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COLOR AND FORM

“I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like.”  “Yeah, isn’t it nice that
 the obligation to be intelligent doesn’t extend to the field of art?”






Ad Reinhardt (L. Lippard, Ad Reinhardt, p. 162)


“The idea that the artist does not think as intently and penetratingly as a scientific
inquirer is absurd.  A painter must consciously undergo the effect of his every brush stroke or he will not be aware of what he is doing and where his work is going.  Moreover, he has to see each particular connection of doing and undergoing in relation to the whole that he desires to produce.  To apprehend such relations is to think, and is one of the most exacting modes of thought.”  Certainly, “to think effectively in terms of relations of qualities is as severe a demand upon thought as to think in terms of symbols, verbal and mathematical.”






John Dewey, Art as Experience, pp. 45, 46

All visual experience exists within three fundamental parameters:  color, form, and time.  Traditionally works of visual art, such as painting and sculpture, minimize the temporal component.  This means that paintings don’t usually change in shape size, location, and color before our eyes.  (Music, drama, and dance, on the other hand, do develop during a period of time.)  Owing to this comparative insignificance of time in visual art, color and form become the basis of formal study in Fine Art.

1. COLOR
Color is a “closed” system, conclusively represented by three-dimensional models such as the Munsell color solid.  There are a finite number (about three million) of perceivably different colors.  The three dimensions of color are:

A. HUE:  the relative redness, greenness, yellowness, or blueness of a color.
B. VALUE:  the lightness or darkness of a color.

C. SATURATION:  the relative purity or “intensity” of a color.

There are several terms used to describe or categorize hues:
D. CHROMATIC:  colors possessing a hue.

E. ACHROMATIC: colors lacking hue (i.e., white and black or grey).

F. MONOCHROMATIC: a group of colors all having the same hue.

G. ANALOGOUS:  hues that are adjacent to one another on a hue circle (e.g., yellow, orange, red).

H. PRIMARIES: depending on the criteria for determining primaries, they might be:  red, yellow, blue (Aristotle); red green, yellow, blue (Ostwald); red, violet, blue, green, yellow (Munsell); yellow, cyan, magenta (Kuppers); red, green, blue (Helmholtz).

I. SECONDARIES:  colors derived from the admixture of two adjacent primaries (e.g., orange mixed from red and yellow).

J. TERTIARIES:  colors derived from the admixture of two adjacent secondaries.

K. COMPLEMENTS:   opposite hues which lie across from one another on a hue circle (e.g., red and green, yellow and blue in Ostwald’s four-primary system).

L. CONTRAST:  a word to describe the perceived difference between two adjacent colors.  There are three basic ways colors can differ:  in hue, value, or saturation.  Often color contrasts derive from multiple differences, e.g., differences of both hue and value.

M. THRESHOLD:  a word describing the ultimate limit of perceivable differences.  When a contrast can be perceived about 50% of the time it is said to have reached the “threshold of visual perception.”  Contrasts at this level are the most subtle kinds of visual contrasts an artist can create.

N. EQUAL – VALUE CONTRAST:  To fully utilize the potential contrast in color it is important to remember that as value differences between adjacent areas diminish, hue and saturation contrasts become more apparent.  To achieve “optimum” contrasts of hue or saturation, one minimizes or eliminates value differences.

O. SIMULTANEOUS CONTRAST:  is a natural distortion of reality by our perceptual system for the purpose of enhancing differences between adjacent visual stimuli.  This natural form of distortion introduces a great deal of variability to color appearance:  depending on the context, the same color can appear to be two entirely different colors.

P. WARM and COOL colors:  A common distinction among colors based on the association of visual stimuli with the physical sensation of temperature.  Generally, “warm” hues are yellow-green, yellow, orange, and red.  “Cool” hues are violet, blue, blue-green, and green.  However, the apparent warmth of a color is highly variable: most warm colors can also seem cool when placed in different contexts (e.g., when surrounded by an even warmer color).  Typically, adding white or grey to a hue will make it appear cooler.
2. FORM
Form is an open and unbounded system; no model has been proposed which completely describes all of its infinite permutations.  Nonetheless, we know that such a comprehensive model could be created since we know that shapes are infinitely mutable (i.e., between two different shapes a third shape can always be created which possesses in equal proportion qualities of these two “parent” shapes).  Some significant spatial attributes which apply to both two and three dimensions are:

A. SHAPE:  Generally the most “semantically informative” spatial quality (i.e., it determines whether we think a form is a car or a camera), shapes result from various combinations of convexity and concavity.
B. SIZE:  Relative bigness or littleness of forms.

C. LOCATION:  A description of the placement of form in an environment (e.g., is a form “near” or “far away?” is one form “close” to another?); or the placement of form within an artistic context (e.g., the placement of a form near the bottom edge of the painting).

D. ORIENTATION:  A shape possesses different psychological qualities when it changes its location relative to a viewer, e.g., a square becomes a more visually active diamond shape when it is rotated.

E. NUMBER:  one or more forms.

F. DELINEATION:  describes the relative clarity of the perception of a form, e.g., the clearness of a form’s perceived contour, from completely blurred to precise.  Strictly speaking, “delineation” is not a physical property of form, but rather a quality of the perception of form.  For example, in dim light or in a fog forms appear blurry or unclearly defined.

G. DETAIL and TEXTURE:  both result from numerous subordinate contrasts within a form.  In texture these contrasts group together to convey a particular three-dimensional quality, a condition not necessary for the perception of detail, per se.

H. PATTERN:  the repetition of colors or spatial qualities within a context.

I. GESTALT; PART, GROUP, AND WHOLE:  Forms are almost invariably perceived as objects or people doing something in the world, i.e., as a gestalt.  Additionally, forms seem naturally to be categorized hierarchically as parts, which coalesce into groups which, themselves, combine to form a whole.

3. PSYCHOLOGICAL PROPERTIES OF FORM AND COLOR
Color and form are perceived properties of the world and have no meaning, and certainly no esthetic meaning, outside perception.  Our perception of the world is fundamentally biased and distorting.  As described above under the concept of simultaneous contrast, visual stimulation is naturally distorted by our perceptual mechanism (between our retina and brain), so the world we see differs from the actual world.  Secondly, because our survival requires adaptation to a changing and sometimes hostile environment, we do not respond equally to all forms of visual stimulation.  Instead, we pay attention to kinds of stimulation that correspond to change in the environment, stimulation that may reflect a changing environmental condition to which we will need to adapt.  Indeed, survival requires us to search our environment for forms of stimulation that suggest change.  Thus, we look at the world with this bias.  Perception is not neutral.
A. VISUAL ACTIVITY:  Considered within the perceptual context described above, a measure of a stimulus’ potential for attracting attention.  Visual stimulation can be assessed as possessing a relative degree of “visual activity,” with more active states being those which contain movement, high contrast, intensely saturated colors, textural differences, discontinuity and change, and which are associated with uncertainty and psychological tension.   More active states are more likely to attract attention.  States possessing little visual activity are those which are highly regular, predictable, unchanging with little or no movement, low contrast, impure color, little textural differentiation, and which stimulate little tension.

4. ESTHETIC PRINCIPLES GOVERNING THE USE OF FORM AND COLOR
A. The UNITY of an experience permits it to be a complete, continuous whole, possessing clearly articulated parts, and evolving toward an increasing accumulation of significance and meaning.  In a work of art elements exist out of mutual necessity, and our experience from part to part proceeds with an increasing sense of inevitability.  In a work of art, no part if superfluous, no part could be altered without harming the quality of the whole.

B. ORDER results from the appreciation of meaningful relationships between the parts of an experience.  Art often tries to create a deeper, more expansive order than that normally found in life; it attempts to produce more elaborate and complete interrelations between the components of an experience in the hopes of stimulating insight.  (Order and unity are closely related.)

C. BALANCE is an esthetic device by which disparate, contrasting elements (or states of visual activity) become integrated, producing a situation often called “dynamic equilibrium”:  a state in which visual tensions coexist within a broader unity.  In art, a heterogeneous whole is not unified in spite of its diversity, but rather by this diversity.
D. The variety within a work of art frequently requires the use of a HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURE created through on organization of dominance and subordinance.  As a result, the equivalence of components in a simple redundant pattern is replaced by both greater differentiation and integration.
E. MULTIPLICITY:  Works of art often produce “multiple reading” in which elements can be clearly articulated as separate and very different visual entities, e.g., a positive form can alternately appear as a negative space, or an apparently random shape instantly becomes a face.  It is important to notice that multiplicity doesn’t arise from a confused ambiguity, but from just the opposite:  a heightened internal structure.  Multiplicity is valuable in art because it increases the efficiency of “information transmission,” i.e., you get more meaning per element within a message.  This efficiency frequently seems particularly satisfying to the receiver of the message.  A pun is a simple example of multiple meaning, and one explanation of the pleasure obtained from hearing a pun derives from the enhanced information it provides.  Again, when considered from the point of view of evolution, we evolved to actively seek out information, so we naturally appreciate deeply experiences rich in meaning.  Such experiences are valuable to us because they enhance our ability to survive.

5. COLOR AND FORM WITHIN THE PERCEPTUAL CONTEXT
A. THE CONTEXT:  Color and form acquire significance only through our perception of them.  Simultaneous contrast in color reveals that all visual observations are contextual:  the same color will look radically different depending on its surroundings.  Similarly, we discover that different spatial dimensions possess different meanings as a result of our essentially vertical orientation to a horizontal world structured by gravity.  These horizontal/vertical axes provide a stable framework for our spatial perceptions.

B. PERCEPTUAL ATTITUDES:  A distinction is made between two very different perceptual modes governing our interaction with the world.  In a frequently “hostile” environment, our lives most often demand the use of a schematic, object – directed kind of perception which can quickly and efficiently evaluate the immediate potential impact of the environment.  Such observations are of great utility, but of necessity are also quite superficial and without detail.  On the other hand, in a more stable and secure environment we are able to exercise an analytic perceptual mode:  one in which we can more thoroughly contemplate the abstract, formal qualities of an experience (e.g., interrelations of color and form, interactions of semantic content).  Clearly, the first requirement for making or appreciating works of art is the adoption of an analytic form of perception. This is sometimes called adopting an esthetic attitude.
C. COMMUNICATIVE CONTENT:  This distinction between perceptual modalities also helps us to distinguish between three fundamental kinds of content in a visual message:  SEMANTIC, SYNTACTIC, and PRAGMATIC.  As schematic perception demonstrates, we most often attend to objects and events in the world.  Interpretations of visual stimuli within this context are described as SEMANTIC.  For example, we interpret an organization of visual contrasts to be a face, and further that a face has a certain expression indicative of a mood.  So a smiling face means a happy person who is unlikely to harm us.

The SYNTACTIC content of a message does not refer to “factual” identifications of objects or events.  It describes the relationship between signs rather than the signs themselves.  For example, in the message “force is the rate of change in momentum” force and momentum are not defined, but instead it is the relation between them that is depicted.  In visual art SYNTAX refers to structural interrelationships:  to the interaction between formal qualities (color and form) as well as to interrelations between semantic identifications.  In the analysis and interpretation of art it is often the “how” (SYNTACTIC) rather than “what” (SEMANTIC) that determines why a painting is significant (e.g., “beautiful” or esthetically valuable).

The PRAGMATIC portion of a communicative event refers to the emotional response we have to a message.  For example, recognizing that the smiling face (described above) means the person is happy gives us a comforting, reassuring feeling.

