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FNA4099	Art	and	Text	Essay	(3000	words)	

	

An	exploration	of	colour	and	space,	with	particular	reference	to	

contemporary	installations	by	James	Turrell	and	Antonio	Paucar.		

	

Introduction	

In	my	studio	work	I	was	investigating	how	a	burst	of	vivid	colour	could	

represent	the	desirable	warmth	of	an	interior	as	experienced	by	someone	who	is	

kept	on	the	outside,	refused	entry	to	the	interior.		However,	as	a	result	of	

research	into	the	subject	of	‘colour’	and	continuing	developments	in	my	practice	

I	began	to	explore	how	colour	is	used	in	artists’	work	to	enhance	an	illusion	of	

space.			Two	experiences	on	a	visit	to	Berlin	also	influenced	this	altered	direction.		

At	the	Hamburger	Bahnhof	Museum	I	saw	Antonio	Paucar’s	piece,	entitled	

‘Purzelbaum	in	Yves	Klein	Blau’.1		A	visit	to	the	Jewish	Museum	also	stimulated	

this	interest	as	I	studied	the	way	in	which	the	architect	Daniel	Libeskind	used	

light	to	delineate	space.	2	

	

The	essay	will	examine	the	various	ways	in	which	colour	has	been	defined	by	

both	scientists	and	artists	with	a	discussion	of	the	dialectic	regarding	colour	

from	Goethe	to	Kristeva	and	Judd.		This	will	include	the	changing	importance	

attached	to	artists’	use	of	colour	in	relation	to	line.		The	essay	will	also	analyse	

the	way	artists,	in	particular	Antonio	Paucar	and	James	Turrell	combine	colour	

with	space	thus	enabling	visitors	to	become	participants	immersed	in	an	

experience	rather	than	simply	being	observers	of	the	flat	plane	or	object	as	

artwork.		
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Scientific	explanations	of	perceiving	colour	

Before	examining	how	artists	use	colour,	it	is	worth	exploring	briefly	scientific	

explanations	of	what	colour	is	as	this	contributes	to	a	more	comprehensive	

understanding	of	the	impact	colour	can	have	on	the	viewer.		Meerwein	et	al	write	

‘All	manifestations	of	color	are	created	when	electromagnetic	radiation	at	

wavelengths	in	the	visible	spectrum	interact	with	physical	matter’.3		He	expands	

on	this	definition	with:	‘Color	stimulus	occurs	when	light	from	a	natural	or	

artificial	source	is	interrupted	by	an	object	or	a	dust	particle’.		One	sees	a	

particular	colour	because	‘some	wavelengths	are	filtered	out	from	the	light’s	

color	spectrum,	while	the	remaining	wavelengths	reach	our	eye	as	color	

stimulus’.		In	that	way	a	surface	that	has	been	coloured	blue	is	recognized	as	blue	

because	only	that	part	of	the	spectrum	is	reflected	and	all	other	segments	are	

absorbed.			

	

In	1810	the	polymath,	Johann	Wolfgang	von	Goethe	published	a	book	of	

experiments	examining	colour	and	perception.4			His	experiments	led	him	to	

scorn	the	conclusions	of	the	British	scientist	and	mathematician,	Sir	Isaac	

Newton.		In	Goethe’s	opinion,	Newton	had	imposed	neat	but	artificial	

mathematical	explanations	for	his	findings,	for	example,	claiming	that	rainbows	

consist	of	seven	discrete	markers	on	the	chromatic	scale.		Goethe	accused	

Newton	of	forming	a	mistaken	premise	and	then	employing	‘all	force’	to	give	

consistency	to	his	basic	concept,	making	experiments	and	experience	fit	his	

theory	rather	than	looking	for	explanations	with	an	open	mind.		Goethe	wrote:		

‘Newton	has	hitherto	impeded	a	free	enquiry	into	the	theory	of	colours’.5			
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Although	these	discussions	of	colour	are	largely	related	to	the	physics	of	

perception,	Meerwein	et	al	recognize	that	there	may	also	be	physiological	

explanations	of	how	individuals	respond	to	colour.		For	example,	scientific	

experiments	demonstrate	that	‘the	pulse	increases	with	a	red	stimulus	and	

decreases	with	a	blue	one’.	6			This	blurring	of	optical	and	psychological	effects	of	

colour	will	be	discussed	particularly	in	relation	to	Turrell’s	work.		

	

Psychological	and	phenomenological	aspects	of	perceiving	colour	

For	many	practitioners	it	isn’t	the	scientific	explanations	of	perception	that	

engrosses	them	but	colour’s	ephemeral	nature.	Hardin	describes	the	difficulties	

inherent	in	establishing	the	precise	nature	of	colour.		He	writes:	‘Shapes	are	

amenable	to	mathematic	representation,	but	the	essential	nature	of	colours	

resists	it;	the	one	appears	quantitative,	the	other	qualitative.’	He	asserts	that	this	

resistance	to	a	scientific	logical	analysis	is	challenging	for	those	unable	to	

countenance	uncertainty	when	scientists	are	‘unable	to	identify	a	table	or	system	

or	law’.	7		

	

Batchelor	supports	this	view	writing:	‘the	problem	of	colour	is	often	its	

unreliability,	its	seeming	randomness	and	its	apparent	autonomy.		While	almost	

always	connected	to	objects…colour	nevertheless	doesn’t	seem	to	quite	belong	

to	these	objects.’		He	adds	‘	the	visual	experience	of	colour	cannot	be	verified	by	

the	other	senses.’		In	summing	up,	Batchelor	recognizes	that	for	many	there	is	an	

ambivalence	in	the	relationship	with	colour	by	which	he	means:	‘a	simultaneous	

and	powerful	attraction	to	and	repulsion	from	the	same	thing,	a	coexistence	of	

contrary	emotions’.8	
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Batchelor	seems	to	be	drawing	attention	here	to	the	extent	to	which	individuals	

need	to	rely	on	tangible	certainties	and	rational	explanations	of	phenomena.		For	

some	people	this	requirement	is	strong	and	their	preference	is	for	mathematical	

definitions	and	scientific	explanations.		At	the	other	end	of	the	continuum	would	

be	those	who	are	receptive	to	experiences	that	cannot	always	be	explained	and	

who	relish	sensations	of	awe	and	wonder	inspired,	for	example,	by	colour.		

Ambiguity	arises	when	a	person	appreciates	brightly	coloured	flowers	but	would	

consider	the	same	colours	in	clothing	as	gaudy	or	cheap.	

	

Julia	Kristeva	recognises	both	psychological	and	phenomenological	explanations	

of	colour	perception.		She	defines	colour	in	Freudian	terms	as	having	a	‘triple	

register’.9		This	register	consists	of	an	instinctual	pressure	linked	to	seeing	

external	objects,	an	eroticizing	of	the	body	as	the	perception	causes	an	increased	

level	of	excitation	and	then	a	level	of	control	as	a	‘system	of	representation’	

exerts	a	form	of	censorship.		In	her	view	the	impact	of	colour	is	a	physiological	

response	combined	with	the	influence	of	cultural	constraints,	partly	internally	

driven	and	partly	imposed	from	outside.		She	describes	colour	as	being	‘pulled	

from	the	unconscious	into	a	symbolic	order’.	10		Kristeva	is	suggesting	that	forces,	

whether	internal	or	external	religious	or	societal	ones,	strive	to	suppress	the	

riotous	abandon	of	colour	and	impose	rules	and	control	instead.		So	it	seems	that	

perceiving	colour	involves	responses	beyond	those	of	light	simply	hitting	an	

object	or	speck	of	dust.	
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The	hegemonic	struggle	between	colour	and	line		

It	is	useful	here	to	consider	approaches	to	colour	in	art	practice	from	earlier	

centuries	as	colour	has	not	always	received	the	attention	it	does	currently.			A	

‘combination	of	classicism	and	Christianity’	had	dominated	art	practice	until	

challenged	in	the	nineteenth	century	by	a	move	towards	greater	artistic	

autonomy.	11		Without	doubt,	earlier	painters	had	used	colour	to	create	a	sense	

of	depth,	for	example,	in	the	folds	of	clothes	or	in	the	representation	of	interior	

space.		In	her	analysis	of	Giotto’s	frescos	in	Padua,	Julia	Kristeva	comments	on	his	

use	of	colours	to	create	sculptural	form	in	his	figures.		‘Color	tears	these	figures	

away	from	the	wall’s	plane	giving	them	a	depth’	and	‘The	treatment	and	

juxtaposition	of	masses	of	color’	transforms	‘surface	into	volume’.12		

	

																												 	

Figure	5.		Giotto	de	Bondone,	Lamentation	over	the	Dead	Christ,	1304-1306;	fresco;	200	x	185	cm,	
Arena	Chapel,	Padua,	Italy.	Jo	Marceau,	‘Art,	A	World	History’,	(London:	Dorling	Kindersley	
Limited,	1998)	204	
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Giotto	uses	colour	skillfully	to	suggest	three-dimensionality	within	the	

traditional	medium	of	paint	on	a	two	dimensional	space	and	one	can	easily	

imagine	bodies	within	the	robes.			

	

Nevertheless,	many	artists	in	the	modern	era	look	back	at	traditional	painting	

and	recognize	a	subjugation	of	colour	to	line,	particularly	within	academic	

teaching	and	discourse.			For	centuries	colour	was	important	for	imitating	nature	

when	as	Oiticica	proclaimed	‘the	canvas	worked	as	a	window,	a	field	of	

representation	of	real	space’.	13		Judd	identifies	material,	space	and	colour	as	the	

three	main	aspects	of	visual	art.		However,	he	goes	on	to	describe	two	of	the	

three,	space	and	colour,	as	invisible.		In	his	view,	‘At	the	present	space	and	colour	

have	in	common	complete	neglect.’		And	yet	as	artists	focused	more	on	the	

means	of	painting,	form	or	shape	became	less	important	as	‘colour	is	the	most	

powerful	force.’	14	

	

One	of	the	most	influential	artists	in	the	examination	of	colour	was	Yves	Klein.		

He	took	a	very	extreme	view	of	the	hegemony	between	line	and	colour	being	

convinced	that	academy	teachings	placed	a	higher	value	on	line	in	preference	to	

colour.		He	challenged	the	subjugation	of	colour	to	line,	identifing	a	‘war’	

between	these	two	elements	of	artistic	practice	with	line	representing	masculine	

and	rational	traits	and	colour	representing	‘immaterial	spaces	of	sensibility’.		In	

his	article	entitled	The	War	he	describes	‘line’	as	being	found:	‘…nowhere	in	

immeasurable	space,	but	which	nevertheless	is	there,	and	waits,	succeeds	in	

insinuating	itself	into	the	hitherto	inviolate	kingdom	of	colour	and	of	space’.15		

He	goes	further	writing,	‘the	entanglement	of	lines	becomes	like	the	bars	of	a	
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veritable	prison’	distancing	man	from	his	‘coloured	soul’.16	Klein	recognizes	the	

powerful	affect	that	colour	can	illicit	in	an	individual	but	also	perceives	society’s	

need	for	order	to	dominate	and	control	wilder	instincts.	

	

Kristeva	notes,	regarding	the	frescos	in	Padua,	that	‘attention	has	often	been	

given	to	the	composition	and	geometrical	organization	of	Giotto’s	frescoes	while	

critics	have	less	frequently	stressed	the	importance	of	color	in	the	pictorial	

“language”	of	Giotto’.		She	offers	the	following	explanation	for	this	omission,	

writing:	‘“color”	is	difficult	to	situate	both	within	the	formal	system	of	painting	

and	within	painting	considered	as	a	practice’.	17		She	implies	that	commentators	

are	willing	to	discuss	the	frescoes	in	terms	of	mathematics	while	avoiding	more	

psychological	aspects	of	his	work.		Particularly	with	reference	to	these	religious	

works	it	would	seem	appropriate	to	acknowledge	a	sense	of	reverence	that	their	

scale	and	vividness	can	induce	in	observers,	regardless	of	whether	they	hold	

religious	beliefs.			

	

Sigmund	Freud	adopted	the	term	‘oceanic’	from	a	correspondence	with	Romain	

Rolland.		The	poet	describes	‘a	sensation	of	‘eternity’,	a	feeling	as	of	something	

limitless,	unbounded’,	as	it	were	oceanic’.18		Rolland	equates	this	sensation	with	

religion,	however,	Freud	is	unable	to	experience	the	‘sensation	of	‘eternity’	

himself.		He	wrote:	‘From	my	own	experience	I	could	not	convince	myself	of	the	

primary	nature	of	such	a	feeling.		But	this	gives	me	no	right	to	deny	that	it	does	

in	fact	occur	in	other	people’.		Although	Freud	seems	here	to	prefer	the	reliability	

of	observational	science	to	a	more	ideational	concept	he	does	link	‘oneness	with	

the	universe’	as	a	way	of	‘disclaiming	the	danger	which	the	ego	recognizes	as	
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threatening	it	from	the	external	world’.19		It	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	people	

experiencing	a	sense	of	eternity	as	they	gaze	up	into	Giotto’s	sky.	

	

Kristeva	addresses	the	Avant-garde	movement	that	rejected	earlier	limitations	

on	materials,	subject	matter	and	means	of	depiction.		She	envisages	the	artists’	

use	of	colour	as	one	of	the	ways	in	which	‘Western	painting	began	to	escape	the	

constraints	of	narrative	and	perspective	norm	(as	with	Giotto)	as	well	as	

representation	itself	(as	with	Cezanne,	Matisse,	Rothko,	Mondrian)’.		In	this	way,	

although	her	starting	point	differs	from	Judd,	her	conclusions	are	similar	to	his,	

that	colour	has	been	neglected	in	artistic	discourse	while	it	provided	the	

platform	for	artists	to	break	away	from	institutional	traditions.		She	recognizes	

the	direction	that	modern	artists	were	taking	to	resist	the	boundaries	of	rational	

narrative	and	geometry	and	to	allow	for	sensations,	emotions	and	the	body	to	

play	a	greater	part	in	their	work.			

	

While	Kristeva,	along	with	Klein,	recognized	the	limitations	of	traditional	

techniques	of	representation	her	criticism	was	not	as	extreme	as	his.		She	wrote:	

‘Contrary	to	delineated	form	and	space,	as	well	as	to	drawing	and	composition	

subjected	to	the	strict	codes	of	representation	and	verisimilitude,	color	enjoys	

considerable	freedom.’		For	her,	‘color	is	the	shattering	of	unity’.20		Kristeva	is	

recognizing	colour	as	having	a	role	to	play	in	encouraging	the	observer	to	look	

beyond	the	storytelling	of	traditional	painting	and	to	embrace	greater	

experimentation	and	uncertainty.	
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Figure	1.		Paul	Cezanne:		Big	Trees,	c.	1904,	oil	on	canvas,	81	x	65	cm.		National	Gallery	of	
Scotland,	Edinburgh,	NG	2206.		Presented	by	Mrs	A	F	Kessler	1958.	Reproduced	in	Steve	
Edwards	&	Paul	Wood,	eds.	Art	and	Visual	Culture	1850-2010,	London,	Tate	Publishing,	2012	
	

Figures	1	and	2	illustrate	how	avant-garde	artists	questioned	the	rules	that	had	

governed	representation	for	centuries,	Cezanne	in	his	use	of	colour	and	Picasso	

in	representing	form.		Lyotard	asserts:		‘Picasso,	Braque,	Manet,	Cezanne	and	

others	no	longer	felt	limited	by	accepted	regulations	controlling	line,	form	and	

colour.’		They	were	not	‘imitating	nature	but	creating	a	new	language’.	21	Lyotard	

explains	that	as	artists	broke	away	from	‘the	hegemony	of	habitual	and	classical	

ways	of	looking’,	they	required	a	‘complementary	ascesis’	from	the	viewer’.		

Lyotard	describes	this	change	as	‘to	make	seen	what	makes	one	see,	and	not	

what	is	visible’.	22		From	Cezanne’s	‘colouristic	sensations’	the	avant-gardistes	

experimented	with,	among	other	things,	abstraction,	minimalism	and	body	art	as	

they	moved	away	from	the	confines	of	the	canvas,	the	plinth	and	the	studio.			
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Figure	2.		Pablo	Picasso:	Woman	with	a	Mandolin,	1910,	oil	on	canvas,	92	x	59	cm.	Museum	
Ludwig,	Cologne,	ML	01268.		Reproduced	in	Steve	Edwards	&	Paul	Wood,	eds.	Art	and	Visual	
Culture	1850-2010,	London,	Tate	Publishing,	2012		
	

Judd	agrees	with	Kristeva	when	he	writes:	‘the	need	for	colour,	more	than	

anything	else,	destroyed	the	earlier	representational	painting’.23		He	too	

recognized	that	new	directions	in	the	use	and	purpose	of	paint	heralded	a	

completely	new	way	of	looking.		This	change	to	a	focus	on	what	painting	was	

rather	than	how	it	could	be	used	as	a	medium	for	imitating	nature	broke	up	the	

systematic	order	that	had	gone	before.	

	

New	directions			

As	artists	began	to	respond	to	the	new	freedom	of	representation,	certain	artists,	

such	as	Helios	Oiticica,	began	to	deliberately	fuse	elements	of	colour,	structure,	

space	and	time	as	they	sought	to	go	beyond	visual	illusions.24		When	colour	and	
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space	are	conflated	it	is	possible	for	art	works	to	encompass	the	viewer.		Lyotard	

comments:	‘This	is	how	aesthetics,	the	analysis	of	the	addressee’s	feelings,	comes	

to	supplant	poetics	and	rhetoric,	which	are	didactic	form’.		Lyotard	explains	that	

as	the	observer	is	required	to	play	a	more	active	part	in	relation	to	art	works	the	

question	is	no	longer	‘How	does	one	make	a	work	of	art?’		Rather,	one	should	ask	

‘What	is	it	to	experience	an	affect	proper	to	art?’25	As	well	as	artists	approaching	

their	work	in	a	different	way,	observers	also	need	to	respond	differently,	more	

actively,	to	what	they	experience.		They	can	no	longer	expect	simply	enjoyment	

and	comfort,	pleasure	for	the	eyes,	but	rather	they	may	be	challenged	and	

provoked	to	wonder	why	colour	has	been	used	in	a	particular	way	and	what	

meaning	it	holds.			

	

In	1960,	Oiticica	wrote	‘it	was	no	longer	possible	to	use	the	plane,	that	old-

fashioned	element	of	representation,…	because	of	its	‘a	priori’	connotation	of	a	

surface	to	be	painted’.26		Alison	describes	Oiticica’s	visual	language	based	on	

reducing	traditional	elements	of	painting	to	their	‘absolute	essence’.		In	this	way	

he	broke	away	from	‘the	historically	and	culturally	determined	demands	of	

representation,	symbolism	and	narrative’.27		In	a	diary	entry,	Oiticica	wrote	

colour	‘begins	to	evolve	with	the	problem	of	structure,	in	space	and	in	time,	no	

longer	imparting	fiction’.28	

	

Alison	compares	Oiticica’s	work	with	that	of	Yves	Klein	in	Europe,	for	‘like	Klein,	

he	used	raw	pigments	to	set	colour	free’,	soon	envisaging	‘colour	as	a	spatial	

experience’.	29		Klein’s	canvasses	in	single	colours	became	among	the	best	known	

of	his	works.	30			However,	when	they	were	first	exhibited	Klein	expressed	his	
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disappointment	with	the	public’s	response.			He	accused	the	public	of	seeing	

them	merely	as	‘polychromatic	decoration’	31.		As	a	result	of	this	initial	setback	

he	opted	for	the	colour	blue	and	trademarked	the	colour	‘International	Klein	

Bleu’	(IKB).		Donald	Judd	remarked:	‘his	paintings	are	‘simple	and	broadly	scaled,	

they	tend	to	become	objects	and,	consequently,	they	have	a	new	intensity.’	32			

	

																																							 	

Figure	3.		Yves	Klein,	Blue	monochrome,	Untitled	(IKB	223),	1961.		Alison,	Jane,	ed.	Colour	after	
Klein,	Re-Thinking	Colour	in	Modern	and	Contemporary	Art.		London:	Barbican	Art	Gallery,	Black	
Dog	Publishing,	2005	
	

Alison	describes	Klein’s	IKB’s	of	1961	to	1962	as	‘vaporous,	floating,	timeless,	

they	exhibit	the	space	of	colour’.		She	recognized	that	‘colour	would	remain	the	

springboard	for	the	space	without	limit	that	Klein	desired’	with	his	‘deep	

ultramarine	blue’	representing	‘the	infinite’.33	
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Julia	Kristeva	also	recognized	the	significance	of	the	colour	blue	in	her	analysis	of	

Giotto’s	frescoes	in	the	Arena	Chapel	in	Padua.		She	asserts	that	‘blue	takes	hold	

of	the	viewer	at	the	extreme	limit	of	visual	perception.’		Referring	to	scientific	

studies	of	vision	and	perception	she	identifies	that	out	of	all	colours	‘blue	in	

particular,	would	have	a	noncentered	or	decentering	effect,	lessening	both	the	

object	identification	and	phenomenal	fixation.’		This	scientific	fact	suggests	that	

the	colour	blue	would	envelop	the	observer.		The	blue	of	the	sky	would	spill	

down	and	around	the	viewer	giving	an	impression	of	blue	light	in	the	room	

rather	than	merely	a	delineated	blue	area	of	the	fresco.			

	

	

																										 	

Figure	4.		Giotto	de	Bondone,	Cappella	dei	Scrovegni,	frescoes,	Padua,	c	1305.		Robert	Cumming,	
Art,	(London:	Dorling	Kindersley,	2005).	81	
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Kristeva	explains	how	Giotto	demonstrated	both	reverence	and	joy	in	his	painted	

ceilings	(Figure	4).		As	later	artists	rejected	the	confines	of	traditional	mediums	

and	methods,	they	used	colour	in	a	much	wider	range	of	ways	to	enhance	actual	

space	or	the	illusion	of	space.	

	

Antonio	Paucar:		‘Somersault	in	Yves	Klein	Blue’		

In	2013	Antonio	Paucar	referenced	Yves	Klein’s	blue	in	his	video/	performance	

piece	‘Somersault	in	Yves	Klein	Blue’	in	the	Hamburger	Bahnhof	Museum	in	

Berlin.	34.		As	the	artist	was	filmed	walking	along	the	corridor	of	the	museum	

areas	of	light	and	shadow	dissect	the	corridor.		This	gives	the	impression	of	him	

walking	through	rooms	as	he	approaches	and	it	accentuates	the	distance	along	

which	he	travels	so	colour	adds	to	a	sense	of	three	dimensionality	on	the	two	

dimensional	screen.		

	

																 	

Figure	7.		Screen	shots	from	the	video	installation	by	Antonio	Paucar,	‘Somersault	in	Yves	Klein	
Blue’,	exhibited	in	the	Hamburger	Bahnhof	Museum,	Berlin,	3/12/13	
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Figure	7.		Screen	shots	from	the	video	installation	by	Antonio	Paucar,	‘Somersault	in	Yves	Klein	
Blue’,	exhibited	in	the	Hamburger	Bahnhof	Museum,	Berlin,	3/12/13	
	

As	the	artist	comes	to	the	end	of	the	corridor	he	is	seen	entering	the	box	room	

where	pools	of	blue	paint	are	on	the	floor.		He	stands	in	the	paint,	steadies	

himself	and	with	an	explosion	of	movement	and	sound,	he	stands	on	his	hands	

and	marks	the	back	wall	with	the	blue	paint.	

																																																																						

	

Figure	8.		Paucar	making	footprints	on	the	wall	having	stood	in	Klein	Blue	paint,	‘Somersault	in	
Yves	Klein	Blue’,	Hamburger	Bahnhof	Museum,	Berlin,	3/12/13	
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The	video	screen	is	situated	on	the	end	wall	of	the	corridor	where	the	action	

takes	place.		In	this	sense	the	work	is	site	specific	and	the	actual	corridor	

becomes	part	of	the	piece	with	the	video	and	the	room	where	the	artist	has	made	

his	blue	footprints	on	the	wall.		There	is	an	uncanny	cross-over	between	being	in	

the	present	with	the	three-dimensionality	of	the	corridor	and	the	walled	space	

while	also	being	able	to	witness	the	past	performance	in	two	dimensions	on	the	

video	screen.			

	

Paucar	is	referencing	the	avant-garde	artist	Yves	Klein,	who	was	considered	

revolutionary	in	the	mid	twentieth	century	as	he	questioned	how	to	use	paint	on	

canvas.		Paucar’s	approach	to	representing	his	somersault	in	Klein	blue,	

however,	demonstrates	just	how	much	further	contemporary	artists	have	

pushed	the	boundaries	away	from	traditional	materials,	practices	and	concepts.		

The	combination	of	video,	sound,	site	and	the	body	demonstrates	some	of	the	

ways	in	which	conceptual	artists	left	conventions	of	the	past	behind.		No	longer	

passive,	the	viewer	has	the	task	of	connecting	the	disparate	elements	of	the	work	

and	needs	to	take	time	to	overcome	the	sense	of	mystery	and	understand	the	

narrative	as	it	unfolds.			Perception	switches	between	the	video,	the	site	where	

the	video	was	shot	and	the	remnants	of	the	performance.		Colour	has	been	

applied,	not	with	a	paintbrush,	but	with	the	artist’s	feet,	their	mark	on	the	far	

wall	adding	depth	to	the	box	space.			
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Figure	9.		The	trace	of	Paucar’s	footprints	in	the	room	adjacent	to	the	corridor	and	screen,	
‘Somersault	in	Yves	Klein	Blue’,	Hamburger	Bahnhof	Museum,	Berlin,	3/12/13	
	

Paucar	sites	himself	within	the	artistic	narrative	of	painters	using	chroma	on	a	

surface	and	with	direct	reference	to	the	avant-garde	while	presenting	a	work	

that	differs	from	both	these	points	of	reference.	

	

Daniel	Libeskind:	The	Jewish	Museum,	Berlin	

Daniel	Libeskind	designed	the	interior	of	the	Jewish	Museum	as	a	memorial	to	

the	void	left	by	people	who	were	taken	away	to	death	camps	during	World	War	

II.		The	design	of	spaces	and	corridors	and	the	materials	used	all	contribute	to	

the	sense	of	foreboding.		He	uses	artificial	light	and	therefore	colour	to	mark	out	

spaces	on	the	walls	and	ceilings	which	suggest	‘doorways’	in	the	stairwells.		
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Photographs	of	the	interior	of	the	Jewish	Museum,	Berlin,	5/12/13	

	

Libeskind	paid	particular	attention	to	the	shape	and	placing	of	windows	to	allow	

slivers	of	natural	light	into	the	space.		He	writes:	‘Another	dramatic	feature…	is	

formed	by	the	window	configurations,	which	radically	penetrate	through	the	

walls.		These	configurations	are	a	topographical	record	-	the	writing	of	the	walls:	

a	matrix	of	lines	and	addresses	connecting	Jewish	Berliners	to	their	fellow	

citizens.’35	Libeskind’s	‘windows’	are	both	reminders	of	being	enclosed,	locked	

in,	while	at	the	same	time	offering	hope	as	visitors	glimpse	the	sky	beyond	and	

freedom.36	
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Photograph	of	windows	set	into	the	walls	at	the	Jewish	Museum,	Berlin,	5/12/13	

	

Much	of	my	work	since	this	visit	to	Berlin	has	been	based	on	the	interior	of	the	

Museum,	both	in	photography	and	in	creating	three-dimensional	maquettes	of	

particular	features	from	the	photographs.		Libeskind’s	architecture	is	designed	to	

lead	visitors	through	the	sombre	interiors	and	his	use	of	natural	and	artificial	

light	draws	the	visitor	on	a	journey	through	the	spaces.		Perhaps	the	building’s	

interior	had	such	an	impact	because	it	was	a	totally	immersive	experience	using	

one’s	entire	body	to	explore	and	be	in	the	space.		Here	again	there	was	a	sense	of	

what	Freud	refers	to	as	the	‘oceanic’,	of	feeling	a	connection	with	an	immense	

universe.	

	

James	Turrell	

Among	artists	using	colour	with	space,	one	of	the	most	respected	is	James	

Turrell.		Alison	describes	him	as	‘	a	successor	to	Klein’s	legacy	of	colour	realized	

in	space’.		She	notes,	‘Turrell’s	light	and	colour	installations	activate	the	senses’,	

identifying	the	artist’s	intention	as	‘to	heighten	body	awareness	and	transform	

consciousness	to	a	plane	of	new	experience	and	understandings’.	37	Turrell	has	
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focused	on	the	‘sensitive	manipulation	of	light,	space	and	colour’.		Alison	adds	

that	he	demands	a	new	way	of	seeing,	using	illusion	and	spatial	disorientation	to	

draw	‘attention	to	the	act	of	seeing	and	the	body	as	a	site	of	perception’.38		This	

requirement	for	the	viewer	to	become	almost	a	partner	in	the	work	is	a	strong	

feature	of	Turrell’s	work.		He	demands	a	level	of	awareness	and	commitment,	a	

willingness	to	become	physically	involved.	

	

Turrell	was	brought	up	within	the	Quaker	belief	system	and	in	his	series	of	

Skyspaces	he	reflected	the	practice	of	quiet	contemplation	that	characterizes	

Quaker	meetings.		Benches	were	placed	under	a	square	cut	into	the	ceiling.		

Visitors	sit	and	look	up	to	observe	the	changing	colour	of	the	sky,	particularly	

remarkable	at	sunrise	and	sunset.		Visitors	become	part	of	the	piece,	not	simply	

viewers.		Turrell	wrote:	‘the	sky	would	no	longer	be	out	there	away	from	us,	but	

in	close	contact.		This	plumbing	of	visual	space	through	the	conscious	act	of	

moving,	feeling	out	through	the	eyes,	became	analogous	to	a	physical	journey	of	

self	as	a	flight	of	the	soul	through	the	planes.’	39			

	

Turrell’s	current	exhibition	at	Pace	Gallery	in	Burlington	Gardens	continues	this	

immersive	practice.		The	exhibition	notes	describe	Turrell’s	artistic	practice	over	

three	decades	as	using	‘light	and	indeterminate	space	–	not	objects,	nor	images	–	

to	extend	and	enhance	perception’.40		The	four	works	on	display	are	intriguing	in	

a	scientific	and	technological	sense	as	lozenges	of	colours	within	colours	

constantly	change	and	blur	into	other	shades.		However,	the	way	the	works	are	

presented	with	rectangular	cut-outs	in	curved	walls	makes	them	appear	as	

screens,	eliciting	a	sense	of	distance	between	artwork	and	observer.		In	Pelee	
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(2014)	pastel	blue-grey	sits	within	a	pink-mauve	with	an	external	ring	of	yellow-

green.	The	softness	of	this	colour	range	does	not	extend	beyond	the	panel	on	the	

wall,	remaining	contained	within	the	‘screen’.			

	

																	

	

James	Turrell,	‘Pelee’,	2014,	Wide	Glass	at	Pace	Gallery,	Burlington	Gardens,	London,	14/2/14	

	

	

It	became	apparent	that	perceptions	of	colour	in	the	galleries	differed	from	the	

colours	in	the	camera	and	that	these	were	different	again	from	the	printed	

images.		Looking	at	the	image	of	‘Pelee’	on	the	page,	however,	gives	an	

impression	of	the	colour	bands	continuing	to	expand	and	merge	into	each	other.		

Clearly,	the	technology	that	Turrell	uses	has	some	unusual	effects	on	how	eyes	

perceive	colour	that	go	beyond	scientific	explanations	of	seeing.	
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James	Turrell,	‘Kermandec’,	2014,	Wide	Glass	at	Pace	Gallery,	Burlington	Gardens,	London,	
14/2/14	(Light	spilling	from	‘Kermandec’	onto	the	walls	and	floor)	
	

However,	where	the	colour	spills	from	the	screen	lighting	up	the	surrounding	

walls,	one	becomes	more	of	a	participant.	In	Kermandec	(2014),	one	sequence	is	

vividly	red,	creating	a	womb-like	feeling	as	the	colour	escapes	out	over	the	walls	

and	floor.		In	other	sequences	a	calming	blue	wash	fills	part	of	the	room,	

although	when	reproduced,	the	blue	is	distinctly	more	vivid	than	it	appears	in	

the	gallery.		Perhaps	this	is	an	example	of	Kristeva’s	assertion	that	blue	has	a	

‘decentering	effect’	so	that	the	colour	seems	to	fill	the	room	and	wrap	around	

observers.	
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James	Turrell,	Kermandec,	2014,	Wide	Glass	at	Pace	Gallery,	Burlington	Gardens,	London,	
14/2/14	(Light	spilling	from	Kermandec	onto	the	walls	and	floor)	
	

	

	

Conclusion	

I	had	little	knowledge	of	discourses	about	colour	when	I	began	my	research.		

Neither	had	I	been	aware	of	the	consensus	of	opinion	that	the	analysis	and	

appraisal	of	colour	was	subordinated	to	that	of	line	in	traditional	teaching	as	

Goethe	and	others	make	plain.		I	had	not	anticipated	the	range	and	depth	of	

feeling	on	this	subject.		Technological	developments	in	photography	and	the	

production	of	materials	including	paints	could	have	contributed	to	this	altered	

perspective.		The	drabness	of	life	in	the	aftermath	of	World	War	II	could	also	

have	prepared	people	for	more	colour	and	gaiety	in	their	lives	as	they	

recaptured	what	Klein	called	their	‘coloured	souls’.	
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This	has	been	an	opportunity	to	examine	how	a	range	of	artists	have	used	colour	

to	enhance	space	or	an	impression	of	space.		Giotto	used	what	Kristeva	called	the	

‘decentering	effect’	of	blue	to	create	a	sense	of	soaring	up	into	the	sky.		Libeskind	

allowed	slabs	of	natural	light	to	mix	with	subtle	shades	of	pinks	and	blues	to	

enhance	the	affective	impact	of	his	spaces.	The	exhibition	of	Turrell’s	work	was	a	

surprise	as	there	was	strong	emphasis	on	science	and	technology	rather	than	the	

spiritual	aspect	I	was	expecting.		It	was,	nevertheless,	a	reminder	of	the	value	of	

seeing	an	artist’s	work	in	person	instead	of	relying	on	the	opinions	of	authors	

and	critics.			

	

I	am	able	to	look	at	paintings	of	single	colours	in	a	different	way	and	recognize	

more	fully	the	impact	of	Klein’s	work	on	other	artists.		Examining	Paucar’s	work	

underlines	the	importance	of	considering	various	approaches	to	representation	

and	how	it	is	possible	to	combine	materials	and	techniques	in	new	ways.	

	

Working	on	this	essay	has	confirmed	some	of	my	ideas	for	studio	practice.		I	

intend	to	continue	using	a	range	of	materials	and	techniques	for	exploring	the	

inter-play	between	images	and	models	of	two-	and	three-dimensional	spaces	in	

response	to	interiors.		I	will	also	continue	to	investigate	psychological	

associations	with	aspects	of	domestic	spaces,	attics,	cellars	and	the	‘cupboard	

under	the	stairs’.	

	

It	has	been	important	for	me	to	investigate	why	I	am	instinctively	drawn	to	

certain	artists	and	aspects	of	their	work	in	relation	to	my	own	practice.		I	have	

also	benefitted	from	attempts	to	place	individual	artists	and	their	works	within	
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both	a	theoretical,	historical	context	as	well	as	a	contemporary	discourse.		

Completing	this	assignment	has	enabled	me	to	make	sense	of	some	affective	

responses	and	relate	them	to	a	more	academic	body	of	knowledge.		While	still	

continuing	my	development	in	the	study	of	different	dialectics	regarding	art	

practice	I	have	discovered	some	points	of	contact	for	constructing	a	clearer	

framework	for	further	study	and	practice.	
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