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The task:

Building on your knowledge of the
traditional essay structure, you

will write an ‘upside down’ essay,

which rather than starting from an
essay question, leads you, via
engagement with three keywords,

to construct your own research question.
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INTRODUCTION

| see myself as an abstract artist, one with little interest in the directly
figurative or representational. | am primarily interested in, indeed
fascinated by, colour and, necessarily, by light (without which colour
does not exist), and in exploring the relationship between, and reaction

to, each other. We cannot see light, but we cannot see colour without it.

Research in quantum and particle physics into the constituents and
existence of light are deeply intriguing. Current scientific thinking holds
that light probably exists forever, and hence so must colour. But as
colour only exists in its perception, its ‘existence’ depends upon its being
seen: in our universe, someone must be there to see it. And that
conjunction is correlative with the relationship between the artist/artwork

and the viewer.

But how do we ‘see’ and what do we ‘see’? And what effect does what
we see, have on our emotions, and how we see and understand the
world in which we live? And how does, or should, this influence how we

produce art?

| shall examine these issues through discussion of three key headings:

Light/Colour, Seeing, and Meditation.
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LIGHT/COLOUR

Light is a thing that cannot be reproduced but must be represented by

something else — by colour. (Paul Cezanne)

Light is the basis of human sight. Scientifically, ‘Light’, or more
specifically, ‘Visible Light’, is that part of the intergalactic stream of
waves of electromagnetic radiation emitted by photons, detectable by

the human eye. Colour is not seen directly, only by reflection.

wWhite Light
'-.'.
How wie See Blue Color?

Blue Color Reflecied
Criher Colors Absorbod

By Surlaca

Fig 1
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When light (the stream of electromagnetic radiation) hits an object, some
streams bounce off, whilst others are absorbed by it. Human eyes can
only ‘see’ a small part of the stream that bounces off, which they register
as colour, according to their different wavelengths - the ‘visible
spectrum’. We can ‘see’ in dim light, but not in colour. In total darkness
we would see nothing at all. Indeed, it has been suggested that colour is
not an inherent property of an object, but a property of the visual system
of the organism that perceives it. (Endler 1978). In other words, colour
has no physical existence. It is literally ‘imagined’, created by our visual
arrangements, which leads to a Berkelian solipsistic paradoxical proof:
that because ‘colour’ is reflected light, and without light it cannot be

seen, and if it cannot be seen, it therefore does not exist.

During the Middle Ages, light itself was used as a metaphor for divine

light,

Fig 2: Chartres
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which was best realised through the seemingly miraculous behaviour of
light and colour in stained glass windows, the ‘cinema’ of the Mediaeval,
largely illiterate, population. The beauty and theophanic potentialities of
such glimpses into the Kingdom of Heaven, such as in Chartres
Cathedral, have reduced many people, including me, to tears.
Unsurprisingly, Josef Albers, colour’s principal modern-day theorist, was

originally a stained-glass artist.

Light is essential to building a sense of perspective, light and shadow
giving a painting depth. Caravaggio most famously used ‘chiaroscuro’ to
create a sense of volume and mass, using a single light source to focus

on the human form and give a sense of drama.

Fig 3: Judith beheading Holofernes



Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

COLOUR

‘Colour provokes a psychic vibration’. (Wassily Kandinsky)

The development of colour-sightedness in humans evolved because of
the obvious advantages it provided in recognising danger, foraging, and
finding a mate. As hominid intelligence evolved, colour-sightedness also

developed an aesthetic dimension. The earliest known cave paintings

incorporate colour.

Fig 4: Oldest known cave painting in the world in Sulawesi

We all ‘know’ what colour is, we see it everywhere, every day. But

looking at the same-coloured object, we will not all see the same colour.
Albers reminds us that in understanding colour, we must recognise that
colour is unstable, relative, and continually deceives, it is rarely seen as

it really is. (Albers,J. 2013)
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Colour is a Kantian visual phenomenon, with an undeniable influence on
human perception and behaviour. That influence on both the artist and
the viewer is dictated, not only by genetic significance, but also by
cultural determinism. It seems that genetically, humans have an

emotional visual bias towards red.

However, the connoted significance of red to a western European male
Is anger, aggression and
dominance, whereas to a
Chinese male it is luck
and prosperity. Research
has shown that, not
unrelated to either
connotation, in sport, red
Is associated with a
greater probability of
winning (Hill and

Barton 2005).

— : : The cultural reading of
Fig 5: Mary Stuart in mourning white
colour can change over time. In Western cultures, white is now often

associated with purity, innocence, and peace.

10
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But until the 16™ Century it symbolized mourning and death, as it still
does in many Eastern cultures, such as Japan. Other colours had a
more direct iconographic signifier: purple/deep blue for royalty and the
Virgin Mary, and red for Christ, colours which derive not only from
Gospel accounts but from economics, as these were expensive

pigments to obtain.

The use and development of the aesthetic value of colour has played a
leading role in shaping artistic expression and practice, especially as
technological and scientific development provided access to a much
wider palette of usable pigment. This led artists to seek verisimilitude,
using the power of colour to capture ‘light,’ to fool the eye, to render truth

by illusion.

Fig 6: Horse Bath

11
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In Joaquin Sorolla’s Horse Bath, for example (fig 6 above), the young
boy’s body is perceived as clearly wholly wet from the sea, yet that effect
Is achieved with only a few quick brush strokes of pure white on his arm

and leg.

Artists also used colour to add to a picture’s narrative power by
stimulating the viewer’s emotions. The emotional influence of colour is
now deeply embedded in human psychology, with each colour carrying
its own set of associations and meanings. For example, in returning to
the darker hues of his earlier career, Van Gogh’s ‘The Starry Night’

reflects the mental weight of his returning depression.

Fig 7: The Starry Night

12



Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

Edvard Munch's ‘The Scream’, conveys a sense of existential angst and
despair. The tumultuous, swirling hues in both pictures reflecting the

artists’ inner turmoil.

Fig 8: The Scream

13
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SEEING

‘...We explain (the) world with words (but) ...the relation between what
we see and what we know is never settled’ and what we know *...never

quite fits the sight.” (Berger 1972).

Is it not the business of those claiming to be artists, to see and to seek
the means to render visible, what they actually see? In our modern world
we are bombarded by images, drowning in a sea of constantly changing

visual stimuli.

Looking at artwork, indeed looking at the world, is not merely a utilitarian
function, observing passively what is before us; it is about engagement,
acknowledging visual impact and emotional resonance, even when just
checking whether it is safe to cross the road. But it can, and should, also
be a source of aesthetic pleasure and emotional resonance, if only we

allow the time and space.

Transient ephemeral images: the first bluebells amongst the fresh spring
green of a leafing forest, an autumn sunset, ancient olive trees; the
ordinary and the commonplace: a distant yacht caught in the moon’s

reflection on a dark bay, oil and vinegar on a plate, sunlight and

14
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shadows, an endless list that can provide images of great
transcendental beauty. But only if we look to see them, to really look, not

just with our eyes, but from within ourselves.

Fig 9:: Oil & Vinegar Faro

As | have shown above - it is not the eyes that see, but the brain. In a
world that values the surface, style over substance, we must be open to
and recognise the spiritual, the Benjaminist ‘aura’ (Benjamin. W. 1935),

to give what Robert Hughes calls the ‘long look’ (Hughes R. 1990).

Although | agree with Hughes’s view, | prefer the word ‘Seeing’, as it

brings with it a reading of perception, comprehension, and

understanding.

15
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Going far beyond mere observation, it involves a complex interplay of
sensory input, and subjective interpretation: past experience, cultural

and societal influences, and cognitive bias.

We now live in a world of incredible technological achievement. We can
physically leave and return to the planet on which we live, we can look
towards the farthest reaches of the universe, see the light of stars that
died millions of years ago, yet our daily existence is perceived through,
and circumscribed by, the lens of our camera phone. Whilst
acknowledging that technology was indispensable and could not be
stopped, Heidegger also presciently warned that,

‘...the power and wonder’ of technology and the admiration in

which it is uncritically held results in us being ‘...’so firmly shackled

to our devices that we fall into bondage to them’ (Heidegger.M

1959).

Fig 10: Smartphone bondage

16
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Technology therefore not only presumes upon and circumscribes our
ability or interest in having or developing meditative thought, but also our

autochthony by engendering homogeneous critical reactiveness.

We mediate our experience through the appliances in our hands, rather
than by looking at the world directly. Our visual memory of happy times
and sad (our lives), is no longer in our brain, available for instant recall,
but has been downloaded to an SD card, which can never capture or
replay (even if fully charged), that potential vedantic revelation, the spirit
of that moment of seeing. ‘Es war doch so schon!’- ‘It was so beautiful’

(Goethe. J. W. 1832).

We no longer look at art, we photograph it, perhaps (and only perhaps)
to look at it later, but even then, only at the scale of the screen, never in
the work’s intended relativity to ourselves, missing its texture, true
colours and, importantly, the memory of its ‘shaping hand’ (Hughes R.
1990). Rather than a real memory of the thing itself, it is only an image

of an image, a simulacrum, from which the work’s aura is wholly missing.

17
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Fig 11: Guernica Selfies

Whilst | subscribe to Duchamp’s (and others) position on the
interconnected relationship between the artist and the viewer, that each
Is present in the other and that the influence of each on the other, in
equal measure, creates the work (Duchamp. M. 1957), | do not take that
to mean, as Marcuse does, that the artist has ‘...an obligation to
articulate and express the interests and needs’ (of the viewer) (my gloss)
(Marcuse H. 1979). Neither do | accept Rothko’s view that it is the artist’s
‘function...to make the spectator see the world [the artist’s way] - not

their way’ (Rothko. M 1943).

| am more attuned to the Barthesian idea of the ‘Death of the Author’
(Barthes, R. 1978), that once a work is in the world, the hegemony of the

artist is ended.

18
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They can leave no explanation, instruction, or guidance, make no
demands upon the viewer as to how they perceive or react to the work.

The viewer is entirely on their own to make of it what they will.

MEDITATION

| think a great deal about what | intend, probably too much, which
impacts completion. The meditative process, this Gelassenheit, ‘letting

go’, is an important part of the creative act for me.

Not only the consideration of what colour should go next to which other
colour and the reaction their juxtaposition creates both to each other,
and the emotional response it provokes, but also the physical act of

doing.

| always look to ‘see’ colour, light and their interaction, the search for
clarity and the absence of pretension. My ‘practice’ is largely about
exploring this area and its ‘chromatic ambiguities’ (Slezak & Shevell
2018) and doing so in an experiential way — ‘learning by doing’ or in
Albers rendering, ‘practice before theory’ (Albers 1963), and all of that

through the prism of social consciousness.

19
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Heidegger (Heidegger, M. 1966) draws a strong distinction between
‘calculative’ and ‘meditative’ thinking. The former seeks solutions, the
latter meaning. | acknowledge that in my studio | do both. But much
more of the latter, which, he states, ‘...demands...that...we engage

ourselves with what at first sight does not go together at all’.

Perception leads to conception, and conception to creation. And then to

making.

Fig 12: Self portrait at easel

| enjoy making things, the meditation of involvement, the translation of

my ‘thinking’ into effective ‘doing’. Most animals make things, although in

humans this goes beyond the strictly utilitarian. Humans ‘make’ because

they can, and because they can, they do.

20
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But what they make beyond the strictly utilitarian (and even then, when
through superb craftsmanship, the utilitarian achieves beauty), becomes

invested with something approaching the spiritual.

| believe that there is an existential and spiritual difference between
‘creation,’ which is always original, and making, which can be repetition,
although the latter can only derive from the former. However, | must
acknowledge from my own experience that simply making can be a

meditative, spiritual act in itself.

| ‘live’ in my head, and | often lose myself in this creative process, falling
into the gap between what | know and what | do not, between what |

understand and what | am trying to find out. To solve a problem, we first
need to identify the problem. The more difficult the problem, the greater

the creativity sparked.

‘Meditation’ therefore encompasses the entire process of stimulus,

thinking/apperception, and making. Artwork could be seen as a form of

individual creative inquiry, investigating what works and what does not.

21
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And this process, the meditative looking to ‘see,” does not end with me
(the artist), it continues after the work has left my hands and is before

the eyes of the viewer.

Ranciére (echoing Abrams) asserts that ‘...viewing actively transforms
and ...translates the image offered’ ...into an ‘alien entity that the artist

and spectator verify together’ (Ranciére. J. 2009).

Conclusion
‘Painting is self-discovery. Every good artist paints what he is’. (Jackson

Pollock).

The objective of my creative process is not necessarily the production of
artwork, and certainly not the production of work for exhibition. That is
not to say that | refuse to exhibit; however, | am much more interested in
the process of creating and making art; the thinking, the
experimentation, the resolution and consequent solution; the failures as
well as the successes, than | am in the finished work. The work, when

complete, is done with, it has a separate existence.

22
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Clearly, this individual creative enquiry, this search for truth, is a form of
artistic research, a journey of self-discovery and expression and
experimentation. A process very similar to religious meditation, the

search for understanding.

Tibetan Buddhist monks use art as a form of meditation, by creating
painstaking mandalas from coloured grains of sand, dropped one grain
at a time, which take weeks to lay out, and are then erased in a ritual
ceremony, with the sand returned to Nature. | was privileged to be able
to see this in the Now the Hero event in the Brangwyn Hall. The sand
was returned to the sea, a monk wading into Swansea Bay to the sound

of Dung-chens being blown.

Fig 13: Mandala

23
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So, my independent research project is to continue this journey. My

guiding question is ‘Art as Inquiry: How does individual studio-based

research influence practice and thinking beyond the walls of the studio?’

In examining that question, consideration will need to be given to the
following sub-sets:
« What constitutes knowledge?
. Can individual studio-based research be understood as
academic research? And does it matter?
« How does this sit within the protocols of an academic

institution? Could it be compromised in pursuit of institutional

recognition and funding?

2533 Words

24


https://direct.mit.edu/leon/article/57/1/121/117091/Art-as-Inquiry-Theoretical-Perspectives-on
https://direct.mit.edu/leon/article/57/1/121/117091/Art-as-Inquiry-Theoretical-Perspectives-on

Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

References:

Abrams M.H.

Albers. J

Barthes R.

Benjamin W.

Berger J

Berkely G.

Cezanne P.

1971.The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and
the Critical condition. Oxford University Press. ph20-21
Interaction of Colour. 201350 Anniversary edition.

Yale University.

The Death of the Author trans. Heath, S.(New York. Hiil
& Wang. 1978 pgl47.

The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction.Trans. Harry Zohn, from the 1935 essay.
Shocken Books1969. New York.

Ways of Seeing. 1973. BBC Books

A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human
Knowledge (commonly called the Principles of Human
Knowledge, or simply the Treatise) is a 1710 work,can
be accessed here. Berkeley

“All knowledge comes from perception; what we
perceive are ideas, not things in themselves; a thing in
itself must be outside experience; so the world only
consists of ideas and minds that perceive those ideas;
a thing only exists so far as it perceives or is
perceived."

Quote from Renoir — his life and work, Francois Fosca;
Book Club Associates /Thames and Hudson Ltd,
London 1975, p. 79

‘I was very pleased with myself when | discovered that

sunlight could not be reproduced; it had to be
represented by something else.. ..by colour”.1899

25


https://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/berkeley1710.pdf

Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

Duchamp M. A

Endler J.A.

Goethe, J.W.

Heidegger.M.

Hill R.A./Barton

Kandinsky, W.

Kant I.

Marcuse H

Pollock J.

Talk Duchamp made to American Federation of the
Arts. 1957. collected here

The Writings of Marcel Duchamp. (Marchand du Sel)
edit. Michel Sanouille and Elmer Peterson, New York
1973, pp. 139-140. Can be accessed here:

Duchamp - The Creative Act

A predator’s view of animal colour patterns. Evol Biol.
1978;11:319-64. Can be accessed here. Endler 1978

On the measurement and classification of colour in
studies of animal colour patterns. Biol J Linn Soci.
1990:41:315-52. Cited here. Endler 1990

Lied des Lynkeus des Tirmers /Tiirmerlied (Song of
the Watchman) Faust Part ii (1832).

Discourse on Thinking. Harper Perennial. New York
1966. pg 51-57. 1966. Trans. Anderson J.M. & E. H.
Freund, Gelassenheit. Neske, Pfullingen 1959.

RA. Red enhances human performance in contests.
Nature. 2005:435:293. doi:10.1038/435293a. Can be
accessed here Hill & Barton

On the Spiritual in Art. (1911) Pg.9.. Editn. Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation for the Museum of Non-
Objective Painting, New York City, 1946. Edit. Rebay.

Critique of Pure Reason. 1781. Translated by Marcus
Weigelt, Penguin Classics, 2003.

Aethestic dimension. Papermac. 1978. p59
Conversations with Artists. Rodman S.Devin-Adair.

1957.Can be accessed here: Pollock - whole conv.
Quote can be accessed here Pollock.

26


https://dissem.in/p/37345684/a-predators-view-of-animal-color-patterns/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3449083
https://doi.org/10.1038/435293a
https://www.nature.com/articles/435293a
https://openlibrary.org/works/OL3370658W/Conversations_with_artists
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/04/09/jackson-pollock-selden-rodman-conversations-with-artists/#:~:text=Something%20in%20me%20knows%20where,artist%20paints%20what%20he%20is

Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

Ranciere J. The Emancipated Spectator. Translated by Elliott G.,
Verso, 2009. The Emancipated Spectator was
originally presented, as a lecture in English, at the
opening of the Fifth International Summer Academy of
Arts in Frankfurt on August 20, 2004. The text of the
actual lecture is available here

Ranciere - Emancipated Spectator

The Emancipated Spectator — Review. 2010. Spencer.
J. Marx & Philosophy. Available here
Emancipated Spectator - Review Spencer

Rothko. M Letter to Adolf Gottlieb. 1943. Accessible here. Rothko

Slezac E. & Shevell S.K. Perceptual resolution of colour for multiple
chromatically ambiguous objects. Journal of the Optical
Society of America A, 35(4), B85-B91. (2018)

27


https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/book/6833_the-emancipated-spectator/
https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/book/6833_the-emancipated-spectator/
https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/book/6833_the-emancipated-spectator/
https://marxandphilosophy.org.uk/book/6833_the-emancipated-spectator/
https://www.studio2a.co/rothko-manifesto-modernity-for-the-modern-artist/

Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

Bibliography

AfK. Arbeitsrat fur Kunst Labour Council for Art.
Can be accessed here AfkMan Afk

Biggs, M/Karlsson, H. The Rouledge Companion to Research in the
Arts. Routledge. Abingdon. 2011

Best, D. Feeling and Reason in the Arts. George Allen & Unwin.
London. 1985

Barzun, J. The Culture We Deserve. Weslyan University Press.
Middletown. Connecticut USA. 1989

Finlay, V. The Birilliant History of Colour in Art. J. Paul Getty

Museum.2014
Green, M. How and what we can learn from fiction in

Hagberg, G. and Jost,W. (eds), A companion to the
philosophy of literature. pp.350-366. Malden, M.A.:
Wiley-Blackwell, (2010).

Heidegger, M. Poetry, Language, Thought. 1971. Trans.Hofstadter A.
Perennial Library. Harper & Row. New York.1875

Holly, M.A./Smith, M. What is Research in the Visual Arts. Sterling &
Francine Clark Art Institute. Mss, USA. 2008

Kandinsky. W. The Blaue Reiter Aimanac (The Blue Rider Almanac)
1912.

Krauss, R.E. The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist
Myths. The MIT Press Cambridge, Mass. USA &
London. 1985

Macaskill, W.  Doing Good Better.Effective Altruism and a Radical
Way to Make a Difference. Guardian Books and Faber
& Faber 2015.

Marc, F. Ed. Verlag, P. Munich 1965. English Version Thames &
Hudson, London. Tate Trustees, Tate Publishing Ltd.
London. 2006.

28


https://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=4018
https://www.bauhaus-imaginista.org/articles/3207/the-art-that-s-one-thing-when-it-s-there

Key words: LIGHT/COLOUR, SEEING, MEDITATION. Proposed Research project

Piper, A.M.S.

Sullivan,G

Varichon, A.

Rationality and the structure of Self. Vol.11: A Kantian
conception. (2013) APRA Foundation Berlin.

Arts Practice as Research. Inquiry in Visual Arts. Sage
Publictions Inc. 2010

Colors.Trans. Toula Ballas.Abrams. Harry N. Abrams,
Inc. New York. Undated.

29



