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Color as Language

an ooior be a baguags? In gradusie

choal, | chose Kandinsky's use of colof

kot a semings presentabon. in hopes of
Arhough Kandinsky had wiess sbhoot what each
color 8, | found discrepanciss between what
ne Inought. snd thé cofrespondences that
Gosthe, for exampbe, found. Years later, | was
&bk 1o fing that both could be relsied to the color
theonies of Max Lischet, 8 Swiss psychologis!
who Brgued that humanily’s associafions with
color go back 1o the days of the infancy of the
oo, Lischer, howsver, wamed thal an arlist's
use of color migh! have nothing fo do with these
ancostral associalions, and 1o that, | would add,
the viewer's of chlic's response might run even
further afield,

Recantty, Ken Johnson in the New York Times
described Hans Holmann's palelie as “Playskool-
colorad.” This | would ciassify as a negalive or
hosliie associalion, sinca it implhas that the artist
was a child, andjor painting for children. | was
maminded of tha semigiecle of personal auticok,
which | once dreamed up, and visualize as esam-
bling the samicincks of politcal opinéon fram whch
our terms of lefl-wing” and ‘righiwing” derive. In
politcal assemblies s Inal of France. the berals
il o the immediate left of tha cenler aisle, with the
racicals 10 the left of tham. To the immediate right
of T cinler asle <l the conservalives. and o the
rgnt of them, the reactionares.

in my semiarcle of personal cuook, The de-
aists $it just 10 the Jeft of the center, and fhe real-
555, just 10 the rght. To the kel of the ideafists s2
e innocents; whia to the rght of the realists =t
e cymics. In the polbical reaim, | have observed
il reachionanes somelimes can el the difier-
enca bedwesn Wberals and racicals, ang | suspedt
mat by the sarme foken, Cymics ray have dfcul-
ty dstngashing betwesn ideafsis and innocents
| mysall would diassify Hofmann a3 an ideals]
and his colors redaled not 1o plashc loys bul o
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natre | see his indorao greeas a3 partally
derved fom Te greens of grass, hs yollows
from the sunlight, his blues from the 563 and sky,
2nd his reds bke e reds of pOoPRS oOf 10588 O
3pies.

Megatve or hostie responses afonl dways
useiess. Ems! Gombeich calked Pollock, and
Howard Dinros, 8 New Yorx Times o n the
19405, dubind Mondrian, 50 Gomirich doscrided
Polioci’s pouted paslzgs o5 suggosting Te ugly
shapes with whith indusinal cvilization sumounds
us” whie Devies calied Mondrnn's Broadwiy
Bongie-Woogl Just ancthor ont of his coloriul
bathroom lile designe.” | have mate positive ask0-
ciatiang with Mondvian and Pollock, bul | wouldn't
deny that those of Gombrich and Dovies roprosent
ways I which thelr visual expenence tallied wih
thase of the artists thay thought thay were celilciz-
ing. | o believe that Poliack and Mandrian had
urban landscapes and Ules (net necassanly balh-
roam) as one of many visual expetiancas that thay
synibastzed into the composito images ol their
abstractons, and conveyed unconsciously D view-
ors lika Gombrich and Davree.

Playskool toys siike me as uniikely sources
for Hofmann, 33 | don't think thay were mads in
Gesmany in the 1530%, when and when Helimann
was a hodder, nor &d ha have children of has cwn
This i5 often the problem with lattercay inferpreda-
Bons. They ace based in visual expeniences which
the artiels could not have had, st as any Kono-
Qraptic interprekabon must rely On SOLICES Con-
temporary with the art (when Erwin Panoisky ward-
ed 1o know why 2 “sea’ed fountain” appeared in i
teenth-ceniyry Ancunciatons, he ceinl go o eigh:
lsenfh-cantury ooks 0n relgion 10 fnd andwin)
Undoubledly thece are cultural references in
Hefmann's coior choices, a8 well 33 nadural onds,
bt | think of laicads as one sourcn for syl
lows, passeages Chevies and Fords a8 sources for
his blues and groens, fee ongines for reds and 50
o | would also argue thal the matio surtace of his
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pantngs alows he views? 10 have both natrsl
and cultural avsociations with the. If the suriace
were hand and Shinry, £ winkd De sasy or the ol
beal refrences 10 omivge, bul mors SBoud for
B NS ONes.

This continues 10 be 50, The recen! panlings
of Wilksm Wegman &t Sperons Washwaler wede
charactonzed by baght elemantany colies whose
sk andlor shiny surfsces forced the viewer 10
think of the word exclusively in a cullural context
Wepman was nominally depicting landssapes. bul
ubing color posicands as pan of his compasiang,
and the need 1o match heir siick surlaces led him
1o pive thi whols paintings @ shick, even slimy fin-
tuh, Shiny finish also charactenzed the absirac-
tians of Angaling Nasso at Stetan Stux, though the
colors wére much mare aliraclive, and the color
eombinabions aftén quite provocative (purple and
yollow, for (nstance, in Througn), Stll, while
Masso's image wos composed of many small cir-
cular shapas and while Ihay might have reag as
stars or flower patals, Ine siick surface and fuzzy
focys tended to fimit them more o associalions
with magnified photagraphy and Lichtensten's
Benday dots

By contrast, Erk Bakke usad a fat matte sur-
fica in The Weatherby Panting &l 450 Broadway.
Measusing approamabely 12 by 29 leet, this paint-
ing was based on two photograchs from a2 1970
Weatmerby Rile catalogue, one showing Jobn
Wayna being presented with one of thess eapen
s spont hunling quns, and the other, 3 prince
and princass of kan on safad n Mozambiges pos-
g wih a dead Caps bufalo, Whik | lourd the
subject matier chiling, | Bued the Color sohems ior
he naturaingss of 3 bluss, greens and beowams,
and T surface aliowed ths Naturainess 1 oom-
bine with oultural associatons. The catsiogee, 4
sooms, belonged 1o the artists father and the
feiver used 10 t3ke the s0h Ot huming. s2
abhough tho sublject mamer was chding, i came
packaged with famdy feeling O
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