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That red, yellow, and blue are “primary” colors is based on the idea that the creation of an
exhaustive array of color and color nuances occurs when red, yellow, and blue paints are
mixed, but that the pigments themselves result from pure, unmixed sources.
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In the reductive compositions of early twentieth-century European abstract art movements,
most notably De Stijl in the Netherlands and the Bauhaus school in Germany, these three
primary colors were ubiquitous—touted as pure, basic, unadulterated, and radical new ways of
signaling a new art. At the Bauhaus, Wassily Kandinsky had attempted to link the three primary
colors to the basic forms of geometry—the circle, triangle, and square—and arrived at a blue
circle, yellow triangle, and red square. Although there was no consensus, these associations
prevailed and have become synonymous with conventional conceptions of color at the
Bauhaus.
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Josef Albers, who had followed how theories about the nature of color played out at the
Bauhaus, did not take up the challenge of color until he arrived in the United States and
launched the first-ever color course in an American art school, at Black Mountain College, in
1934. In teaching color, he invoked the emphasis on studies of materials and trial-and-error
experimentation that he had perfected the previous decade in teaching the Preliminary Course
at the Bauhaus. In his simultaneous practice as an artist, Albers applied to his own work the
methods and goals to understanding color that he prescribed for his students.
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Albers’s holistic view of the world led to his classroom focus on context and relationships as the
key to understanding both the outer world of objects and the subjective inner world of the
artist. Among all the elements of art he determined that color was the most relative, elusive,
malleable, and contingent, and that color relationships were powerfully demonstrable. In a talk
to students in 1940, Albers maintained: “How a color is used and related to others . . . is
decisive in art.”
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At the end of 1946, on an extended sabbatical in New Mexico and Mexico, Albers was primed
to focus on his painting. As he wrote, “In a clay house, beneath blue skies, finally peace . . . far
from education and administration we are able once more to think of ourselves.” His focus
would be “a strict painting diet” of color—the element of painting that was to be his overriding
passion for the next three decades. Painting “day and night” using a palette knife, Albers put
down on his chosen surface (heavy permeable paper or composite board) pure color as it
arrived in commercially manufactured tubes of artists’ oil paint. “What interests me most now is

how colors change one another according to the proportions and quantities. . . . Greens
become blue, neutral greys become red violet. . . . Dark colors become light. . . . Opaque
colors appear transparent only as a result of the way they are combined. . . . [It is] terribly
exciting.”
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For Albers color had agency that equaled the agency of living organisms. He wanted, he said,
“to make my colors breathe.” Color should be active and alive to the viewer who would ideally
have “eyes open to see.” Color could be sensual—soft, hard, embracing, intersecting, and
penetrating. By the mid-twentieth century Albers knew and trusted his material so well that he
was able to completely submerge his ego and leave it to the viewer to observe that the artist,
having performed his experiments with care and attention, could stand back and allow the
material alone to work its magic. “Color is a magic force,” he proclaimed.
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Albers understood that “primary colors” were an idealized version of what color is: that color
identity was a subjective phenomenon and contingent on the individual viewer. Color wheels
and color charts were attempts to codify color in scientific ways that had little relevance for him,
and he avoided them. “If one in a group says red,’” he wrote, as a statement for a 1952
exhibition at the Sidney Janis Gallery in New York, “we can be sure that there are as many
different conceptions of red as there are individuals in that group.” A red painting was never
simply a red painting, and he would prove it by using three or four different reds in a single
Homage to the Square painting and repeating this practice with a range of reds, over and over
again. There is no “primary” red, or blue, or yellow.
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Albers’s genius in adopting a square format for his paintings was to personalize a form as inert
and universal as a square by layering three or four square units of progressively smaller
dimensions and then to disturb the symmetry of the form by shifting the center of each square
downward. Within this format he investigated the subtleties of working with groups of colors.
He asked of his audience only that they use their eyes and be prepared to devote time to truly
see the visual delights, debates, and enigmas he set before them. The mechanics of color and
vision might be firmly based in physics but true seeing transcended reason and led to an
awareness of what Albers described as “the discrepancy between physical fact and psychic
effect”—the unpredictable point, beyond words, where all the elements coalesce in a painting
that mysteriously and magically attains sublimity.
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