
   
 

  1 
 

 

 

 

Here Lies Colour: 
The life, death, and resurrection  

of colour in art 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Student Name: Celyn Hopkins 

Student Number: 2300115 

Course Title: Fine Art: Studio, Site, and Context 

Module: Independent Project (ADAA6000) 

Supervisor: Alex Duncan 

Word count (excl. table of contents, abstract, illustrations, bibliography & reference 
list):  

 

  



   
 

  2 
 

Table of Contents 

 

           Abstract……………………………………………………………………………………………………3 

 

           Author’s Declaration…………………….………………………………………….…………………4 

 

           AI Acknowledgement Declaration.………………………………………….….…………………4 

 

           List of Illustration.…………………………………………………………………….…….………… 

 

           Introduction.….………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

           Klein’s Rainbow Graveyard……………….……………………………………………………….  

 

           Ryman’s Mortuary Makeup………………………………………………………………………… 

 

           The Corpse on Klein’s Palette…………………………………………………………………….. 

 

           Kapoor’s Necropolis……………………………………..………………………………………….. 

 

           Pigmented Resurrection………………………………….……………………………………….. 

 

 

 

 

  



   
 

  3 
 

Abstract 

  



   
 

  4 
 

Author’s Declaration  

I declare that all the material contained in this thesis is my own work 

 

 

AI Acknowledgement Declaration 

I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I 

confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm 

that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to 

provide in evidence.  



   
 

  5 
 

List of illustrations 

   Fig 1.  Klein, Y. (1954) Yves Peintures [Artist’ book]. Fernando Franco de Sarabia. 

   Fig 2.  Ryman, R. (2010-2011) Untitled [Oil paint]. Bourse de commerce, Paris (Viewed: 30 

October 2025). 

   Fig 3 & 4.  Coombs, E. (2025) Robert Ryman’s Untitled. [Photograph] 

   Fig 5.  Alison, J. (ed.) (2005) Colour After Klein: Re-Thinking Colour in Modern and 

Contemporary Art. Black Dog Publishing. pp. 114-115 

   Fig 5.  Alison, J. (ed.) (2005) Colour After Klein: Re-Thinking Colour in Modern and 

Contemporary Art. Black Dog Publishing. pp. 114-115 

   Fig 6. Klein, Y. (1959) Untitled Blue Monochrome, (IKB 322) [Pigment and synthetic resin]. 

Available at: Yves Klein | Untitled Blue Monochrome, (IKB 322) (1959) | Artsy. Accessed: 

20th November 2025 

   Fig 7. Klein, Y. (1959) Blue Sponge [Sculpture]. Available at: Yves Klein | Blue Sponge | The 

Guggenheim Museums and Foundation. Accessed: 24th November 2025 

   Fig 8. Kapoor, A. (1981) Part of the Red [Sculpture]. Available at: Anish Kapoor: Part of the 

Red. Accessed: 24th November 2025 

   Fig 9. Mendieta, A (1976) Untitled from Silueta series in Mexico [Photographic Print]. 

Available at Performed Invisibility: Ana Mendieta’s 'Siluetas' | Smith College Museum of 

Art. Accessed: 25th November 2025 

https://www.artsy.net/artwork/yves-klein-untitled-blue-monochrome-ikb-322
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/2197
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/2197
https://anishkapoor.com/428/part-of-the-red
https://anishkapoor.com/428/part-of-the-red
https://scma.smith.edu/blog/performed-invisibility-ana-mendietas-siluetas
https://scma.smith.edu/blog/performed-invisibility-ana-mendietas-siluetas


   
 

  6 
 

   Fig 10. Giotto. (1300 / 1325 (first quarter of the 14th century)) Croix peinte [Tempura 

painton gold wood]. The Louvre (Viewed: 29 October 2025) 

   Fig 11. Klein, Y. (1960) Action artistique Anthropométries de l'époque bleue. Galerie 

Internationale d'Art. Contemporain, Paris 

   Fig 12. Klein, Y. (1961) Untitled Anthropometry [ANT 154]. San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art, San Francisco 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



   
 

  7 
 

“Colour is life: for a world without colours appears to us as dead […] At the 
moment when thought, concept, formulation, touch upon colour, its spell is 
broken, and we hold in our hands a corpse” (van Hagen, E. 1970, p. 8).  

Colour is all that is around us, it constructs everything we know, everything we are. Colour 
is a living organism when ignored, thriving when not acknowledged for the marvel that it is, 
and then dies as soon as it pervades human thought. Theorists and artists are forced to 
become murderers and necromancers in the face of pigments, their audiences bearing 
witness to these acts that will often leave them horrified at the miracle resurrection and in 
love with a cadaver. An artist who was quick to kill colour, abusing its corpse throughout 
his career was French artist, Yves Klein. Both canvas and object became drenched in his 
presence, simulacrums of the people and atmosphere that stand before them. His main 
victim was a unique, “immaterial” blue that to Klein “had rendered the sum of [himself] 
inhuman and excluded [him] from the world of tangible reality”. It is almost an 
acknowledgment of this simulacra, the idea by Jean Baudillard of a superficial image or 
representation of a thing that either has no original or no longer has an original (1994); he is 
rendered a spirit in the face of killed colour, forced “outside of society, inhabiting space, 
and no longer capable of returning to earth.” (Klein, Y. 1958c). However, as Klein’s career 
progressed, his practice slowly became bereft of the dead and he began to work with air 
and the colourless; it was simultaneously something so devoid of, yet so integral to, the 
same themes of atmosphere and life. The lasting effects call into question if the killing of 
colour is worth it for the aesthetic value it holds. 

 

Colour as a representation of person goes beyond Klein’s practice, often contorting to 
conversation of whether it is equal to, above or below humanity. On trial alongside Klein is 
David Batchelor, a key figure whose several writings document how people interact with 
colour and how colour interacts with people, creating corpses of colour and person 
through excessive thought.  

“Once again, the drug of colour begins to weigh heavily on our eyes; we become 
drowsy; we begin to lose consciousness as we fall under its narcotic spell; we 
lose focus; we lose our sense of the distinctions between things; we descend 
into delirium; we lose ourselves in colour as colour frees itself from the grip of 
objects and floods over our scrambled senses” (Batchelor, D. 2000, p. 43) 

While Klein’s philosophy proposed that colour became person through simulacra, 
Batchelor sets forward that colour becomes person through its own control; colour slowly 
possesses us, becoming corporeal through the ghosts of who, and what, were once lost to 
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it. His writings engender life while simultaneously destroying it, enabling sprits that kill in a 
rampage of his creation. An artist with a similar effect (killing colour completely while not 
killing it at all as a result) is Ad Reinhardt. He proclaimed colour immoral due to the human 
inability to control it, resulting in a heavy focus on the non-colour, black (Reinhardt, A. 
1960, pp. 37-38). He is one of few artists who demonises colour entirely, neglecting it in his 
later work; through murdering colour in his practice, it becomes more alive than ever. 

 

When discussing the place of colour in art, Yves Klein is unavoidable. His IKB blue haunts 
the conversation entirely, pushing people to be ignorant of his earlier practice that was 
filled with further chroma; “I am not only the owner of blue [...] I am also the owner of 
“COLOR” [...] My paintings exist only as the visible title deeds proving my ownership.” 
(Ottman, K. 2016, p. 46). Monochrome squares fill the pages of Yves Peintures, a 1954 
artist’s book that was the first public gesture of Klein’s practice; the ‘plates’ were 
mechanically reproduced paintings that seemingly did not exist.  
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Fig 1 

In his essay for Colour After Klein, Nuit Banai describes Klein’s personification of colour 
here as “a complete capitulation to kitsch” (2016, p. 38); a “debased and academicized 
simulacra of genuine culture”, kitsch is synthetic mockery of ‘real culture’ with aim of 
commercialisation (Greenberg, C. 1939. P.12). Klein’s speaking of each colour as an 
individual, each nuanced tone having its own distinct soul, is cited as the reason for the 
‘kitsch’ title. His viewing of each colour as “a living being, an active force who is born and 
who dies after having lived a […] life of colours” endows colour with great life, though it is 
partially by ridding it of all life (Klein, Y. 1955). Yves Peintures was free from human touch 
when created, void of brushstrokes, “expressive texture”, accidental marks, “erratic 
pigment”; this lack of signs of creation make this colour so alive, colour executed at the 
hands and mind of an audience (Alison, J. 2005, pp. 36-38). This book is a rainbow 
graveyard, not for colour but instead for the audience’s thoughts and concepts on colour. 

 

It can be said that the work of Robert Ryman is a series of “monochromatic and near-
monochromatic white paintings” (Hudson, S. 2025, p. 152). He can be assumed to loathe 
colour, drowning it in white when it appears. The white layer is often uneven, full of texture 
that may be unsightly to an audience, as if the attempt to bury the colour was done with an 
aggressive need to rid it. His series of untitled works from 2010-2011 highlight this, 
comprising of canvases stained in colour that peak through the mortuary makeup of white.  

 

Fig 2 
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Fig 3                                                                                                                    Fig 4 

 

Bourse de commerce is an open casket, displaying these pieces of as part of the Pinault 
Collection Minimal exhibition. The curved wall they populate envelopes the viewer, forcing 
them to confront all the detail within the works; this display paired with the stark white 
walls and floor force the colours to jump towards the audience. Further colour 
materialises as you near the works, showing through the white in tones of green and blue. 
It is easy to assume that Ryman’s work has mourned colour since the late 1950’s when the 
artist chose to reduce his palette to focus on the structure and process of creating but his 
work never broached complete monochromacy, it could even be argued that “nothing is 
less monochromatic than a Ryman painting” (Fremon, J. 2024, p.21). This sentiment is 
undoubtable when face-to-face with these pieces, able to pick out all the colours that 
cannot ascend to the digital image. This series of work can be seen in comparison to 
Klein’s Peintures. While not through way of ‘kitsch’, Ryman’s paintings give the same 
undeniable life to colour as Klein, all while killing it the same. His burying colour in a grave 
of white and human touch, taking focus and thought away from them entirely, gives them 
this life.   

“White as a myth, as an aesthetic fantasy, a fantasy so strong that it summons 
up negative hallucinations, so intense that it produces a blindness to colour, 
even when colour is literally in front of your face” (Batchelor, D. 2000, p. 47). 
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Klein initially tried to mirror the pages of Peintures on gallery walls, drenching canvases in 
colours, only this time keeping the texture that indicates life by hand rather than machine. 
During a 1956 exhibition at Galerie Colette ALLENDY, Paris, he said of his Monochrome, 
Untitled series that the audience “being prisoners of a conditioned way of seeing the 
relationships between the different propositions [...] were recombing the canvases in their 
mind into one single polychrome installation” (Klein, Y. 1958d). 

 

Fig 5 

This undesired outcome pushed Klein’s focus onto one colour, a colour that he “had 
dedicated [himself] for more than a year to” in search of its “most perfect expression”; 
BLUE (Klein, Y. 1958d). A 1957 exhibition at the Galleria Apollinaire, Milan, saw 11 
identically sized monochromes take over a room, the space disrupted by the most striking 
blue ever translated in paint. International Klein Blue (IKB) is a formula of ultramarine blue 
pigment and synthetic resin, patented by the artist in 1960; he created it alongside art paint 
supplier Edouard Adam out of necessity for Klein, a necessity for colour that’s vibrancy 
withstood the art binder that suffocated it. In creating this colour, Klein instilled the belief 
of colour as a living thing that the litany of benumbed blues used throughout history had 
made impossible.  
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Fig 6 

“ “COLOR,” the sensuous pure space, winked an eye at me irregularly, yet with 
stubborn persistence. This sense of the complete freedom of sensuous pure 
space exerted upon me such a power of attraction that I painted monochrome 
surfaces to see, with my own eyes to SEE, what was visible in the absolute” (p. 
80) 

Colour had a complete hold on Klein, guiding him to create monochromes that showed the 
full beauty of it to himself and others; in that way, it could be interpreted that colour is 
more alive than the artist, which is lost to its power, with IKB being the most alive of all. It is 
so alive in fact that Klein used it almost exclusively when representing existence. 

 

 In a speech to the Gelsenkirchen Theatre Commision, Klein said; 
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“Blue has no dimensions. “It is” beyond dimensions [...] All colors bring forth 
associations of concrete, material, and tangible ideas, while blue evokes all the 
more sea and the sky, which are what is most abstract in tangible and visible 
nature.” (Klein, Y. 1958d).  

The most abstract ideas around us are the ones between sky and sea, the ones 
encapsulating human existence, the ones intangible; by invoking the sea, sky, and abstract 
ideas, Klein points to life and death. His plain canvases of IKB are them coexisting, causing 
neither life nor death of colour but making it more human than ever. It is alive, 
communicating with artist and audience. IKB represents life and people further in a series 
of sponges soaked in the paint. 

 

Fig 7 

“Phantoms and strange characters that belong to no one have emerged from this void 
filled with sensibility […] these portraits of the “readers” of my monochromes” (Klein, Y., 
1959). Sensibility is an omnipresent idea in Klein’s blue works, it is something that exists 
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both alongside us and beyond us; “We hold no right of possession over life itself”, we are 
only able to purchase it through pursuing “life to the level of its base material 
manifestations”, this is allowed by sensibility (Klein, Y. 1961). Sensibility is abstract and 
intangible, it encapsulates our life and death. These strange sponge sculptures rose from 
this sensibility, a mirror of those who indulge in Klein’s monochrome; our lives and 
eventual deaths are put on display, our existence becomes pure colour.  

 

Anish Kapoor breathes further life into this polychromatic existence; his unusual shapes 
doused in loose pigment embodying life through their connections with the Western and 
Eastern cultural ties of the artist. Part of Colour After Klein, Kapoor’s Part of the Red piece 
is the shining example of what is described as an exhibition showing “the monochrome 
paradigm at its most eloquent, colour transferred from two-dimensional painting to the 
object, with raw pigment taking on a new materiality and autonomous presence” (Alison, J. 
2005, p. 10). Like Klein, the idea of continuous space, of the void, is central to Kapoor’s 
practice; here it is demonstrated through spills of chroma.  

 

Fig 8 
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Kapoor has described red as an ‘inside-out’ colour; “Like our emotions, and like our blood, 
it wells up within us, speaking of and to the body […] Red is the body made colour, and at 
times colour made body” (Kapoor, A. 2003). In the work Kapoor reduces the three primary 
colours, and by extension the surrounding space filled with tones of black and white, to the 
title ‘red’; he is equating the basis of all colour, and in turn all colours, to ‘red’. All colour is 
“made body”, something further highlighted when considering the sculptural shapes they 
consume. 

“The saturated chromatic fields of Kapoor with their lips and crevices, mounds 
and poke holes, connect back to the sensual, if not erotic undercurrent that is a 
subtext to Klein’s entire output […] it is also integral to the monochrome […] as 
an abstract metaphor for the body” (Alison, J. 2005, p. 20) 

Kapoor’s piece becomes a necropolis, buried sculptures that represent our bodies with 
colour standing victorious over us. Like Klein’s blue canvases, colour is more alive than us, 
we are enslaved by it. Unlike Klein’s monochromes, the colour made alive within this work 
has more freedom to overtake the viewer. Unbinded pigment has the ability to infiltrate 
their bodies through the senses so integral to existence: breath, smell, touch, taste.  

 

The body transcends to red pigment in Ana Mendieta’s Siluetas series.  The silhouette of a 
woman’s body is engraved into the surface of a beach, filled with powdered red pigment, 
mirroring a worldwide tradition of scattering red pigments into graves (Fox, J. 2021, p. 76). 
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Fig 9 

Red mummifies existence; “If you look the light of the world in the eyes, creation turns 
scarlet” (Jarman, D. 1994, p. 25). The pairing of the human form with a colour representing 
complete life brings sentience to both the work and to pigment itself; however, the colour 
reflected is not the colour possessed. The tone which penetrates the eye of the audience is 
a ghostly figure rather than a living, breathing thing (Fox, J. 2021, p.5). This idea makes this 
a figure of green and blue, sucking the soul that red bestowed out of it; the figures position 
highlights this idea of euthanasia through pigment, laying down in death. When this work is 
viewed with only our eyes, we see the vibrant red and the piece is alive, represents total 
life. When the work in viewed with thought, it becomes completely dead; we see in front of 
us a corpse. 
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While it seems that Kapoor and Mendieta give permission for colour to enter the body, to 
take it over and turn it to pigment, they are just the organ for it to do so; colour does not 
need permission. In the 1970s, a disfigured skull is excavated beneath the Duomo in 
Florence; it is not until 30 years later in 2000 that it is identified as artist Giotto. What 
determined the remains to be those of Giotto was bone deep colour.  

 

Fig 10 

Giotto’s Croix peinte as well as his extensive practice is undoubtably attention grabbing, 
pulling an audience into a world of bold tones and glimmering gold. His work often focused 
on religion as he slowly, unknowingly, became the Absolute Being of colour; “In the 
alchemy of death, Giotto, it seems, had become his own painting”. His bones were laced 
with high levels of arsenic and lead, as well as traces of aluminium, manganese and 
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copper; these were the main chemical elements that made up Giotto’s paintings (Grovier, 
K. 2023, pp. 16-17).  

 

“[P]igments are more than purely intellectual concepts. They are made of grit 
and grime. They have weight and texture. They pulse through our veins and seep 
deep into our bones. They are capable of resurrection and tell secrets from the 
grave” (Grovier, K. 2023, p. 16) 

 

Klein writes of bones being the lines of the body, comparing human to painting (Klein, Y. 
1958a). He later discusses “ordinary painting” as a “prison window” with its features, 
including its lines, “determined by bars”. These lines, our bones, make concrete our 
morality, our emotions, our spirituality. They make real what gives us life, giving us our 
humanity in the process; “They are our […] skeletal framework”. We are then trapped 
behind these bars, only having freedom which we are allowed as a living being; colour 
killing us brings us beyond. By becoming possessed, having our bones mutated by colour, 
pigment resurrects us.  

 

Yves Klein considered Giotto as the antecedent to the monochromes essential to his 
practice (Klein, Y. 2003, p. 163); if Giotto is the Father of colour, then Klein is the messiah. 
His practice is gospel, brining others to the “religion for absolute monochromy” (1960b).  



   
 

  19 
 

 

Fig 11 

 

In continuing to speak of line, Klein talks of it conquering man and forcing upon him 
its own personhood; humanity is consumed with its “intellectual, material, and 
emotional abstract rhythm”. Through this domination of the line, we reduce colour to 
slavery. What is “the universal soul in which the soul of man bathes in the state of 
terrestrial paradise” is dissected, compartmentalised, taken prisoner behind these 
bars of a painting (Klein, Y. 1960a). Just as colour can seep into our bones, so can the 
idea chromophobia; if line and bone is one in the same, this imprisonment of colour 
comes from deep within us. Our oppositions to colour keep us from a “state of 
terrestrial paradise”, a life beyond death. It is here that a hatred of colour is the killer. 
By indoctrinating us to the monochrome, Klein ascends us. His practice drenched in 
a spirited blue, representational of human being and the atmosphere in which we 
live, separates us from oppressive line entirely; “Blue transcends the solemn 
geography of human limits” (Jarman, D. 1994, p. 86). No one is brought closer to this 
azure than Klein’s human paintbrushes. 
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Fig 12 

Klein smothered nude bodies in his eponymous blue, instructing their movements 
from a distance as one would do with the inanimate instrument they mirror. The work 
was born out of the artist’s mistrust of himself – though never of colour – and he no 
longer “wanted to remain alone with the marvelous blue void” that was only 
embryonic at the time.  

“Personally, never would I attempt to smear paint over my own body and 
become a living brush; but on the contrary, I would rather put on my tuxedo and 
white gloves. I would not even think of dirtying my hands with paint. Detached 
and distant, the work of art must complete itself before my eyes and under my 
command.” (Klein, Y. 1961) 
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Klein baptising these models in paint, absolving them of their sins against colour, while 
clad in such formal attire creates a scene of rebirth. This act promises the paradise free 
from line to these models, Klein absorbing any trace of loathing towards colour while 
seeps into their bones, dissolving the omnipresent line. Yves Klein is ultimately sacrificing 
himself for the sake of humanity, his immunity only restored when he bathes in the tangible 
atmosphere created by his monochrome masterpieces.  

 

His distance from the models, his refusal of contact, forbodes; baptism is something 
physical, the hand being the tools of enlightenment. Klein keeps his distance, refusing to 
get tarnished by tone. There is something funerary in this space, an idea of paying respect, 
of wanting to separate yourself from the solemnities. The choice word of “dirtying” spurs 
an idea of something earthy, of what is piled on a casket to subdued life entirely. Perhaps 
in preaching, Klein gives us an awareness of the lines that imprison us, its reality tearing 
our souls apart (Klein, Y. 1960a). Perhaps in christening, he is commanding that the colour 
completely engulfs the live brush and brings them closer to pigment than to person. In 
manuscripts for Mon Livre, an unrealized book project by Klein, the artist shows intension 
to inhume France in IKB; “Each individual in my system will be considered by me during the 
creation of my painting “France” as a grain of pigment” (Klein, Y. 2003, p. XVII). He talks of 
holding the highest power in the country while doing so, raising himself above the citizens 
as a godly figure. Blanketing France in blue would transcend Klein to a status on 
omnipotence and omnipresence; his eulogy to France, painting such a grand picture of the 
place, as well as his assertion that he is worthy of such heights suggest Klein is also in a 
position of omnibenevolence and omniscience. Klein is pushing himself to be a god solely 
through his perceived ownership of colour. He alone dictated when colour was alive and 
when it was dead, when those who perceived it breathed or suffocated. Colour cannot 
become a corpse through thought, concept, formulation, unless Klein dictates it to be so. 

 

Ad Reinhardt opposes the ever-present infatuation with colour; “there is something 
wrong, irresponsible, and mindless about color, something impossible to control. 
Control and rationality are part of any morality” (Rose, B. 1975, p. 153).  
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Ad Reinhardt +  Mona Hatoum - Works of black and opinions on colour – Black as all colour 
– Colour as immorality + Link to Olafur Eliasson (WACT pg. 78-9) and Turner (pg. 103, 105, 
107) 

ALTERNATIVELY Yves Klein against colour - ‘The Void’, architecture with air 

That link between Klein leaping into the void and Kapoor's creation of void spaces could be 
it.. His use of Vanta Black or creation of whirlpools within gallery spaces etc.  

BUT Void not sparing you from colour – Kapoor vs. Semple, Klein still using the idea of -
colour w/ air  

 

Colour + people / Colour as living – Colour + sensibility AND colour as above/below people 

Colour interacting with people 

 

 

Conclusion (500 words) 

 

Other artists: 

- Anish Kapoor / AK & Stuart Semple – AK link to Ana Mendieta (WATC – 76-7) 
- Joseph Beuys 
- Donald Judd 
- David Batchelor 
- William Eggleston 
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