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ith more than 30,000 years of

artefacts and related archaeological

research, we have a good view of the
avolution of theones and practices of colour in
art. The earliest forms of paints found in
prahistoric cave paintings form the basis of what
we still use today, materially and aesthetically.

Coloured clays provided ochres and browns,
carbon was used to malke blaok and chalk, and
ground seashells created whites. These basic
Ingredients provided the earliest pigments for
depicung animals and humans in an elegant
mixture of fact and symbol, storytelling and
religion. Surprisingly, these earth celours have
remained the basis for mest artists' palettes
throughout history.

By the time the peoplas of the ancient Near
East and the Mediterranean had developed
stable cultures, the use of colour had blossomed
Inta a wide range of functional, decorative, social
and religious uses, A typlcal palette In use in the
ancient Near East and Egypt might include black,
ochre, red oxide, vermilion, biue, yellow and
green. The bright blues and greens were derived
from lapis lazuli and the green stone malachite,
Copper oxides were used in the making of blues
and iron oxides provided earth reds. This very
conclse range of colours, often called a ‘classic
palette’, has proviced the core pigments for
artists throughout most of western history,

Aristotle, the great Greek philesopher, born in
384 BC, wrote at length on the physical
sciences. De Coloribus (or “On Colours™)
features his attempts to explain colour in the
physical sense, as well as discussing the palette.
Aristotle recommended that, in addition to the
coloura of the “clossic polette’ listed above,
purpie be acded to the list. Ancient purples were
made from combinations of red and dlue
pigments, such as hematite and manganese.

Largely, that same classic palette remained
the basis for artists and artisans for years to
come, Medieval book illuminations, icons and
altarpieces, portraits and the decorative arts all
relied on the stable colours of the ancient earth
palette and the addition of a few expensive
brignt cofours for richness and beauty.

Artists and their apprentices centinued tn
make their palette colours through the time-
honoured methods passed down from ancient
times: hand grinding pigments in ‘vehicles' of
egg, water or oil,

The new medium of oil painting developed in
the 15th-century pavea tne way for @ new era of
colour usage and theories. Colour in painting
had generally been subject to use in visualising
images that were highly conceptualised and
attempted to perfect nature rather than
document it.

During this period, Leanardo da Vinci's
observations and notes on atmosphere and
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colour helped to open up a new way of seeing
nature and depicting it in painting. ‘Atmospheric
colour', also known as the way forms and the
atmosphere affects colours and light they exist
in and which surrcunds them, became the visual
watershed for painters of the next 500 years.

Da Vinci once famously cbserved a bonfire in
a farmer’s field and noted that, as it rose past
the brown hille, the emoke looked very blue in
comparison, In contrast, however, when that
same plume of smoke rose past the clear biue
sky, it appeared a dirty grey. Such observations
of colour interaction are typical of Da Vinci and
his move toward a more observational and
scientific attitude to colour.

As the natural world, rather than justthe
spiritual world of the medieval period, became
more influential upon western culture, artists'
palettes followed suit.

By the 17th-century, painters as diverse as
Frans Hals and Nicolas Poussin were influenced
by these concepts and theories that descended

from Aristotle and Da Vinci, Even so, artists' >
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presented the first modern palette of brilliant
primary and secondary colours: red, yellow, blue,
purple, orange and green, and the many complex
gradations in between. The term prismatic colour
came Into use to describe the bright colours
seen through a crystal prism that soon found
their way onto the artist's palette and balanced
those earth colours.

A more affluent, trade-based European culture
had access to many more colours. The
academies of art had now largely replaced the
artists’ workshop as the scene of aesthetic
debate, Also, colour theorists now might easily
be scientists or academics rather than painters.
Artists themselves followed these debates, but
continued to produce paintings based on the
classic colours of time-honoured palettes and
formal elements of light and shade, line and
form development.

Colour continued to be dependent upon the
subject as it always had been, as well as on the
simple gradations of colour, from lighter and
brighter to darker and duller, Rembrandt and his

| EC YO D2 palettes were still very much rooted in the deep tonatities could represent open form colour
o : ~1 DA/ . anclent classic palette balanced on the one and painting methods, while the German painter
-~ FAVEL INC hand by the earth colours and extended on the Hans Holbein might represent closed form
WAY FOR A NEW other by the brighter colours, Materials such as painting and its elegant polished line edges.
0O C :\) LOUR ground lapis and malachite, lead, and madder Nevertheless, the artists’ palettes remained
11C A ¢ NS root continued to be in use and were still to be surprisingly simple and reliable, based on the
NI FAN ¢ s replaced in a later era by chemical dyes and ancient models,
THEORIES other modern materials. Next month: Al Investigates the colour theories of
Sir Isaac Newion provided the first modern the 18th-century and their influence on maodern
theories of the nature of colour, He also paint palettos. www.algury.com

COLOUR IDENTITY TINT TEST
* Once you decide on your colours and arrangement,
place a swatch on the test surface n your chosen
order. This swatch should be & thick ‘chip’ of ail paint,
» Drag out a bit of each swatch with a littie linseed oll.
This swatch is called a ‘transparency.” Do this inturn
for all the colours on your test surface. You should now
have two rows: one row of thick samples of tube colour
and one swatch of each that is transparent.
' » Mixa light tint from each colour, making sure to -
clean your brush thoroughly between each mixture.
These tints shiould be no darker than 2 or 3 on a value
 scale of 1to 10, with 1 being the lightest, or pure
white, and 10 being the darkest. To do this, have a lot
of Titanium White available on your mixing surface.
+ The result should be three rows: from the tube, the
transparency and the tint of each colour,
» Compare the qualities of each. You will see that the-
‘identity’ of each tint Is quite different from the next in
temperature, Intensity, and hue.
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