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We are immersed in colour


Everything we see and everything we touch has colour. From the very beginning of our life, colour determines how we interact with the world, helping us to identify objects around us and to navigate from one location to another. It is a part of the way we express our identity – personal, national, political – and so it is intimately bound up in the history of human life and our understanding of our place in the world. Yet colours are endlessly variable in their meanings. The colour red, for example, can convey danger, passion, warmth, anger, mortality, caution, embarrassment, error or happiness, and has any number of different associations depending on how and where it appears and who happens to see it. Even the very name is used to cover a range of shades within the same colour spectrum. The particular hue that flashes into your mind as you consider the word ‘red’ will be unique to you, the product of your own personal experience, imagination and memories. The fact that one colour can be at the same time evocative of something specific (a red flag, a red football strip, a flashing red light) and so infinitely diverse makes the study of colour in human history a fascinating way to think about what it means to be human. 


The use of colour in paintings of the past is as wide-ranging and complex as human history itself. The exact same colour used by different artists in different paintings can express divinity, wealth or the artist’s innermost feelings, 
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and sometimes all – if not more – of these at once. The stuff of colour – the raw pigment used in the manufacture of paint – is itself a window into economic and political contexts, encompassing the history of trade, exploration and exploitation. Our understanding of a colour is linked to our particular context, so we see (for example) the reds of the past differently from those who first saw them. Even the colours themselves are not quite what they were, since the chemical transformation of paint through time, and the altered environments and lighting they are seen in, mean that we are often seeing something different from what the artists originally intended. Because our relationship with colour is continually evolving, our experience of these paintings alters accordingly. Rather than alienating contemporary viewers, though, this ought to remind us that meanings change with time. On the other hand, learning about what a colour meant to the artist who used it transforms our understanding of both the colour and the work of art. Looking is always active, never passive.


From the very beginnings of human history people have desired to communicate using colour, seeking to reproduce it in enduring material forms for this purpose. The oldest pigment we know, a red colour in the powdered form of iron oxide known as red ochre, has been found in cave paintings and in burial sites across the world. Since then, naturally occurring colours – from minerals, stones, shellfish, clay, 
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‘Learning about what a colour meant to an artist who used it transforms our understanding of both it and the work of art.’


plants and insects – have been prepared through a process of drying and grinding and mixing with a binding agent to produce a substance that can be applied to walls, panels or canvases as paint. 


For western cities, trade relationships and colonial expansion introduced new and exotic pigments, the use of which in a work of art then articulated the wealth and power of the place or person who had commissioned it. The revolutions in manufacture and transportation that characterise the birth of the modern world left their mark in the invention of industrially produced pigments. New forms of image distribution – photography, cinema, television, the computer screen, the Internet – have further expanded the spectrum of colours present in our daily life and available to our imagination. Because colour is a mirror of the way a society sees itself, through it we can trace a path from the distant past to the living present.


This book takes four different routes through the history of colour in Western painting, starting in the fourteenth century and finishing in the twentieth. The colours blue, red, green and gold have been chosen not only because they are widely used in Western art but also because they have powerful and lasting associations. These are colours that have retained their influence, their various meanings still recognisable in almost every image surrounding us 
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‘Painters of the past understood the power of colour just as do the advertisers or politicians of today.’


today. Their effects can be subtle, even subconscious, but they remain a persuasive part of how we engage with the world. The painters of the past understood the power of colour just as do the advertisers and politicians of today: like music, colour is a language beyond words that speaks directly to our emotions. For all the artists featured in this book, colour was a principal part of what their painting was intended to express, from visions of the afterlife to dreams of ideal societies, from earthly authority to divine power, and from realistic and symbolic images of the natural world to glimpses of the inner life of the artist or their subject.


In the West, the colour blue has long been associated with religious painting. During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the most brilliant blue was by far the most expensive colour to use and, as a consequence, tended to be used for the most important figures in a composition. Like many paints, blue was composed of pulverised matter suspended in a medium, and in the oldest paintings in this book that blue matter was often a semi-precious stone, lapis lazuli. When artists began to be interested in landscape backgrounds in their paintings, blue became a useful means of evoking distance. As we look at it, the cool shades of blue seem to recede from us, especially in comparison with warmer, more strident colours like red and yellow, which tend to pop out of paintings. The most distant points 
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in painted landscapes are often painted blue in an attempt to mimic the natural appearance of real space; but blue is also used to symbolise the divine, similarly out of reach. 


Green is an altogether harder colour to pin down. Not a primary colour, it could be made from a mixture of blue and yellow, but the pigments used to make pure green were often unstable, sometimes changing their colour over time. The chemical unreliability of the colour carries over to its symbolic associations in paintings: it was often used to depict the devil and other manifestations of evil. Yet green is also the colour of new life and so it was often used in reference to pregnancy and childbirth. As the dominant colour of the plant kingdom, its links to the natural world are long-standing, but green came into its own with the development of the landscape genre in painting in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Green’s ambiguity as a colour remains true to this day. Standing for both sickness and health, the newly born and the long dead, green occupies shifting ground.


Like the other colours, red brings with it a range of associations, but it is rarely anything other than forceful in its impact, advancing forward where other colours recede. Red became omnipresent in Christian paintings due to its connotations of blood and fire, both potent symbols in Christian theology. Intensity is always implied in the 
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use of red, whether as a way of suggesting the inner fire of a sitter in an otherwise staid portrait or of implying a strong emotional undercurrent in an apparently restrained narrative. Far from the pure, chaste blood of the faithful, red is of course also the colour of desire. Red-blooded passion may be overt or hidden, but the colour signals a warning and may well make the heart beat a little faster. Used with green, its complementary colour, red’s heat is turned up. Used on its own, pure red evokes raw and powerful feelings, be they spiritual, emotional or political.


Of all the colours discussed in this book, gold is the one whose associations have remained relatively consistent over the centuries. Luxury, power, materialism: gold has embodied some or all of these for thousands of years. Because gold naturally reflects light, it was understood to have something of the quality of the sun, and since a radiant sun has been a constant image of the divine, from Ancient Egyptian gods through to sculptures of classical deities and the glittering haloes of Christian saints, various religions have used gold in their sacred art. Even when artists replaced real gold leaf with simulated gold composed of yellow, brown and orange paint, they strove to replicate the radiant effect, and traditional associations remained. Yellow’s brilliant clarity could stand for gold, calling to mind its ancient usage and generating a radiance comparable to the precious metal itself.
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‘Colour unlocks the history of our changing tastes, the transformation of spirituality, our evolving relationship with the natural world, and even political revolution.’


Because paintings preserve colour better than almost any other artefact, they grant us access to the history of colour in human society, collapsing the distance between then and now. Colour unlocks the history of our changing tastes, the transformation of spirituality, our evolving relationship with the natural world, and even political revolution. This book covers a time of seismic shifts in western history, from the fourteenth century to the twentieth, with colour as the key. London’s National Gallery, from which most of these paintings are drawn, is home to one of the outstanding collections of western European paintings in the world. As such, it is the ideal place to explore the history of art through colour, and the history of human experience through art. 
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today. Their effects can be subtle, even subconscious, but
they remain a persuasive part of how we engage with the
world. The painters of the past understood the power of
colour just as do the advertisers and politicians of today:
like music, colour is a language beyond words that speaks
directly to our emotions. For all the artists featured in this
book, colour was a principal part of what their painting
was intended to express, from visions of the afteilife to
dreams of ideal societies, from earthly authority to divine
power, and from realistic and symbolic images of the
natural world to glimpses of the inner life of the artist or
their subject.

In the West, the colour blue has long been associated
with religious painting. During the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance, the most brilliant blue was by far the most
expensive colour to use and, as a consequence, tended to
be used for the most important figures in a composition.
Like many paints, blue was composed of pulverised matter
suspended in a medium, and in the oldest paintings in this
book that blue matter was often a semi-precious stone, lapis
lazuli. When artists began to be interested in landscape
backgrounds in their paintings, blue became a useful
means of evoking distance. As we look at it, the cool shades
of blue seem to recede from us, especially in comparison
with warmer, more strident colours like red and yellow,
which tend to pop out of paintings. The most distant points
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in painted landscapes are often painted blue in an attempt
to mimic the natural appearance of real space; but blue is
also used to symbolise the divine, similarly out of reach.

Green is an altogether harder colour to pin down. Not a
primary colour, it could be made from a mixture of blue
and yellow, but the pigments used to make pure green
were often unstable, sometimes changing their colour over
time. The chemical unreliability of the colour carries over
to its symbolic associations in paintings: it was often used
to depict the devil and other manifestations of evil. Yet
green is also the colour of new life and so it was often used
in reference to pregnancy and childbirth. As the dominant
colour of the plant kingdom, its links to the natural world
are long-standing, but green came into its own with the
development of the landscape genre in painting in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Green’s ambiguity
as a colour remains true to this day. Standing for both
sickness and health, the newly born and the long dead,
green occupies shifting ground.

Like the other colours, red brings with it a range of
associations, but it is rarely anything other than forceful in
its impact, advancing forward where other colours recede.
Red became omnipresent in Christian paintings due to
its connotations of blood and fire, both potent symbols
in Christian theology. Intensity is always implied in the
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and sometimes all — if not more — of these at once. The
stuff of colour — the raw pigment used in the manufacture
of paint — is itself a window into economic and political
contexts, encompassing the history of trade, exploration
and exploitation. Our understanding of a colour is linked
to our particular context, so we see (for example) the reds
of the past differently from those who first saw them. Even
the colours themselves are not quite what they were, since
the chemical transformation of paint through time, and the
altered environments and lighting they are seen in, mean
that we are often seeing something different from what
the artists originally intended. Because our relationship
with colour is continually evolving, our experience of
these paintings alters accordingly. Rather than alienating
contemporary viewers, though, this ought to remind
us that meanings change with time. On the other hand,
learning about what a colour meant to the artist who used
it transforms our understanding of both the colour and the
work of art. Looking is always active, never passive.

From the very beginnings of human history people have
desired to communicate using colour, seeking to reproduce
it in enduring material forms for this purpose. The oldest
pigment we know, a red colour in the powdered form of iron
oxide known as red ochre, has been found in cave paintings
and in burial sites across the world. Since then, naturally
occurring colours — from minerals, stones, shellfish, clay,
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plants and insects — have been prepared through a process
of drying and grinding and mixing with a binding agent to
produce a substance that can be applied to walls, panels or
canvases as paint.

For western cities, trade relationships and colonial
expansion introduced new and exotic pigments, the use
of which in a work of art then articulated the wealth and
power of the place or person who had commissioned it.
The revolutions in manufacture and transportation that
characterise the birth of the modern world left their
mark in the invention of industrially produced pigments.
New forms of image distribution — photography, cinema,
television, the computer screen, the Internet — have further
expanded the spectrum of colours present in our daily
life and available to our imagination. Because colour is a
mirror of the way a society sees itself, through it we can
trace a path from the distant past to the living present.

This book takes four different routes through the history
of colour in Western painting, starting in the fourteenth
century and finishing in the twentieth. The colours blue,
red, green and gold have been chosen not only because
they are widely used in Western art but also because they
have powerful and lasting associations. These are colours
that have retained their influence, their various meanings

still recognisable in almost every image surrounding us
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use of red, whether as a way of suggesting the inner fire
of a sitter in an otherwise staid portrait or of implying a
strong emotional undercurrent in an apparently restrained
narrative. Far from the pure, chaste blood of the faithful,
red is of course also the colour of desire. Red-blooded
passion may be overt or hidden, but the colour signals a
warning and may well make the heart beat a little faster.
Used with green, its complementary colour, red’s heat
is turned up. Used on its own, pure red evokes raw and
powerful feelings, be they spiritual, emotional or political.

Of all the colours discussed in this book, gold is the one
whose associations have remained relatively consistent
over the centuries. Luxury, power, materialism: gold has
embodied some or all of these for thousands of years.
Because gold naturally reflects light, it was understood
to have something of the quality of the sun, and since a
radiant sun has been a constant image of the divine, from
Ancient Egyptian gods through to sculptures of classical
deities and the glittering haloes of Christian saints,
various religions have used gold in their sacred art. Even
when artists replaced real gold leaf with simulated gold
composed of yellow, brown and orange paint, they strove
to replicate the radiant effect, and traditional associations
remained. Yellow’s brilliant clarity could stand for gold,
calling to mind its ancient usage and generating a radiance
comparable to the precious metal itself.
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‘Colour unlocks the history of our changing
tastes, the transformation of spirituality,
our evolving relationship with the natural
world, and even political revolution.’

Because paintings preserve colour better than
almost any other artefact, they grant us access to
the history of colour in human society, collapsing the
distance between then and now. Colour unlocks the
history of our changing tastes, the transformation of
spirituality, our evolving relationship with the natural
world, and even political revolution. This book covers
a time of seismic shifts in western history, from the
fourteenth century to the twentieth, with colour
as the key. London’s National Gallery, from which
most of these paintings are drawn, is home to one
of the outstanding collections of western European
paintings in the wotld. As such, it is the ideal place
to explore the history of art through colour, and the
history of human experience through art.

Colour establishes both difference and continuity
in human history. Through it we can trace the
changing functions, styles and subjects that make
the history of Western art so enthralling. Just as
importantly, the recurring interest in certain colours,
from medieval times to nowadays, reminds us of
the interconnectedness of the past and the present,
like coloured threads that reach backwards and
forwards in time. Colour, then, is a perfect means of
understanding not only art, but also the world and
our place within it.
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strip, a flashing red light) and so infinitely diverse makes
the study of colour in human history a fascinating way to
think about what it means to be human.

The use of colour in paintings of the pastis as wide-ranging
and complex as human history itself. The exact same
colour used by different artists in different paintings can
express divinity, wealth or the artist’s innermost feelings,
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