach the contemporary soul. Sometimes centuries have to pass before the 
third element is understood. But the artist in whose work this third element 
predominates is the great artist. 
These three mystical necessities are the constituent elements of a work of 

art, which interpenetrate and constitute unity of the work. Nevertheless, the 
first two elements include what belongs to time and space, while in the pure 
and eternal artistry, which is beyond time and space, this forms a relatively 
non-transparent shell. The process in the development in art consists of the 
separation of its quintessence from the style of the time and the element of per 
sonality. Thus, these two elements are not only a cooperative but also a hinder 
ing force. The personality and the style of the time create in every epoch many 
precise forrns, which in spite of apparent major differences are so organically 
related that they can be designated as one single form: their inner sound is 
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finally but one major chord. These two elements are of a subjective nature. 
The entire epoch desires to reflect itself, to express artistically its life. Like 
wise, the artist wishes to express himself and chooses only forms which are 
sympathetic to his inner self. Thus, gradually is formed the style of an epoch, 
i.e., a certain external and subjective form. The pure and eternal art is, how 
ever, the objective elernent which becomes comprehensible with the help of 
the subjective. 
The inevitable desire for expression of the objective is the impulse here de 

fined as "internal necessity." This impulse is the lever or spring driving the 
artist forward. Because the spirit progresses, today's internal laws of harmony 
are tomorrow's external laws, which in their further application live only 
through this necessity which has become external. lt is clear, therefore, that 
the inner spirit of art uses the external form of any particular period as a 
stepping-stone to further development. 
In short, the effect of internal necessity and the development of art is an 

ever advancing expression of the eternal and objective in terms of the histori 
cal and subjective. 

Because the objective is forever exchanging the subjective expression of 
today for that of the morrow, each new extension of liberty in the use of ex 
ternal form is hailed as final and supreme. At present we say that an artist may 
use any form, so long as he draws on forms that exist in nature. But this lirnita 
tion, like all its predecessors, is ternporary. From the point of view of inner 
need, no limitation can be made. The artist may use any form which his 
expression demands; his inner impulse must find suitable external form. 
Thus one sees finally (and this is of utmost importance for today or any 

time) that to seek for personality and "style," for nationality, to achieve this 
deliberately, is not only impossible but comparatively unimportant. The 
general relationship of those works of art which through the centuries are not 
weakened but always more and more strengthened, does not lie in the "ex 
ternal" but in the deep roots of mystical inner content. Therefore, the follow 
ing of schools, the searching for the "mode," the desire for principles in a work 
and the insistence upon certain media of expression of a period can only be 
misleading and must bring misunderstanding, obscurity and silence. 
The artist must ignore distinctions between "recognized" or "unrecog 

nized" conventions of form, the transitory knowledge and demands of his par 
ticular age. He must watch his own inner life and hearken to the demands of 
internal necessity. Then he may safely employ means sanctioned or forbidden 
by his contemporaries. This is the only way to express the mystical necessity. 
All means are sacred which are called for by internal necessity. All means are 
sinful which are not drawn from inner necessity. 
lt is impossible to theorize about this ideal. In real art, theory does not 
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precede practice but follows it. Everything is at first a matter of feeling. Even 
though the general structure may be formulated theoretically, there is still 
an additional something which constitutes the soul of creation. Any theoreti 
cal scheme will be lacking in the essential of creation - the internal desire for 
expression - which cannot be formulated. Despite the most accurate weights 
and balances to be had, a purely deductive weighing can never suffice. True 
proportions cannot be calculated, nor true scales be found ready-made.w Pro 
portions and scales are not outside the artist but within him; they are what we 
may call a feeling for boundaries, artistic tact - qualities which are innate and 
which may be raised by enthusiasm to genius. In this sense we may understand 
the possibility of a general base to painting, as envisaged by Goethe. Such a 
grammar of painting is at present a matter of conjecture, and, should it ever 
be achieved, it will be not so much according to physical laws (which have 
often been tried and which the cubists try today), as according to the laws of 
intemal necessity, which is of the soul. 

Inner necessity is the basis of both small and great problems in painting. 
Today we are seeking the road which is to lead us away from the extemal" to 
the internal basis. The spirit, like the body, can be strengthened and developed 
by frequent exercise: just as the body, if neglected, grows weak and finally 
impotent, so the spirit perishes if untended. The innate feeling of the artist 
is the biblical talent which must not be buried in the earth. And for this reason 
it is necessary for the artist to know the starting-point for the exercise of his 
spirit, 
The starting-point is the study of color and its effects on men. 
There is no need to deal with the profound and refined complexities of 

color; we should consider at first only the direct use of simple colors. 
To begin with, let us test the effect upon ourselves of individual colors, and 

make a chart, which will simplify the whole question. 
Two great divisions of color immediately occur to the mind: warm and 

cool; and light and dark. Thus it becomes evident that each color may have 

10. The many-sided genius of Leonardo devised a system of little spoons with which different 
colors were to be used, thus creating a kind of mechanical harmony. One of his pupils, after try 
ing in vain to use this systern, in despair asked one of his colleagues how the master himself used 
the invention. The colleague replied: "The master never uses it at all" (Merejkowski, T'he 
Romance of Leonardo da Vinci). 

11. The term "external," here used, must not be confused with the term "material" used pre 
viously. I am using the former to rnean "external necessiry," which never goes beyond conventional 
limits, nor produces other than conventional beauty. "Interna! necessity" knows no such limits 
and often produces results conventionally considered "ugly." But "ugly" itself is a conventional 
terrn, and only means "spiritually unsympathetic," being applied to some expression of internal 
necessity either outgrown or not yet attained. But everything which adequately expresses internal 
necessity is beautiful, and will sooner or later be recognized as such. 
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Thc Holy Family (Canigiani Madonna), Raphael 

Bathcrs, Cbanne 



The Waterfall (1910), Kandinsky 

Improvisation, No. 7 (1910), Kandinsky 



four principal notes: either (1) warm, and therefore either light or dark; or 
(2) cold, and either light or dark. 
Generally speaking, warmth or coolness in a color means an approach to 

yellow or to blue. This distinction occurs on one level, so to speak: i.e., the 
color preserves its basic quality, but this quality is, now more, now less, earthy. 
lt represents a horizontal movement, the warm colors approaching the specta 
tor, the cool ones retreating from him. 
The colors that cause in another color a horizontal movement while they 

are themselves affected by it have another movement of their own, which acts 
with a violent, separative force. This is therefore the first great antithesis in 
intemal value, and the inclination of the color to cool or warm is of tremen 
dous importance. 
The second great antithesis is between white and black; i.e., the inclination 

to light or dark caused by the two tones. These tones have, too, a peculiar 
movement to and from the spectator, but in a more rigid form (see Fig. I). 

Yellow and blue have another movement which affects the first antithesis 
- an eccentric and concentric movement.12 If two circles are drawn and 
painted respectively yellow and blue, abrief contemplation will reveal in the 
yellow a spreading movement out from the center, and a noticeable approach 
to the spectator. The blue, on the other hand, moves into itself, like a snail 
retreating into its shell, and draws away from the spectator. The eye feels 
stung by the first circle while it is absorbed into the second. 
In the case of light and dark colors movement is emphasized. That of the 

yellow increases with an admixture of white, i.e., as it becomes lighter. That 
of the blue increases with an admixture of black, i.e., as it becomes darker. 
This fact has a greater importance if we note that yellow inclines to the light 
(white) to such an extent that there can be no very dark yellow. The relation 
ship between white and yellow is as close as between black and blue, for blue 
can be so dark as to border on black. Besides this physical relation, there is also 
a spiritual one (between yellow and white on one side, and blue and black on 
the other), which marks a strong separation between the two pairs. 
An attempt to make yellow colder produces a greenish tint and checks both 

the horizontal and eccentric movement. The color becomes sickly and unreal, 
like an energetic man who has been checked in the use of his energy by external 
circumstances. The blue by its contrary movement acts as a brake on the yellow 
and is hindered in its own movement, and, if more blue is added, the contrary 
movements cancel each other and complete immobility ensues. The result is 
green, Similarly white, when mixed with black, loses permanence, and the 
result is gray, which is spiritually similar to green. 

111. All these Statements are the results of empirical feeling, and are not based on any exact 
science. 
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But while yellow and blue are potentially active in green, though tempo 
rarily paralyzed, in gray there is no possibility of movement because gray con 
sists of colors that have no motive power, one representing static resistance, the 
other non-resistant immobility (like an endless wall or a bottomless pit). 

Because the component colors of green are active and have a movement of 
their own, it is possible, even theoretically, on the basis of this movement, to 
determine (or anticipate) their spiritual effect. 
We reach the same results by proceeding experimentally in having colors 

act upon us. The first movement of yellow, that of straining toward the specta 
tor (which can be increased by intensifying the yellow), and the second move 
ment, that of overrunning the boundaries, having a material parallel in that 
human energy which attacks every obstacle blindly and goes forth aimlessly 
in all directions. 
If steadily gazed at in any geometrical form, yellow has a disturbing in 

fluence; it pricks, upsets people, and reveals its true character, which is brash 
and importunate.P The intensification of yellow increases the painful shrill 
ness of its note, like that of a shrill bugle.14 
Yelloui is the typical earthly color. lt never acquires much depth. When 

cooled by blue, it assumes, as I have said before, a sickly tone. If we were to 
compare it with human states of mind, it might be said to represent not the 
depressive, but the manic aspect of madness. The madman attacks people 
and disperses bis force in all directions, aimlessly, until it is completely gone. 
To use another metaphor, we are reminded of the last prodigal expansion of 
summer in the glaring autumn foliage, whose calming blue component rises 
to the sky. 

Depth is found in blue, first in its physical movements ( 1) of retreat from 
the spectator, (2) of turning in upon its own center. lt affects us likewise 
mentally in any geometrical form. The deeper its tone, the more intense and 
characteristic the effect. We feel a call to the infinite, a desire for purity and 
transcendence. 
Blue is the typical heavenly colort-" the ultimate feeling it creates is one of 

rest.19 When it sinks almost to black, it echoes a grief that is hardlv human.11 

13. E.g., the effect of the vellow mail boxes in Bavaria. lt is also worth noting that the sour 
tasting lemon and shrill-singing canary are both ycllow. 

14. A parallel between color and music can only be relative. Just as a violin can give various 
shades of tone, so yellow has shades, which can be expressed by various Instruments. But in mak 
ing such parallels, I am assuming in each case a pure, moderate tone of color or sound, unvaried 
by vibration or darnpers, etc. 

15. " ... The halos are golden for emperors and prophets (i.e., for mortals), and sky-blue for 
symbolic figures (i.e., spiritual beings) . . . " (Kondakoff, Hisioire de l'Art Byzantine consideree 
principalement dans les miniatures, vol. II, p. 582, Paris, 188~1). 

16. Supcrnatural rest, not the earthly contentment of green. The way to the supematural lies 
through the natura\. And we mortals passing from the earthly yellow to the heavenly blue must 
pass through green. 

17. Yet different from violet, for which sec later. 



lt becomes an infinite engrossment in solemn moods. As it grows lighter it be 
comes more indifferent and affects us in a remote and neutral fashion, like 
a high, cerulean sky. The lighter it grows, the more it loses resonance, until 
it reaches complete quiescence, in other words, white. In music a light blue is 
like a flute, a darker blue a 'cello: a still darker the marvelous double bass; and 
the darkest blue of all - an organ. 

Yellow easily becomes acute and is incapable of great depth. Conversely, 
blue resists pointing up and heightening. A well-balanced mixture of blue 
and yellow produces green; the horizontal movements cancel each other, and 
so do movements from and towards the center. Calm ensues. This is a fact 
recognized not only by oculists, but by the world. Absolute green is the 
most restful color, lackingany undertone of joy, grief or passion. On exhausted 
men this restfulness has a beneficial effect, but after a time it becomes tedious. 
Pictures painted in shades of green bear this out. As a picture painted in 
yellow always radiates spiritual warmth, or as one in blue has apparently a 
cooling effect, so green is only boring. Yellow and blue have an active effect 
corresponding to man's participation in continuous and perhaps eternal cos 
mic motion, whereas green represents the passive principle. This contrasts 
with the active warmth of yellow or the active coolness of blue. In the hierarchy 
of colors green represents the social middle dass, self-satisfied, immovable, 
narrow.18 lt is the color of summer, when nature is quiescent after the per 
turbations of spring (see Fig. II). 
Any preponderance in the absolute green of yellow or blue introduces a cor 

responding activity and changes the inner appeal. The green keeps its charac 
teristic equanimity and restfulness, the former increasing with the inclination 
to lightness, the latter with the inclination to depth. In music, absolute green 
is represented by the placid, middle notes of a violin. 

Black and white have already been discussed in general terms. Speaking 
more particularly, white, although often considered as no color (a theory due 
largely to the impressionists, who saw no white in nature18), is a symbol of a 
world from which all colors as material attributes have disappeared. This 
world is too far above us for its structure to touch our souls. There comes a 

18. With regard to this much-praised "equilibrium" we are reminded of the words of Christ: 
"Ye are neither hot nor cold." 

19. Van Gogh, in his letters, asks whether he may not paint a white wall dead white. This question 
offen no difficulty to the non-representational artist, who is concemed only with the inner harmony 
of color. But to thc impressionist-realist it appears a hold liberty to take. To him it seemed as out 
ragcous as his own change from brown shadows to blue seemed to his contemporaries. (Cf. the 
famous example of "green sky and blue grass.") Van Gogh's qucstion marks a transition from im 
pressionism to an art of spiritual harmony, as the coming of the blue shadow marked a transition 
from academicism to impressionism (see The Letters of Yincent van Gogh). 
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great silence which materially represented is like a cold, indestructible wall 
going on into the infinite. White, therefore, acts upon our psyche as a great, 
absolute silence, like the pauses in music that temporarily break the melody, 
lt is not a dead silence, but one pregnant with possibilities. White has the 
appeal of the nothingness that is before birth, of the world in the ice age. 

Figure 1 

First pair of antitheses a and b (internal structure acting on the spirit) 

a. warm· 
yellow 

cold 
blue 

= First antithesls 

Two movements: 

(1) horizontal 

Towards the spectator (bodily) •<---•~.t~ ~~~~--)• Away from the spectator (spiritual) 

Yellow Blue 

b. light 
white 

dark 
black 

= Second antithesis 

Two movements: 

(1) movement of resistance 

Eternal resistance, yet 
potenrialiry (birth) 

White Black 
Complete non-resistance, 

devoid of potentiality (death) 

(II) eccentrtc and concentric, as in the case of yellow and blue, but more ngid 

On the other hand, the ground-note of black is a silence with no possibilities. 
In music it is represented by one of those profound and final pauses, after 
which any continuation of the melody seems the dawn of another world: the 
circle is closed. Black is something burnt out, like the ashes of a funeral pyre, 
something motionless like a corpse. The silence of black is the silence of death. 
Outwardly black is the most toneless color of all, a kind of neutral background 
against which the minutest shades of other colors stand forth clearly. lt also 
differs in this from white, in conjunction with which nearly every color be 
comes blurred, dissolves and leaves only a faint resonance." 

20. E.g., verrnilion rings dull and muddy against white, but against black with clear strength. 
Light yellow against white is weak, against black pure and brilliant. 
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White is not without reason taken to symbolize joy and spotless purity, and 
black, grief and death. A blend of black and white produces gray, which, as has 
been said, is silent and motionless, being composed of two inactive colors, its 
restfulness having none of the potential activity of green. The immobility of 
gray is desolate. The darker the gray the more preponderant becomes this 
feeling of desolation and strangulation. When it is made lighter, the color 
seems to breathe again, as if invested with new hope, A similar gray is produced 
by an optical mixture of green and red, a spiritual blend of passivity and 
glowing warmth;" 
The unbounded warmth of red has not the irresponsible appeal of yellow, 

but rings inwardly with a determined and powerful intensity. lt glows in itself, 
maturely, and does not distribute its vigor aimlessly (see Fig. II). 
The varied powers of red are very striking. By a skilful use of it in its differ 

ent shades, its fundamental tone may be made warm or cool.22 
Light warm red has a certain similarity to medium yellow, alike in texture 

and appeal, and gives a feeling of strength, vigor, determination, triumph. In 
music, it is a sound of trumpets, strong, harsh and ringing. 
Vermilion is a red with a feeling of sharpness, like ßowing steel which can 

be cooled by water. Vermilion is quenched by blue, for it can bear no mixture 
with a cold color: more accurately speaking, such a mixture produces what 
is called a muddy color, scorned by the painters of today. But mud as a material 
object has its own internal appeal, and therefore to avoid it in painting is as 
unjust and narrow as was yesterday's cry for pure color. At the call of internal 
necessity that which is outwardly foul may be inwardly pure, and vice versa. 
These two shades of red are similar to yellow, except that they reach out 

less toward the spectator. The glow of red is within itself. For this reason it is 
a color more beloved than yellow, being frequently used in primitive and 
traditional decoration and also in peasant costumes, because in the open air 
the harrnony of red and green is very charming. Taken by itself this red is 
material and, like yellow, has no very deep appeal. lt is dangerous to seek to 
deepen red by an admixture of black, for black quenches the glow or at least 
reduces it. 
There remains brown, unemotional, disclined to movement. An inter 

mixture of red is outwardly barely audible, but there does ring out a power 
ful inner harmony. Skilful blending can produce an inner appeal of extraordi 
nary, indescribable beauty. The vermilion now rings like a great trumpet or 
thunders like a drum. 

21. Gray = imrnobility and rest. Delacroix sought to express rest by a mixture of green and red 
(see Signac, sup. cit.). 

22. Of course, every color can be to sorne extent varied between warm and cool, but no color has 
so extensive a scale of varieties as red. 



Cool red (madder-lake), like any other fundamentally cool color, can be 
deepened, especially by an interrnixture of azure. The character of the color 
changes; the inward glow increases, the active element gradually disappears. 

Figure II 

Second pair of antitheHs c and d (physlcal oppeal of complementary colors) 

e, Red GrHn = Third antithesis (of the spiritually 
extlnguished first antithesis) 

Two movements: 

Movement within itself 
= Potenriality of morion 

= lmmovability 

Red 

Eccentric and concentric rnovements are entirely absent. 

Optical blend = Gray 
Mechanical blend of white and black = Gray 

d. Orange Violet = Fourth ontithesis 

Arise out of the first antithesis from: 

1. Acrive element of the yellow in red = Orange 
2. Passive element of the blue in red = Violet 

In eccentric 
direction 

Motion within 
itself 

In concentric 
direction 

But this active element is never so wholly absent as in deep green. There 
always remains a hint of renewed vigor somewhere out of sight, waiting for 
a certain moment in order to hurst forth afresh. In this lies the great difference 
between a deepened red and a deepened blue, because in red there is always 
a trace of the material. Corresponding in music are the passionate, middle 
tones of a 'cello, A cool, light red contains a very distinct bodily or material 
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element, but it is always pure, like the fresh beauty of a young girl's face. The 
singing notes of a violin exactl y express this in music. 28 

Warm red, intensified by a kindred yellow, is orange. This blend brings 
red almost to the point of spreading out towards the spectator. But the element 
of red is always sufficiently strong to keep the color from flippancy. Orange is 
like a man convinced of his own powers. Its note is that of a church-bell (the 
Angelus bell), a strong contralto voice, or the largo of an old violin. 
Just as orange is red brought nearer to humanity by yellow, so violet is red 

withdrawn from humanity by blue. But the red in violet must be cool, for 
spiritual need does not allow of a mixture of warm red with cold blue. 

Violet is therefore both in the physical and spiritual sense a cooled red. lt 
has a morbid, extinct quality, like slag. lt is wom by old women, and in China 
it is the garb of mouming. In music it is an English horn, or the deep notes of 
woodwinds (e.g., a bassoonj.v 
The last two colors, which result from mixing red with yellow or blue, are 

rather unstable. We are reminded of a tight-rope walker who has to balance 
himself continously. Where does orange start, and either red or yellow cease? 
Where is the border-line dividing violet from red or blue, and when does it 
become lilac?2G Orange and violet are the fourth and last pair of antitheses of 
the primitive colors. They stand to each other in the same relation as the third 
antithesis - green and red-, i.e., as complementary colors (Fig II). 
As in a great circle, a serpent biting its own tail (the symbol of eternity, of 

something without end), appear the six colors that make up the three main 
antitheses. And to right and left stand the two great possibilities of silence - 
death and birth (Fig. III). 

lt is clear that all I have said of these simple colors is very provisional and 
general, and so are the feelings (joy, grief, etc.) which have been quoted as 
parallels to the colors. For these feelings are only material expressions of the 
soul. Shades of color, Iike those of sound, are of a much finer texture and 
awaken in the soul emotions too fine to be expressed in prose. Certainly each 
tone will find some probable expression in words, but there will always be 
something left over, which the word fails to express and which yet is not 
supererogatory but the very kernel of its existence. For this reason words are, 
and will always rernain, hints, mere suggestions of colors. In this impossibility 
of expressing color in words, with the consequent need for some other mode 

25. The pure, joyous, consecutive sounds of sleigh-bells are called in Russian "raspberry jingling." 
The color of raspberry juice is close to the above-menrloned light, cool red. 

14. Among artists, the question, "How do you do?" is sometimes jokingly answered, "Deep violet," 
meaning "not very well," 

25. Violet tends to merge into lilac. Where does one end and the other begin? 



of expression, lies the possibility of a monumental art. In this art, among in 
numerable rich and varied combinations, at least one is based on firm fact and 
is as follows: the same internal tone may be achieved by the different arts; each 
art will bring to this general tone its own special characteristics, thereby adding 
to it a richness and a power which no one art form could achieve. The immense 
possibilities of profundity and strength to be gained by combination or by 
discord between the various arts may be easily realized. 

Figura III 

0 0 
The antitheses as a circle between two poles, i.e., the life of colors between birth and death 

(The capital letters indicate the pairs of antitheses.) 

lt is often said that to admit the possibility of one art replacing another (for 
example, painting by literature) amounts to a denial of the necessary differ 
ence between the arts. This is not the case. An absolutely similar inner tone 
cannot be achieved by two different arts: even if it were possible, the second 
version would differ at least outwardly. But suppose this were not the case, that 
is to say, suppose that a repetition of the same tone, exactly similar both out 
wardly and inwardly, could be achieved by different arts: such repetition 
would not be merely superfluous. To begin with, different people find affinity 
with different forms of art (alike on the active and passive side, among the 
creators or the audience): further and more important, repetition of the same 
tones thickens the spiritual milieu that is necessary for the maturing of the 
finest feelings, in the same way that the warm air of a greenhouse is necessary 



for the ripening of fruit. An example of this is the case of the individual who 
receives a powerful impression from constantly repeated actions, thoughts or 
feelings, although if they had come singly they might have passed unnoticed." 
However, we must not apply this rule only to the simple examples of the 
spiritual atmosphere. For this atmosphere is like air, which can be pure or 
filled with various foreign elements. Not only visible actions, thoughts and 
feelings, with their external expression, make up this atmosphere, but the 
secret happenings of which no one knows; unspoken thoughts, hidden feelings 
are also elements. Suicide, murder, violence, low and unworthy thoughts, hate, 
hostility, egotism, envy, narrow "patriotism," partisanship, are elements of the 
spiritual atmosphere.27 

And conversely, self-sacrifice, mutual help, lofty thoughts, love, unselfish 
ness, joy in the success of others, humanity, justness, are the elements which 
destroy those already enumerated, just as the sun destroys microbes and re 
stores the atmosphere to purity.28 
The second and more complicated form of repetition is that in which 

several elements make mutual use of different forms. In our case these ele 
ments are the various arts summed up in monumental art. And this form of 
repetition is even more powerful, because different natures respond to differ 
ent elements in the combination. For one, musical form is the most moving 
and impressive; for another, the pictorial, for the third the literary, and so on. 
There lie, therefore, in arts that are outwardly different hidden forces equally 
different, so that they may all work towards a single result, even though each 
art may be working in isolation. 

This not easily definable action of isolated colors is the basis upon which 
various values can be harmoniz.ed. Paintings, art objects, whole settings, may 
be based on a certain harmony chosen with artistic tact. The carrying out of 
one color, the binding together and admixture of two related colors, are the 
foundation of most color harmonies. From what has been said about color 
action, from the fact that we live in a time of questioning, experirnent and 
contradiction, we may draw the conclusion that for a harmonization on the 
basis of individual colors our age is especially unsuitable. Perhaps with envy 
and with a mournful sympathy we listen to the music of Mozart. lt acts as a 
welcome pause in the turmoil of our inner life, as a consolation and as a hope, 
but we hear it as the echo of something from another age long past and funda- 

26. This idea forms, of course, the fundamental basis of advertisements. 
27. Epidemics of suicide or of warlike feeling, etc., are products of this impure atmosphere. The 

measure which you apply to others will be applied to yourself. 
28. These elements likewise have their historical periods. Was there a greater period than that 

of early Christianity, which roused the weakest to spiritual struggle? Agents of a similar kind are 
found in every war or revolution, and they help to cleanse the poisonous atmosphere. 



mentally strange. The strife of colors, the sense of the balance we have lost, 
tottering principles, unexpected assaults, great questions, apparently useless 
striving, storm and tempest, broken chains, antitheses and contradictions - 
these make up our harmony. The composition arising from this harmony is 
a mingling of color and drawing, each with its separate existence, but each 
blendeti into a common liie, which is called a picture by the force of internal 
necessity. Only the individual parts are essential. Everything else (including 
the representational element) is secondary. The combination of two colors is a 
logical outcome of modern conditions. The association of colors hitherto 
considered discordant is merely a further development. For example, the use, 
side by side, of red and blue - colors in themselves with no physical relation 
but from their spiritual contrast of strong effect - is one of the most frequent 
occurrences in modern structure.29 Harmony today rests chiefly on the princi 
ple of contrast, which has for all time been one of the most important princi 
ples of art. But our contrast is an internal contrast which stands alone and 
rejects the help (for help would mean destruction) of any other principles of 
structure. It is interesting to note that this placing together of red and blue 
was so beloved by the primitive both in Germany and Italy that it has survived 
until today, principally in popular religious carvings.v One often sees in 
popular paintings and painted sculpture the Virgin in a red gown and a blue 
doak: it seems that the artists wished to express the grace of heaven in terms of 
humanity, and humanity in terms of heaven. Legitimate and illegitimate corn 
binations of colors, the shock of contrasting colors, the silencing of one color 
by another, the sounding of one color through another, the checking of fluid 
color spots by contours of design, the overflowing of these contours, the min 
gling and the sharp separation of surfaces, all these open great vistas of purely 
pictorial possibility. 
One of the first steps away from representation and toward abstraction was, 

in the pictorial sense, the exclusion of the third dimension, i.e., the tendency 
to keep the picture on a single plane. Modeling was abandoned. In this way 
the concrete object was made more abstract, and an important step forward 
was achieved - this step forward has, however, had the effect of limiting the 
possibilities of painting to the actual surface of the canvas: and thus painting 
acquired another material limit. 

Any attempt to free painting from this material limitation, together with 
the striving after a new form of composition, must concern itself first of all 
with the destruction of the theory of one single surface - attempts have been 

29. Cf. Cauguin's Noa-Noa - where the artist states bis disinclination, when he first arrived in 
Tahiti. to juxtapose red and blue. 

30. Frank Brangwin, strongly defending his colors in his early painting, was probably the first 
to use this mixture in the recent past. 
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made to place the picture on some ideal plane, which of course had to exist 
prior to the material plane of the canvas.81 Out of composition in flat triangles 
has developed a composition with plastic three-dimensional triangles, that 
is to say, with pyramids; and this is cubism. But here a tendency has arisen 
towards inertia, towards a concentration on form for its own sake, and conse 
quently once more a reduction of potential values. But that is the unavoidable 
result of the external application of an inner principle. 
A further point of great importance must not be forgotten. There are other 

ways of using the concrete plane as a space of three dimensions in order to 
create an ideal plane: the thinness or thickness of a line, the placing of the 
form on the surface, the crossing of one form by another may be mentioned 
as examples of the extension of picture space in depth through drawing. 
Similar possibilities are offered by color, which, when rightly used, can ad 
vance or retreat, and can make of the picture suspended, non-material form. 
The combination of both means of extension-in-depth in harmony or counter 
point is one of the riebest and most powerful elernents in pictorial structure. 

VII: Theory 

Because of the very nature of modern structure, there has never been a time 
when it was more difficult than it is today to formulate a complete theory1 or 
to construct a pictorial foundation. All attempts to do so have the same result 
- that cited in the case of Leonardo and his system of little spoons. However, 
it would be rash to say that there are no principles in painting comparable 
to a foundation, or that such principles would inevitably lead to academicism. 
Music has a grammar which, although modified from time to time, is of con 
tinual help and value and may be used as a kind of dictionary. 
Painting today is in a different position. The emancipation from depend 

ence on nature is only just beginning. If until now color and form were used as 
inner agents, it was mainly done subconsciously. The subordination of com 
position to geometrical form is no new idea (cf. the art of the Persians). Con 
struction on a purely spiritual basis is a slow business, and at first seemingly 
blind and unmethodical. The artist must train not only his eye but also his 
soul, so that it can weigh colors in its own scale and thus become a determinant 
in artistic creation. If we begin at once to break the bonds that bind us to 
nature and to devote ourselves purely to combination of pure color and in- 

31. Compare the article by Le Fauconnier in the catalogue of the second exhibition of the group 
of artists called Neue Künstlervereinigung, Munich, 1910-11. 

1. Attempts have been made. Once more emphasis must be Iaid on the parallel with music. For 
example, see Tendances Nouuelles, No. 35, for the remarks of Henri Ravel: "The laws of harmony 
are the same for painting and music." 


