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I will be discussing the early unification of Psychology and Art. My chosen keywords and terms to explore within this area are: Gestalt psychology, symbolism and colour theory. 

Ernst Mach's Beiträge zur Analyse der Empfindungen, 1886 (Contributions to the Analysis of Sensation) suggests that all information is obtained from consciousness; thus, singularities under methodical examination can be understood only in terms of experiences, or “sensations,” existing in the observation of the singularities.(1) Quoted by Einstein as one of the inspirations for his theories of relativity was Mach's physical principle, that the inclination of a body in motion to continue in motion in the same direction and of a body at rest to remain at rest (inertia) results from a relationship of that object with all the rest of the matter in the cosmos. (2) Mach argued that even at great detachment, inertia applies only as a function of the interaction between one body and other bodies in the universe.  This rejected such conjectural concepts as absolute time and space. (3)

Heavily inspired by Mach’s Theory, Christian von Ehrenfels (1859-1932) introduced the concept of gestalt (shape/form) psychology in 1890. The dominant concept of gestalt psychology is that the mind forms a universal whole with self-organising propensities. (4) Philosopher Max Wertheimer’s inimitable input was to disagree with Von Ehrenfel’s idea of the gestalt and insist that it is perceptually primary, defining the fragments it was composed from, rather than being a secondary value that arises from those parts, as Von Ehrenfels had earlier suggested. (5)

The awareness of these notions also has precedents in philosophies by Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe and various other early 20th century theorists, such as Kurt Koffka, Max Wertheimer and Wolfgang Kohler, who saw gestalt as, A particular way of understanding how objects embodied certain psychologic principles, by the attempt to comprehend the laws behind the ability to attain and uphold meaningful observations in a chaotic universe. (6) Gestalt psychology attempts to define innate mental laws that resolve the way objects are perceived. It has moulded the foundation of much further research into the perception of designs and objects (Carlson et al. 2000), and of exploration into thinking, problem solving, behaviour and psychopathology. (7) Although the concept has been disapproved for being merely descriptive. Through it we can examine the psychological effect that architecture could have on us and how architecture itself becomes an agency for certain psychological manipulations. For example, dark spaces or spaces with no windows urbanisation compared to the countryside.

One example of a psychological space is the Thermal Baths by Swiss architect Peter Zumthor (Fig1), located in Vals, Switzerland. From above, the new building is almost invisible. Access to the Baths is along a curving tunnel from the hotel. (8) The subterranean nature of this connection is crucial as it dislocates the individual from the world outside to create a sense of isolation and tranquility. Impacting how you behave, think, even how you get into the water. The materials that were chosen are used and shaped around you to interpose your psychological inner being. Psychology is therefore connected to everything. Even what Rem Koolhaas calls “junk space” (9) e.g. shopping centers, built to influence you to do more shopping.
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Fig1
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The work of Munich-based research psychologist Theodor Lipps (1851-1914), also played a dominant role in the progression of gestalt psychology during the early decade of the twentieth century. One of the earliest to amalgamate art history with psychology, Lipp's most critical contribution was his attempt to hypothesise the question of Einfuehlung (empathy), which Lipps expressed as the act of projecting oneself into the object of a perception. (10) An idiom that would become an important feature in many ensuing theories of Art Psychology. Lipp's exploratory study of optical illusions within Raumästhetik und geometrisch-optische Täuschungen (1897), guided much contemporary research surrounding this subject. He suggested that all appreciation of Art is be dependent upon a similar self-projection into the object. Thus, connecting perception of external aesthetics with the innate psychological interpretations and relationship between "object" and "self". (11)

Swiss historian and Art critic, Heinrich Wolfflin (1864–1945) also followed such ideas. Now appraised to be one of the founding texts of emerging psychological direction of art history, Wolfflin's (1886) Prolegomena zu einer Psychologie der Architektur aimed to show that architecture could be understood from a solely psychological rather than a progressivist view point. Like Lipp, Wolfflin suggests that architecture has a foundation in form through the empathetic response of human form. (12) These theories had a great impact on the art world at the time and numerous artists in the twentieth century began to be influenced by the psychological argument. Naum Gabo (1890 -1977), inspired by Wolfflin's lectures, explored this link between psychology and objects through his theory and practice. Gabo's "two cubes" 1930 (fig 4) was created to illustrate his essay ‘Sculpture: Carving and Construction in Space’. (13)
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Fig 4








One cube uses solid mass to expound the space within the sculpture while the other communicates the form’s inner space. Gabo sought to make the space inhabited by an object visible without surrounding it. Inner space was a sample of what Gabo called the constructive idea, where the partition between the artist’s perceptions of an object and the object itself were dissolved, therefore art becomes reality. (14)

In addition to perceptions of forms and dimensions being challenged through art, colour can also be psychologically analysed. Poet Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe's book The Theory of Colour (1840) explores the characteristics of colours and how these are perceived. It contains thorough descriptions of phenomena such as coloured shadows refractions and chromatic aberration. Goethe discusses how colour is recognised in a wide variety of conditions and considers Isaac Newton’s explanations to be exceptional cases. (15) Unlike Newton, Goethe's focus was not so much on the systematic treatment of colour, but rather how colours are perceived, and their ability to affect a person psychologically. (16)

Goethe’s colour wheel established a colour psychology,  "allegorical, symbolic, mystic use of colour". Whereby, Goethe connected different colours with specific human attribute. (17)
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Through such concepts philosophers have come to understand the discrepancy between ideas of human colour perception as dispensed by Goethe, and the optical range, as detected by Newton. Ernst Lehr (1958) clarifies this difference 
     "The essential difference between Goethe’s theory of colour and the theory which  
   has prevailed in science (despite all modifications) since Newton’s day, lies in this: 
   While the theory of Newton and his successors was based on excluding the colour-
   seeing faculty of the eye, Goethe founded his theory on the eye’s experience of 
   colour." (18)

During the 1920's and 1930's lecturers and students of the Bauhaus school began to advance colour theories for evoking different moods and emotions through palette choice. (19) Influenced by theories of Goethe, Swiss German artist Paul Klee (1879-1940) through long experimentation established an understanding of colour and tonality. Advancing to the development of his own colour theory based on a six-part variegated colour wheel. He placed the complementary colours in relation to the interaction of movement with one another, showing the bases of dynamic transitions and perception. (20) Klee illustrated his theories through his practice. As seen in (Fig 9) Bold complimentary colours are tactically positioned, juxtaposing a more muted ground. This holistically challenges our perceptions of the forms dimensions and space. Whereas, (Fig 10) demonstrates Klee’s range of exploration, mixing suppressed colour and symbolism.
(Fig 9) Mit Dem Grunen Quadrat (1919)             (Fig 10) Warning of the Ships (1918)
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In his book, Creative Confession, Klee wrote ‘Art does not reproduce the visible but makes it visible.’ (21) Once again reiterating the minds ability to, through art, create and revolutionise what we see. Hans Prinzhorn's Artistry of the Mentally Ill (1922) inspired artists such as Max Ernst and Klee, who had an interest in this topic. However, critics used this against Klee. Some pages from Prinzhorn's book were displayed at the National Socialist propaganda exhibition Entartete Kunst in Munich, with the purpose of defaming the works of Kirchner, Klee, Nolde and other artists by likening them to the works of the insane. Klee received further censure for his often-childlike depictions. Critic Rene Crevel called Klee "a dreamer who released a swarm of small lyrical louses from mysterious abysses” (22), a contradictory criticism of the metaphysical relationship between colour and the psyche. 

Many critics took a more favourable systematic approach towards colour. Amongst these was Victorian art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900), who, when analysing the use of colour and symbolism within J.M.W Turners works (1775- 1851), focused more on the literal depictions of nature, colour and light. Ruskin discusses Turner's transition to an advanced key of colour in Ulysses (Fig 5) and to a more fully organic symbolism. He suggests that colour, water, clouds, light and darkness themselves take the place of mythological forms, perceiving the painting as a declaration of the artist's impeccable control of the language of nature. (23) Art historian John Gage (1939-2012), supports Ruskin's analysis claiming Ulysses to be a core piece within Turner's maturing of a "symbolic scientism”. (24) 

Fig 5[image: Image result for ulysses turner]










Furthermore, Ruskin suggests that in Hesperide (Fig 6) the cloudy gloom has symbolic functions that stipulate the unavoidable repercussions of compelling passions. (23) Supporting the idea that even impressionism and early romanticism artworks can contain metaphysical or psychological qualities.
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Fig 6










Klee however, acknowledged both the psychological and systematic value of colour. Klee Analyses Newton’s findings that, when all colours are brought together in light you get white, and when all colours are brought together in paint you get black. He elucidates that painting is always an inadequate way of trying to match what we see in the world; (24) the desire to capture the impact of light through this material thing is a struggle that leads back into the 19th century. Therefore, Klee and many other artists predominantly concerned themselves with the psychology and perception of colour rather than the reproduction/imitation of reality through colour.

Finally, further amalgamations of psychology and art can be seen within Surrealism. An evolutionary cultural movement developed in the early 1920s, Surrealism brought together philosophers, artists and researchers in the exploration of expressing the unconscious through symbolic forms and automatism. (26) Many artists of this school posited a Marxist philosophy that socialism would eventually transmute into a collectivist civilisation. (28) Surrealists revolted against the issues and restraints of the physical world and the curtailment of the logical mind, like Marxism, viewing society's structures as oppressive. Surrealist thought adapted theories developed by psychologists Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung as previously discussed; that art and our surroundings contain psychological links. 
Freud argued the significance of dreams and the unconscious as valid exposures of human emotion and desires. (29)  His revelation of the multifaceted and suppressed inner worlds of desire, violence and sexuality provided a theoretical source for much of Surrealism. Many Surrealist artists felt that true art used the unconscious itself. And therefore, explored the different ways of suppressing conscious logic through spontaneous expression. (30) Supporting this, French poet and surrealist Andre Breton (1924) proposed that lucid thought represses creativity and is thus divergent to artistic expression. "Surrealism is based on the belief... in the omnipotence of dreams, in the undirected play of thought." (31) Breton summarises how eliminating these visual objects from their ordinary conditions elevated them to a superior realm, prompting us of the prospect of other imaginable worlds; “where former lives, actual lives, future lives melt together into one life; the life utterly depersonalized.” (32) Just as painters during the Renaissance aimed to illustrate a real representation of human proportions, surrealist artists aimed to illustrate what the mind and thoughts looked like. This can be seen within (Fig 7) an example of an “Exquisite Corpse” collaborative piece. (a surrealist game created to liberate the mind and tap into the subconscious) (33)

André Breton, Nusch Eluard, Valentine Hugo, Paul Eluard - Exquisite Corpse,1930
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The game consists of each artist doodling on paper, then folding the page into sections to hide previous contributions or building upon one another’s depictions. To create a jumbled but unified outcome that comprehends and amalgamates the consecutive subconscious expressions of the collaborators. (34)

In conclusion, the concepts that have been considered illustrate the different ways we perceive and analyse aesthetics. They evidently establish the idea that psychology is saturated within everything. e.g. perceptions, colour, our surroundings, objects, marks, and how we express ourselves. The notion of such aesthetic qualities provoking psychological reactions (consciously or unconsciously) and being more than a material thing, has paved the way for numerous avant-garde art styles and theories, and has broadened and advanced how people view art today. The development of early theories that indicate a link between art and psychology has had a huge impact upon modern society. Through them, we have become accustomed to sophisticated ideas of perception and our surroundings. leading to advances in architecture, art education and the introduction of art therapy within mental health institutions.  

I want to explore such theories further, therefore my question will be along the lines of; “Using early key theories, artists and thinkers, explore the history and development of psychology within aesthetics.”
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